TREASURE IN CLAY JARS:

Stories of LGBTQ Leaders in the Lutheran Church
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But we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that
this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us.
—2 Corinthians 4:7






FOREWORD

Years ago, the United Church of Christ Coalition
for LGBT Concerns created And So We Speak, a
collection of stories written by LGBTQ clergy and
seminarians. With their blessing, we decided to
create a Lutheran edition highlighting the stories
of LGBTQ leaders in the Lutheran church. Stories
shape us and change our hearts and minds in ways
few things can, inviting us into new worlds even as
we re-imagine the one we are in.

As LGBTQ leaders in the Lutheran church we

have been shaped and changed by the story of

God, especially as this story has interacted with our
LGBTQ identity and our vocational calling. Our
stories are filled with challenges, joys, questions,
convictions, wonderings, faithfulness, and hopefully
more than a tinge of fabulousness. Sometimes our
stories have been lonely or isolating; other times they
have been filled with powerful community. Our
stories are extraordinary, but only because they are
filled and shaped and blessed by the extraordinary
power of God.

This extraordinary power of God has been evident
throughout the movement for LGBTQ justice in the
Lutheran church. Extraordinary Lutheran Ministries
(and its predecessor bodies) has been affirming and

supporting publicly identified LGBTQ Lutheran
rostered leaders, candidates, and seminarians since
1990. Policies, laws, and attitudes continue to
change both in the church and society. For that, we
give thanks. But the work is far from over. And we
are as committed to our mission now as ever:

Extraordinary Lutheran Ministries
affirms and supports LGBTQ Lutheran
rostered leaders and those pursuing

a call to rostered leadership, while
engaging allied congregations and
ministries to proclaim God's love and
seek justice for all.

In the following pages we offer these stories of our
lives as LGBTQ leaders in the Lutheran church as

a testament to this treasure in clay jars, with the
conviction that although they are our stories, they
ultimately belong to God. We hope our stories
may resonate with your stories. Together, we can
continue to re-shape and re-imagine our church and
world as we are transformed by the work of God in
and among us all.

EXTRAORDINARY LUTHERAN MINISTRIES

Extraordinary Lutheran Ministries believes the public witness of LGBTQ+ ministers transforms the church,
enriches the world, and proclaims God’s love and call to justice.

Extraordinary Lutheran Ministries does this work through three main programs: Candidacy Accompaniment,
Ministry Engagement, and Proclaim—a professional community for LGBTQ rostered leaders, candidates, and

seminarians. Learn more at www.elm.org.

All of the stories and short responses in this collection are from members of the Proclaim community. We give
thanks to the E. Rhodes and Leona B. Carpenter Foundation and the Philip N. Knutson Endowment, which

provided funding for this project.

There is a short glossary of terms and a brief timeline of key highlights for LGBTQ rostered leaders in the

Lutheran Church at the end of this collection.




REV. ANGELA NELSON
GOD AND ME—A LOVE STORY IN SEVERAL ACTS

Photo credit: Robert Pitts

FVER SINCE | CAN REMEMBER, GOD Usually followed with a squeeze or a tickle (if I was

AND | HAVE BEEN BUDDIES. I used to pray standing upright and he was going to bed before
[ was) and a kiss on top of the head. He still gives

my sister and [ that blessing whenever we’re home,
though now it’s when he’s on the way to bed and
we're still awake for a few hours.

out loud to Him on the walk to the school bus, on
the way home, playing by myself in the backyard and,
of course, in worship. Dad used to read through

the Bible with me every night, according to the
bookmark reading plan we got somewhere, and

we’d pray the Lord’s Prayer before bed. I pretended EVER SINCE I CAN REMEMBER, GOD

enough times that I was asleep (I just liked listening IN JESUS HAS BEEN SORT OF A BIG

to Dad), that eventually Dad just stuck with the BROTHER. I'd talk things through with Him. I'd

Leviticus benediction every night. look to Him for advice and an example. He’d help

me pull myself up by my bootstraps. I could tell

“The Lord bless you and keep you, the everybody how much He loved them. But for some
Lord make his face shine on you and be reason I'd shrug it off to hear that love for myself.
gracious to you, the Lord look upon you [ was never good enough for that. Never righteous
with favor and give you peace.” enough or pure enough or giving enough. Jesus was
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gonna help me get there. Help me be the man of
God who was honorable and strong and devoted.
Maybe, if I was lucky, help me have the courage and
passion to be a martyr someday. But I wasn’t there
yet, so | knew He couldn’t be proud of me. It was
just weird to consider that He loved me.

EVER SINCE | CAN REMEMBER, THE
HOLY SPIRIT HAS BEEN ONE GIANT
GENDERLESS MYSTERY. This sort of wind

that whistled outside my bedroom window, the
thread that tied together all of Scripture, the
gift-giver of all virtues and good acts. In Hebrew

we learned that the word for Spirit is gendered
feminine, that the Holy Spirit initially was talked
about as a ‘She,” grammatically speaking. And in
college I began to hear a whole lot of ‘She’ language
about God. Actually a whole lot of folks said that
the ‘He’ who is my brother and my buddy shouldn’t
be given a gender at all, but needed to be neutered
so to encompass both male and female. This drove
me batty. I understood the point of characteristics
pertaining to certain genders being illustrated in
God’s love and care and justice and might, but when
my worship began to sing of God without gender, I
rolled my eyes and heaved a sigh of exasperation and
shook my head and talked with God about it while
walking between classes. My first boyfriend called me
chauvinist.

EVER SINCE | CAN REMEMBER, THE
CHURCH HAS BEEN A PLACE OF
WELCOME, OF EMBRACE, of nearmagic where

stories of God and God’s people come alive and so do
the bread and the wine. I was a child raised in a small
church whose people noticed my gifts and put me in
positions of leadership. Reading, acolyting, guiding
newcomers through the liturgies and sitting with folks
who sat alone: this was my ministry from a young
age. There were buzzings of conflict here and there,
but kids aren’t usually brought into those discussions.
[ only caught second-hand that somebody was anti-
gay and it would “suit him right to have a gay son”.

[ only caught second-hand that because of another
denomination’s stance on gay marriage (back in the
1990s) one of our families came to our parish for a
better welcome. I only caught second-hand that people
don’t talk openly and directly about these sorts of
things in church.

EVER SINCE | CAN REMEMBER, |
HAVE WANTED TO BE AN AMERICAN
GLADIATOR: gym class for grownups, and getting

paid for it, too! I loved Xena, Warrior Princess, |
watched ‘wrestling’ on TV with Dad, I rejoiced to
click the gears up on my bike and ride hard and fast
down to the park and back. I was a bookworm, but

[ was a bookworm who loved my body and all the
strength and speed it had. But there were parts of my
body I could not be proud of. Puberty made sure of
that. And there were wants of my body that I could
not openly acknowledge. My piety made sure of that.
So shame crept in, fear of sin and misunderstanding,
and my buddy God and I got in a number of pretty
serious arguments about the Old Testament and my
place in it. Was this all a game to prove by people’s
suffering that God is omnipotent?

EVER SINCE | CAN REMEMBER, PEOPLE
HAVE ENCOURAGED ME TO BE A
PASTOR. I have, after a few glitches along the way,

done just that. Ever since I can remember being
asked about my ‘call story,” I have simply said that
the church was where I fit best, where [ was most
welcome, where I felt most connected and alive and
curious. But that story has had to change. Because at
the end of my first year of seminary I had to admit
that [ was attracted to women as well as men. And
suddenly the church was no longer as automatically
welcoming to me. Suddenly I remembered those
second-hand conversations at church when I was
growing up. Suddenly I had to come up with
somewhere else to go, something else to be. Suddenly
it was just me and God, because I was suddenly very
uncannily afraid of the church.

EVER SINCE | CAN REMEMBER, GOD
HAS LOVED ME EVEN WHEN | WAS

UNAWARE OF IT. Even when I was unaware of

myself. When the world dropped out from under
me, which was how it felt when I lost my position
of hetero-privilege, there was a moment of clarity
between me and She, between myself and the
feminine side of God. Such language no longer
makes me roll my eyes. When [ sat with my feelings
for another woman, my God came at me with such
feelings even more strongly, and I was able to hear
in my marrow that God loved me. In that language



which had irritated me for so many years, in the light
of my own mystery at not even knowing myself, God

drowned me in adoring love the likes of which I had

not even known I could want or receive.

When [ was in the midst of this turmoil of
unknowing myself and being known by God, I knew
intellectually that I had allies, that I had supportive
friends I could talk to, but it was my dearest friend,
a gay man, who had the pastoral presence and good
timing to ask me how I was when the only answer

I could give was to fall apart on his couch. Because
of his witness, his openness, his courage, which he
would not have called courage, I was able to connect
with a physical and present reminder of God’s call
and the cloud of witnesses which had not deserted
me as [ first felt [ had been deserted. This is why I
need to live openly, to offer similar witness, to be
present and identifiable as another outsider still
somehow serving. Because of my friend, without
whose couch I may not have survived this crisis, I
need to live as a light for others who might also be
floundering.

A friend of mine has reflected that in her coming
out she has found herself not so much now part of a
statistic or a social group, but part of a community.
With every positive experience of coming out she has
received a welcome, an embrace, and a measure of
understanding. Is this not what the church is about?
Not statistics, not demographics, but welcome,
understanding, honesty, and embrace. We are all
outcasts, some of us more aware of it than others,
and together as a community of the outcast we travel
in this kingdom of God toward a more complete
heaven. My candidacy committee knew I probably
would not receive a call quickly, and probably not
even be considered in synods which might have
jumped at my paperwork before I came out. It has
been frustrating to know that we could have done

so much good and joyful work together had my
orientation not been a stumbling block. It has been
hard, and still is hard, to hear there are places within
this church where I would not be safe, but I wonder
how many who say that to protect me would stand
beside me to walk with a parish in becoming safe

for their own children and neighbors. There is so
much pain and loss for the church to live in while
divided over how to treat people and how to view
the body and how to approach Scripture. I wonder

how to be pastoral in the midst of this mess, and it

is more and more real to me that being all things to
all people just is not possible, nor should it be. We
have such a rich diversity of gifts and callings, and it
is God’s work we are about together. So if I cannot
be your pastor, then God will send you someone who
can, and I cannot let myself feel a failure because
someone cannot see past some labels to hear what I
am saying.

What [ have learned is that being in the minority
can be either a blessing or a ghetto. One brings life
and light to the world around, the other insulates
itself and slowly rots while the outside laughs and
feels better for it. LGBTQIA is not an exclusive club
we're born into while everyone else is normative
and boring and probably wrong in their thinking.
LGBTQIAStraight expresses a spectrum which is
delightful and vulnerable and full of potential for
God-only-knows-what.

There is a Hebrew poetic form which names the
extremes to illustrate the whole. As Jesus is the
Alpha and Omega, beginning and end, He is also
everything in between; not just a mechanic who sets
the world in motion and comes back in the end

to set it all on fire and pick up the pieces, but one
who walks with us in the Beta Gamma Delta.... So
it is with the creation story, I now think, that God
created us male and female, in that same poetic form
which seeks to encompass the whole in a bit more
brevity of language. I hope I would still have come
to this thinking if I had not yet known myself to be
more middle of the spectrum. The people I have
been blessed to know by being publicly identifiable,
the invitations to events and the sharing of stories,
has been so enriching of my faith and my worldview.
It’s as much fun as getting a whole set of those
illustrated WorldBook Encyclopedias as a kid. Truly
no end to God’s creativity and love - we’re simply
blessed to have time and space to explore it a bit.

IT'S BEEN THAT WAY EVER SINCE | CAN
REMEMBER... how about you?

The Rev. Angela Nelson serves as pastor of Christ Our
Emmanuel Lutheran Church in Chatham, NY.



WHAT DO YOU THINK GOD THINKS
ABOUT YOU BEING LGBTQ?

As I was voraciously reading all
| could about LGBTQ folk in the
church, I remember reading L. William
Countryman and M.R. Ritley’s book, Gifted
by Otherness. What blew my mind away
was their argument that God made us all
who we are. As LGBTQ folk, we were not
an accident, or an aberration. But rather,
as LGBTQ Christians, we have a special
witness, a different perspective to share
with the Church and the world. We have
the perspective of challenging stereotypes,
of trusting in a God who is astoundingly
loving of all people, of standing together
as community.

—Rev. Matt James,
Trinity Lutheran Church, Worcester, MA

God knew | was gay before calling me to
ministry, even though | didn’t. And God
called me to know (and love) myself, that
I may know and love God and God’s

creation.

—Jean Hay, First Call Candidate,
Burnsville, MN

I think God might think...People sure are
funny the way they try to label everybody.
—Rev. Steven Wilco,
Immanuel Lutheran Church,
Amherst, MA

I affirm that | am a beloved child of
God, which is unique, unrepeatable,
irreplaceable and a person of value
despite what others think of me
personally. I admit that | am a broken
and blessed man who has endured pain
from others, at the same time loved by
many unconditionally. God in me created
a Gay Black man who is comjortable in
his own skin. God loves me more than |
could ever understand. | and God are not
focused on my sexuality but focused on
my studies here at Wartburg Seminary to
be equipped to serve this fragile church
that is too focused on consenting adults.
My faith is strong through daily forms of
isms, the deaths of my spouse, mother,
and adopted sister and cancer twice.
—Gus Barnes Jr., Seminarian,
Wartburg Theological Seminary

I think God is proud of me. Proud that |
am still a work in progress. | think God is
proud of the dignity | have accepted as
part of God'’s love for me, shown through
the many supportive close relationships
in my life. God is proud that I'm not done,
that now | have the opportunity to bring
God's message of love to others who may
have felt excluded.
—Rev. Caleb Crainer,
St Andrew's Lutheran Church
Los Angeles, CA



In giving me, a gay man, a call to
ministry, God affirms my sexuality as a
gift given and not a defect to hide. | know
at the very core of my being, that God
loves me, that God has gifted me, and
that God wants to make use of me.
—Austin Newberry, First Call Candidate,
Columbus, IN

| believe God created me as | am, and
that I am justified freely by God'’s grace
through faith in Jesus Christ. In other
words, because God loves me as | am,
I do not have to work to earn my love,
acceptance, approval, or well being. It
is given to me by God in Christ. This is
something | never experienced until |
became Lutheran.
—Brach Jennings, Seminarian,
Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminary

Love is a gift from God. Both agape
and eros. God gave me the gift of loving
someone of my own sex. It is God's will.
What does God think? God loves it.
—Cary Bass-Deschenes, First Call
Candidate, Oakland, CA

It sounds cheesy but honestly | believe
God made me just as God intended and
thinks I'm beautiful. My own and other
people’s perceptions are what gets in
the way and my sense is that God is
saddened and kind of mystified by that.
—NMarissa Sotos,
Seminarian,
Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago

When many people thought | should
pursue ministry | always shied away from
it. Why would someone call some gay
pastor? It was wrong, sinful, and against
the rules of the church at that point.
I'd wonder if there was a place for me
in the church. It was the incarnational
experience of seeing both gay and lesbian
clergy members presiding, having a
family, preaching, and engaging the poor
and the sick that had a lasting impact on
my experience. Time and again it is the
result of the incarnation of both ideas
and terminology that have shaped my
call and my coming out story. To grasp
what gay meant in the flesh dramatically
expanded my understanding of the
world and others. Experiencing the
congregational affirmation of a God-
given call through the ministry of gay
and lesbian clergy opened my eyes to
possibilities that | never thought possible.
—Rev. Jason Glombicki,
Wicker Park Lutheran Church,
Chicago, IL



I am wonderfully made, and God knew
me in my mother's womb. My sexuality is
a gift from God.

—Dug Swank, Osterburg, PA

| believe God mourns when the gifts God
gives (in the case of my sexual orientation,
gifts of desire, identity, community,
pleasure, among many others) go ignored
or untended, and | believe God rejoices
when they are cultivated and celebrated
for the good of the world!
— Joel Bergeland, Intern, St Paul's
Lutheran Church, Santa Monica, CA

I think God created me beautiful, including
my sexual orientation. It is just one of the
many gifts God creates in us. And, then,
God moves on. God says get over it...it is
not the defining aspect of who you are as
a Child of God.
—Lauren Morse-Wendt,
diaconal minister,
Mission and Ministry Developer,
Edina Community Lutheran Church,
Edina, MN

| struggled with this issue a lot. Especially
while being in a different Lutheran
denomination. After much prayer, | knew
God loved me and accepted me as | am.
This is how God made me and being
wonderfully made | am His child. Our
sexuality doesn’t make a difference in
God'’s eyes. It is how we live and proclaim
His love. Because after all is said and
done, God is love.
—Rev. Ernie Varga,
St Luke’s Lutheran Church, Sidney, NY

I don’t know if God sees distinctions like
we see them. | like to think that God
sees me being gay as no different than
someone God equipped to preach the
good Word, or a teacher who can reach
a child like never before, or any person
who can make the connection between
the wonderfulness of who God made that
person to be and addressing the deepest
needs of the community that person lives
in. In that vein, God equipped me, and
every other person, to be special and to
be useful. ...So, if God was to think about
me at all, I'd be happy just knowing God
spent an ounce of energy thinking about
me, and that would be enough.
—Rev. Kevin O'Hara,
Lutheran Church of Our Savior,
Patchogue, NY



REV. CALEB CRAINER—
COMING OUT AND CALLED: GOD IS HILARIOUS

For me MY COMING OUT STORY
PARALLELED MY CALL STORY PACE FOR

PACE. Things seem clearer now looking into the P

past, but navigating both at the time was hazy at %
best. Having grown up in the conservative Midwest,
there weren’t voices of LGBTQ advocacy in my

world. There were people we knew and loved who I
intellectually knew were “gay”...but that was a point
of shame for some reason and certainly nothing we

talked openly about at all. | ASSUMED THAT
MY OCCASIONAL ATTRACTION TO
SOMEONE OF THE SAME GENDER WAS
ATHING TO BE FOUGHT, SUBDUED,
AND HIDDEN. I remember being asked “are you

gay!” a few times as sort of a deriding question meant | Al
to embarrass me.

'T.N,

At the time it did embarrass me, so those feelings
were shoved down. I also remember being teased i
because I liked church. One teacher in my high

school went around the room and said different

that she could see me being a pastor. | remember

sinking down in my seat. | WAS DETERMINED
NOT TO BE GAY AND TO NOT BE A
PASTOR. God is hilarious.

careers she could see each of us doing. She told me R /

~—
1
e

[t wasn’t until [ went away to college, in a different
state, that I encountered new and radical ideas that
challenged my faith first. Having grown up in an
environment in which theological questions were
met with immediate and authoritative answers, ideas
that burst that bubble were completely novel. I think
I owe my theological and personal development in
large part to the challenges some courageous and
patient female professors posed to my ingrained
patriarchal mentality. Eventually, my readings and
exploration developed a newfound respect for a host
of critical thinking arenas. I switched my allegiance




from the conservative church of my youth to the
branch that valued open-ended biblical questioning
and celebrated their female clergy. The day I called
my pastor from home to break the news was a
difficult day, but I remember him saying that he
wasn’t always satisfied with the confines of our
tradition, and that he was actually happy that I had
found a home in another church. He also affirmed
that no matter what, I would always be a loved “son
of the congregation.” That was my first experience
“coming out” about my call and it was encouraging.

[ cultivated language around LGBTQ) experience in
the church and quickly found how isolating that was
even within my new, more liberal, denomination.

[ didn’t really know what was going on when I
completely fell for a dashing male friend of mine.
My emotions got stupid. I felt like a teenager.

[ remember how for the first time, love songs
started to make sense. Having been bolstered by
my “coming out” in terms of my faith, and armed
with new affirming language, I decided to disclose
my attraction. It was not returned, but not shamed.
[t was after that experience that my queer identity
began to solidify alongside my call to ministry.

I came out to my parents at our first Thanksgiving
together following my first semester in grad school.
There were some tears (remember, they don’t have
pro-gay messages in their world) but mostly love

for me, uncertainty about my future. Again, not

the horror story that many LGBTQ people have
experienced. They seemed less surprised when I told

them a few months later that I wanted to be a pastor.

“Is that possible?” they asked, at the time I honestly
didn’t know. I had some conversations with local
clergy who seemed optimistic about the future, so

| CHOSE TO RISK IT. God had softened the

hearts of so many in my life I trusted God was at
work on the heart of the church as well.

But now the questions would be more specific:
How and when would I come out during the

candidacy process? | WANTED TO BE IN
CONTROL OF MY SELF-DISCLOSURE

during my internship year. I knew that although
the church I was about to serve had experienced
itself as a supportive environment for LGBTQ
people, they hadn’t been proactive about holding

difficult discussions among congregants, nor had
they endeavored to attain status as a Reconciling
in Christ congregation. It was an ethnically diverse
congregation and I suspected many members were
less accepting than the supervising pastor himself.
When I arrived, [ thought it would be best to get
to know the congregation as their intern pastor
first, then come out to the leadership when it was
appropriate. Turns out that was kind of foiled. I
heard later that my supervisor has spoken of me,
prior to my arrival, as an out gay intern. So folks
knew. Ijust didn’t know that they knew. At that
point the rules prohibiting gay clergy were firmly in
place, although in the process of being dismantled.

But not knowing all this, I came out to my supervisor
in our first conversation. I had included being gay

in my internship application essay, but I wanted to
establish a precedent of open dialogue. So I believe

[ said something like “I want to make sure you know
that I'm gay and I'm out, but I'm not sure how to
navigate that in a congregation.” He didn’t try to
shield me too much, which I appreciated, saying that
there would probably be some hold outs, but assured
me that he was on board. By that point, I had already
held similar conversations with my seminary faculty,
so the practice helped. Coming out isn’t a onetime
thing. It’s a continual process, every day.

Over the year I led a weekly Bible study on affirming
views of LGBTQ bible stories. It was attended

by a few, but avoided by others. I came out to my
internship committee early on, who functioned in
an extremely supportive capacity as [ navigated how
best to publicly identify myself. While on internship,
[ was invited by an out gay colleague to attend a
retreat of Extraordinary Lutheran Ministries where
they would launch a new program called “Proclaim”
to support out LGBTQ clergy. That retreat proved
instrumental in giving me the momentum I needed
to preach about my own experience as a gay man

in the church and to fill out my paperwork fully
disclosing myself as gay.

THE CONGREGATION RESPONDED IN

LOVE. Turns out some hadn’t realized I was gay,
others had known for a long time and wondered
when [ would speak about my experience. I was
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particularly surprised by the warm reception from
members of the congregation of African-descent.

[ realized my privilege and prejudice kept me

from risking being myself with them until I had
established a relationship first. It seems kinda silly
now, but the lesson I learned was that being myself
provided a space for people to be more authentic
with me in return.

When I interviewed for a call to become solo pastor,
[ knew it was important for me to talk with the call
committee! about my being gay, even though they
had known about it before the interview. I think one
of the reasons the committee chose to recommend
me for the call was my forthrightness and gentleness.
They appreciated my questions and being able to
share their experiences as I listened. There are folks
who have been opposed to my leadership as an
LGBTQ pastor. They have chosen to withdraw from
the congregation rather than make waves.

Now I'm into my third year as a publicly identified
gay ELCA pastor in Los Angeles, and I've learned

that being a pastor is challenging in lots of respects.
Thanks to the Proclaim community and ELM, I feel
supported and encouraged to be fully myself with
the congregation [ serve. Our message of love and
an inclusive welcome seems to be taking root in the
neighborhood as we've seen several families decide to
become involved with the church over the past years.
We even have a few other LGBTQ identified persons
who have started attending. One recently told me,

“I never thought I would find a church where 1 felt
comfortable and honest until I came here. It’s so
nice to have a church home again.” The spirit is
moving in our ministry and I can’t wait to see what’s
next.

The Rev. Caleb Crainer serves as pastor of St Andrew’s
Lutheran Church in Los Angeles, CA.

'Call committee: a group of people (usually in a congregation)
who are tasked with interviewing and recommending a
candidate for call in a congregation or ministry.
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REV. STEVEN WILCO—
COMING OUT AS A DELICATE DANCE

When I was first coming out, a friend gave me some

good advice: "YOU DON'T COME OUT ONCE.

You are always making decisions about coming out in
every new context.” The call process made that very

clear.

[ finally came to terms with my sexual orientation during
seminary, and starting at my approval I made a decision

that | WANTED TO BE UPFRONT about that at

every stage of the process going forward and to come out
in person when possible rather than on paper. [ was also
determined to do everything in my power to keep the
focus on the mission and ministry of the church. I had
no idea how [ would do it.

At my approval interview, [ slipped the detail into a
response to a question asking me to review my call story.
[ saw a reaction, so | knew it had registered, but no one
asked a follow up question. It probably wasn’t the best
way to handle it, but as a first attempt I at least had
said it. This was after the 2009 Churchwide decision
but before the official new policies had been written,
so we were all feeling our way through something new.
They asked for a follow up conversation after the initial
interview; we discussed it openly, and they handled it
well. I was approved.

At the time, the forms had not been updated to include
the possibility of same-gender partners. [ shared my
sexual orientation in the section that was only for
bishops to read. Since [ wouldn’t get a chance to talk

in person with them before they made decisions, I felt
that was important despite my preference to share that
information in person when possible.

Coming out to congregations was more difficult.

| MADE THE DECISION TO SHARE [T
AT EACH STAGE IN THE PROCESS - call

committee, council, and congregation. I was committed
to being open and honest while also keeping the focus
on finding a good match in terms of ministry and
mission. The synod staff was incredibly supportive.

In both congregations where [ interviewed with the call
committee, | came out during the official interview so
that the call committee would hear it all at once. I gave
us plenty of time to talk about mission and ministry
before it came up, but I also made sure it wasn’t just
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thrown in at the end in a way that wouldn’t allow us to
talk about it. In the interview with the call committee of
the congregation I now serve, there was an immediate
affirming response and it was seen as a potential way to
strengthen their public witness to inclusion.

I came out in a similar way to the church council during
my interview with them and received a similar response.
When it came time to meet the whole congregation

[ preached in worship and then began answering
questions after the service. I was very aware as each hand
was raised that I needed to find an opportunity to share
my sexual orientation. Several questions in, someone
asked if [ would be bringing a family with me if [ were
called. I shared that [ had recently become engaged

and that I wanted them to know that I was gay and was
engaged to another man. I shared his name and that

his occupation was music therapy. There were maybe
about 3 seconds of silence before the same person asked

a follow-up question: “WELL, IS HE GOING TO
SING IN THE CHOIR?"

[ almost laughed out loud, partly in relief and partly
in response to the way that despite the challenge to

traditional gender roles, the important question was
whether the pastor’s spouse would sing in the choir.

In order to give the congregation the option of having
time to process the information about my sexual
orientation, I came back two weeks later for the actual
call vote. While this congregation did not feel the need
for additional communal conversations around that
issue, [ appreciated that we didn’t rush the process
despite the challenge of having to come back a second
time.

My fiancé (now husband) came with me and met the
congregation on the day of the call vote and sat with me
while I waited for the results of the vote. A month later
[ started as the pastor at the church I have now served
for three years. My husband did join the choir and has

been an active participant in the life of the congregation.
He recently took a part-time job as a musician at another
local church, and people now warmly ask about him and
let me know they miss seeing him on Sundays.

As welcoming as my new community has been, the
coming out never stops. I came out to a local newspaper
reporter who covered my arrival at the church, so people
in the community found out if they read the article.
Our congregation’s recent partnership with an LGBTQ-
inclusive Boy Scout Troop prompted several headlines
in local papers about the “gay pastor” (a term I will
wrestle with until we start identifying others as “straight
pastors”).

More often than not people find out I'm a pastor (that’s
its own kind of coming out!) before they know I'm gay.
People are often surprised, usually pleasantly so, to find
out that I'm both gay and a pastor. [ know that many
new visitors often take a while to find out that I'm
married to a man. And sometimes [ worry about the
moment when they find out. I don’t hide it, but I also
don’t broadcast it every Sunday. Sometimes people who
don’t know me well ask about my wife, and there’s an
awkward moment when I respond about my husband,
or my internal awkwardness in rare moments when |
make a pastoral decision not to make a correction in the
moment (with a grieving family member at a funeral, for
instance). Even in a very progressive community people
who might not otherwise make the assumption still
assume I'm straight because I'm a pastor. While I try to
be bold about it and most people are supportive, there
are days when it’s still difficult to be the one challenging
assumptions or addressing questions or concerns.
Though it happens less and less, I still find myself
making decisions fairly often about when and how to
come out in my public role as a pastor.

The Rew. Steven Wilco serves as pastor of Immanuel Lutheran

Church in Amherst, MA.
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HOW DID YOU COME OUT TO

[FILL IN THE BLANK]?

35 years ago, my family was not ok
with me being Gay. My father blamed
my mother’s brother who was gay for
this. My mother always supported my
decision and as the years went by they
seemed to be okay with it until | dated a
white man. All of their issues resurfaced
again. My solution was to support us or
lose us. Again they accepted my partner
Jim; we were in a relationship for 20
years until 2011 when he passed of
heart complications. It has been in the
last few years that my father and | have
reconciled our relationship.
—Gus Barnes Jr., Seminarian,
Wartburg Theological Seminary

The brain in me that worked so hard to
keep me in the closet for my first 10 years
of knowing | was attracted to my same
sex, which worked so hard on problems
of philosophy, music theory, and politics,
which reached out to the farthest reaches
of the universe and tried to reach beyond,
to the other side of the universe into
whatever might be beyond, and that
dismissed the possible reality of God,
ended up taking a back seat to my gut
and to my heart after | came out.
—Chris Wogaman,
First Call Candidate, Minneapolis, MN

When | was first coming out to myself,
| decided not to talk to God about It. |
knew that was folly, since | believe God
knows everything about us, but still, | did
not want to pray about it. Later in the
process, | would pray, “God, if this is a sin,
| guess | need to confess that. But | don’t
think it's a sin...” which usually sent me
into a new tailspin about arrogance and
arguing with God about what is and isn't
worth confessing. Then | read Mel White's
book, “A Stranger at the Gate” and realized
Mel was saying God loved him and had
made him gay. | realized in that moment
| believed God loved me in spite of the
fact I was gay. It was time to open up to
the possibility that God had made me,
and in fact, God had to have made me
gay, because here | was, flesh and blood,
beloved child of God, and loving a woman.
—Rev. Brenda Bos,
Christ Lutheran Church,
San Clemente, CA

I came out to my candidacy committee in
my entrance essay. It felt odd, because |
knew | would specifically have to discuss
my sexuality before being entranced into
the process. My home congregation never
officially knew, but my pastor did. In both
cases, | was saddened that originally the
LGBTQ issue had to be at the forefront
of my coming to seminary. | am more
balanced now, and am able to say |
believe God called me to this; | certainly
didn’t choose it on my own!
—Brach Jennings, Seminarian,
Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminary
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Because of the ELCA’s pre-2009 policy
regarding ordination, | felt it necessary to
be open with my candidacy committee
that | didn't know what form love would
take in my life and | was unwilling to say
no to love in order to be a pastor in the
ELCA. Since my home congregation was
supporting me emotionally, spiritually,
and financially, I also needed to be
upfront with them about the possibility
that I would be told | couldn’t be ordained
because of my sexual orientation. This
also meant that | needed to come out to
my parents, because if the church council,
pastor, and youth minister all knew
before my parents, that would be a bit
problematic. So | began the process of
coming out to my parents and brother as
well as my church leadership. | received
a lot of support as well as some well-
intentioned warnings about the difficulty
I would face as a queer woman seeking
ordination.
—Rev. Emily E. Ewing,
Christ the King Lutheran Church,
South Jordan, UT

If I honestly share my faith journey,
wrestling with my sexuality has been part
of it. (Probably more wrestling with my
church’s response.) If I honestly share how
God has equipped and empowered me
for ministry, how my sexual orientation
is perceived by the world is part of it. If |
honestly share my passions, the way my
orientation has connected me to other
Justice causes is part of it. | just tell my
story the real way, and that naturally
includes “coming out.”
—Rev. Lura Groen,
Grace Lutheran Church, Houston, TX

I filled out the candidacy application
and attached to it a letter. What I'd tried
to say was that | knew the rules, and
I thought they were wrong; that I'd be
an agent of change, but that I'd stick to
them until they changed. The candidacy
committee chair was kind. She took
me out to lunch, and we talked for a
while about the candidacy process in
general. Then she asked me about the
letter. Did she want me to share it with
the whole committee? There were other
queer people who had gone through
the process in silence. It might be a lot
easier for me to just keep things between
us. Knowing her, | think she was genuine,
her concern was more for me, for my
well-being. But | don’t doubt it would
have been easier for the committee
as well. The only time throughout
candidacy that | chose not to be open
was during my internship. Omaha,
Nebraska is not exactly renowned for its
tolerant attitudes, though they do have a
wonderful MCC church as well as a fine
Pride festival. There, | shared my sexual
orientation only with my supervisor,
with the church secretary who had
become a close friend, and with a few
members of the congregation who had
first come out of the closet to me. That
silence taught me how unhealthy it is—
especially as you build a relationship
with a congregation—to lock away part
of yourself. | had hidden my sexuality in
workplaces before seminary, but this was
so much more difficult.
—Rev. Aaron Decker,
Immanuel Lutheran Church,
Holden, MA



It was important to me to be clear and
honest with my candidacy committee
from the very beginning. | shared that
I was gay, though not in a serious
relationship, in my first meeting with the
synod office before candidacy began.
The response was, “Are you sure you
don‘t want to join the UCC?" | said | was
Lutheran and started the paperwork. My
sexuality was included in my entrance
and endorsement essays very briefly to
ensure that there was no secrecy, and
it was briefly mentioned during my
entrance and endorsement interviews.
Everyone knew it was an issue, but
they focused on my theology and we
continued to move forward. By the time
I was ready for my approval interview,
Iwas in a serious relationship and
determined that | needed to disclose that
to my candidacy committee. | wrote a
letter indicating my non-compliance with
Vision & Expectations that accompanied
my approval essay. It changed everything.
My very supportive candidacy committee
spent over half of our approval time
together discussing the letter and crying
with me over what they felt was their
inability to go against ELCA policy at
the time. It was one of the most difficult
hours of my life, not only because of what
| knew was coming, but because | felt
like I needed to be strong for this team
of people who had been so supportive
of me for years and now had to vote to
postpone me.
—Lauren Morse-Wendt,
diaconal minister,
Mission and Ministry Developer,
Edina Community Lutheran Church
Edina, MN

The nice old ladies from the church where
I was a supply pastor started to ask who
the woman with me was. She introduced
herself, saying she was “with Brenda,” like
we had driven carpool together. We both
hated that response. So at the potluck
after church, a couple who had been
particularly friendly to me came up to me
and my wife. The man said, “This is my
wife” and | said, “This is my wife.” They
happily greeted her and we moved on.
Next thing we know, they are trotting over
the lesbian from the congregation for us
to meet (pretty sure there was but one),
and so it went. | didn't make a general
announcement. My wife and | agreed
we really want to be out in as many
situations as possible. We know [I'll never
interview for a pastor position without
coming out before meeting with the call
committee.
—Rev. Brenda Bos,
Christ Lutheran Church,
San Clemente, CA

In a meet and greet with the
congregation, | was asked to share my
story, and so in sharing my call story, |

chose to leave in my coming out rather
than editing it out of the story. This not
only gave me an easy way to come ou,
but it also couched it in the context of
God’s call in my life, which | think was
accurate and beneficial.
—Rev. Emily E. Ewing,
Christ the King Lutheran Church,
South Jordan, UT
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During the first interview with the
congregation | now serve, things actually
weren't going well. | was stuck in a car
for 4 1/2 hours (three times as long as it
should have taken) and | had no dinner,
so | have starving. The congregation was
alerted that day that their previous pastor
had unexpectedly passed away (she
retired from the congregation 8 months
before). The conversation we had was
difficult. There were awkward moments
and long silences. | figured, what the hell,
I had nothing left to lose. | told them |
didn’t want to tear apart any church that
hadn’t dealt with this but | also wanted to
be truthful and was living in a partnered
relationship. That pretty much ended the
interview that night. | figured that was
it (and got an e-mail from one member
saying as much). But God has other
plans... and it's been a great marriage
since.

—Rev. Kevin O'Hara, Lutheran Church

of Our Savior, Patchogue, NY

| described my coming out to myself
and my family in my entrance essay as
a faith-forming event. | also mentioned
it while telling “my story” during my
initial interview and my panel interview.
Most discussion of it from the New Jersey
synod was making sure | felt welcome
and fulfilled while in the process and at
seminary in Gettysburg.
— Joseph Graumann Jr., Seminarian,
Lutheran Theological Seminary at
Gettysburg

Most of my coming out happens in the
context of being married and casually
talking about family. In my Rostered
Leader Profile?, | simply indicate
that | am a member of Proclaim
and then identify what Proclaim is.
| don't reference the fact that | am
gay anywhere else in that document.
My first coming out, however, was
actually a bit more intentional. |
came to accept the truth about my
being gay (and not bisexual as | had
tried to convince myself | was) and
not being able to change it (as | had
tried to convince myself | could) after
having been married to a woman
for 16 years. After three years of
processing what it meant for us to
be in a mixed orientation marriage,
we arrived at the understanding
that it would be best for us to end
the marriage but to remain best of
friends. And that is what we have
done. So my coming out was tied
to telling family and friends of our
decision to divorce and my acceptance
of my sexual orientation. We did it
through about a hundred personal
conversations and phone calls and
eventually by an e-mail letter to
extended acquaintances. And apart
from a handful of exceptions, we
were affirmed, supported and loved
through it all. And for that, I will be
always thankful.
—Rev. Shawn Brandon,
Interim Pastor at
Gloria Dei! Lutheran Church,
Arnold, MD

I made my first steps toward candidacy

for ordination in the ELCA by asking

the bishop if he could direct me to any
openly gay pastors to ask about ministry,
after we had worshipped together at the
annual Reconciling in Christ service.
—Chris Wogaman, First Call Candidate,

Minneapolis, MN

’Rostered Leader Profile (RLP): Part of the paperwork candidates seeking rostered ministry in the ELCA fill out to share with
congregations and ministry sites.



REV. JULIE BOLEYN—
COURAGE OF CONVICTION:
GETTING MARRIED IN THE CHURCH

'M NOT REALLY SURE WHICH STORY TO
TELL YOU.

[ could tell you about the time that I watched the movie
“Go Fish” (a lesbian love story), and it scared me so
much that I proposed to my then-boyfriend on the spot.

Or, I could tell you about the time that I sat in Bible
study and really knew for the first time that God’s love
was really for me just as [ am.

Or I could tell you about the time that my seminary
tried to deny my partner and me housing, that is, until
they learned it would have been illegal. (Sometimes we
are saved by the law).

Or I could tell you about the time I went on internship,
pregnant and unwilling to hide my partner, which
resulted in eight people boycotting my existence.

We could be here all day; there are so many stories to

tell.

But today, | WILL TELL YOU THE STORY OF
OUR WEDDING.

It was actually my second wedding (see “Go Fish”
story above), but Jeanie’s first. Jeanie and I had met

at a conference four years prior. She was running the
bookstore for the WOW?2000 gathering in DeKalb,

[llinois, and I was her faithful volunteer.

After the books were set up, the vendors in place, and
the room was rightfully adorned with rainbow satin,
Jeanie looked up and really saw me for the first time.
And, I vice versa. In that moment we were both able to
take a breath, and we saw possibility there that extended
far beyond the bright array of books around us.

Four years later, we found ourselves living together in
Evanston, Illinois.

We had also found a church by that time - St. Paul’s
Lutheran Church. They knew that I wanted to be a
pastor, and they thought that was cool, and so they put
me on the call committee. [ was really grateful for the
experience. It may be true that I took a bit of advantage
with my position on the committee, when I asked

our prospective Pastor, “How would you feel about
officiating at my wedding to my partner, Jeanie!”

She paused just long enough that I knew she’d really
thought about the question, but not so long that I
started to worry about her well-being. Then, with some
delight and trepidation, she said, “Yes, I'd be honored.”
And thus began our real planning.
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It’s important that you know that this church was

not Reconciling in Christ, meaning it had no

formal statement of welcome for LGBTQ folks in

the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. They
had never considered whether they were okay with
LGBTQ weddings. In fact, Jeanie and I were the only
out LGBTQ folks in the church at the time. Also,

just to make matters more complicated, VWE WERE

INSISTENT THAT THE SERVICE BE CALLED
A WEDDING, and that what was being blessed was a

marriage, sans the legal benefits.

The prospective pastor, who had said Yes to me in the
interview, Rev. Sheri Delvin, became our called pastor.
Now she realized the hypothetical question in the
interview was to be reality. She asked us into her office.

She laid out the complications. And we resisted.
Strenuously. With tears. Now that [ am a pastor myself,
[ understand what a bind she felt she was in. We

were asking her to risk her new call and her fledgling
relationship with a congregation she was growing

to love. She bargained, “What if we were to call it a
blessing? You know, we should probably call all
weddings blessings anyway.”

My heart sank at her words. I could see that Jeanie was
drawing into herself too, her words careful and simple,
then rushing. “We have worked so hard, so hard. To
call it a blessing feels like calling it something less, less
than what we mean, less than what we want. Less than
our hope. To call it a blessing would feel incomplete, it
would feel like we were giving into shame.”

It would be another very long story to tell you how it

was that WE MOVED FROM FEELING LIKE
WE NEEDED TO BE CAREFUL ABOUT
WHO KNEW ABOUT “US" TO FEELING
DECISIVE AND PUBLIC ABOUT OUR
RELATIONSHIP. It was a difficult road, and it had

left us feeling vulnerable at times. Our conviction was
so newly won, that we needed our allies to sign on full-
heartedly, because we relied so heavily on their support
when we wavered ourselves.

The pastor was wise, and brave, and determined to
ascend her fears. The following week we brought the
facts to council which I also sat on. At that the same
council meeting I also proposed that instead of renting

a reception hall, Jeanie and I would donate our sweat
to renovate the fellowship hall (the room was hideous,
decked out in the sins of the 50’s with box valences and
puce walls). The pastor was prepared to white-knuckle
it through the meeting—but when presented with the
plans, everyone at the table rejoiced, pulled out their
calendars to write the date in pen, and wondered at our
worry. She and I shared a secret look of surprise and

delight.

Work soon began in earnest. The designer chose
colors, the ugly valences were removed, the plaster was
repaired, and every weekend thereafter was devoted

to paint. On the day of the ceremony, the room was
transformed, no longer a dirty pink, the windows were
lit with the beauty of an October day, sunlight falling
gently on the white and light green walls.

At four o’clock on that October afternoon, we set out
down the aisle, following the processional cross, just as
any other wannabe pastor couple would do. We stood
at the front of the sanctuary and made promises to each
other, my sister and her brother by our side. I remember
well how the people sang, with joy reverberating off

the rafters. Our families, our friends, and most of the
church attended, and 140 came upstairs to share in

the joy of homemade chicken parmesan and two-buck

chuck.

[ fear giving you any moral to this story. [ could tell

you this risky thing we did didn’t require all the worry
we had put into it. But, it only would have taken one
outraged parishioner to change that story. 1 could

tell you the warmth of community melted would-be
protestors” hearts. But I don’t have solid proof of that.

[ could tell you that this is a story of a church that
longed for people to believe in them, to believe they had
something to give and to share, as much as we needed
them to believe in us. But, again, that’s hard to prove.

Here’s what I do know: these ten years later, | STILL

LOOK BACK ON THAT DAY WITH AWE
AND GRATITUDEfor Pastor Sheri Delvin who

sucked it up and did it anyway, for our dear friends who
still enjoy telling the story of that meal, for the church
that really wanted to attend our wedding, for the sweat,
for the hope, for the joy. And most certainly, for Jeanie,
without whom, I never would have dared to try.

The Rev. Julie Boleyn serves as pastor at Unity Lutheran
Church in Berwyn, IL
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I am the first openly gay candidate for
ministry in the Central-Southern Illlinois
Synod, and the first candidate [from that
synod] to attend PLTS in ten years. | stand
on the shoulders of all the people who
came before me in ELM, who worked
courageously to help change this church’s
policy on human sexuality. | stand on those
people’s shoulders, and am grateful to them.
—Brach Jennings, Seminarian,
Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminary

I was the first intern at my congregation,
St. Paul’s Santa Monica, CA. They had
decided to be intentional about having
LGBTQ interns, knowing there are not
enough sites for us. Not only did the
congregation have to learn how to
love someone for only a year and then
say goodbye, they had to learn to be
patient and honest as the pastor is
being formed. It also affirmed their own
sense of welcome for LGBTQ pastors,
even though their pastor is openly
gay... now they saw they were living
in to this welcome beyond just their
beloved pastor, into newbie interns and
strangers. They learned many positive
things about themselves, as it went
from a relationship with a person to a
program. Of course, Becca Seely came
along the second year and showed them
the first year wasn’t a fluke, and joel
Bergeland will be their third-time charm!
—Rev. Brenda Bos,
Christ Lutheran Church,
San Clemente, CA

I am the first openly gay pastor with a
partner serving a church in North Carolina
Synod. To my knowledge this is still true.
—Rev. David Eck, Abiding Savior
Lutheran Church, Fairview, NC

HOW HAVE YOU EXPERIENCED BEING
“THE FIRST" IN YOUR CONTEXT?

I'm one of the few out gay clergy people
who serve in a place that had been
served by out gay clergy prior to my
arrival. Sometimes | find the trail nicely
blazed for me, other times | find myself
differentiating my own experience
and identity in ways that challenge
my congregation. For example, my
predecessor was partnered, | am single,
so our lifestyles are different and require
adjusting congregational expectations. |
think being gay creates a space where my
congregation is free to ask questions and
vocalize their support in ways they might
not if | was straight.
—Rev. Caleb Crainer,
St Andrew’s Lutheran Church,
Los Angeles, CA

In the early years of my ministry,
being the first out gay pastor at my
previous congregation had occasional
awkward moments. Lutherans in our
neighborhood who were less accepting
of LGBTQ people would visit the church
repeatedly and seem to really like it. Then
they would find out that I'm gay and
disappear mysteriously. Only a couple of
people had the courage to explain to me
that that was why they stopped attending,
but there were several people whose
unexplained disappearance seemed to
follow something | had said in a sermon
or announcement about being gay. It
saddened me that | couldn't talk with
them about it. But for every person who
disappeared, there were probably five
people who came specifically because we
were a congregation committed to full
inclusion of LGBTQ people. Some of these
newer members were gay, but most of
them were people who were just looking
for a church that did not discriminate in
a hypocritical way.
— Rev. Steve Keiser,
Christ Lutheran Church,

Upper Darby, PA
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I have been the first female pastor/minister
in a couple of congregations. There were
struggles. Now | am the first openly GLBT
pastor in the Southwestern Minnesota
synod. Many congregations would have
called me if I had not “come out of the
closet.” Or if | promised to stay celibate.
I have found this more frustrating than
being the first woman pastor.

—Rev. Kelly Heide, Chaplain at

St. Croix Hospice, Spencer, |A

It seems in my daily life | am usually the
first gay, black, male, 53 year old that
comes to encounter someone. | feel that
it's always important for me not to have a
“chip” on my shoulder to welcome the one
who may not initially welcome me. | will
be the “first” minister in my family history,
and | stand on the shoulders of those who
were afraid to proclaim their value in the
world. | serve three churches in the Greater
Milwaukee Synod who are my cloud of
witnesses that support and give me hope!
—Gus Barnes Jr., Seminarian,
Wartburg Theological Seminary

| just became the first transgender
graduate from New England'’s School of
Lay Ministry. | tried to largely leave the
transgender part out of the experience,
but there were people who wanted to
understand, so | got to teach them about
being marginalized, while showing that
one can rise above it. | made a lot of
friends there just by being myself. Now I'm
off to the Lutheran Theological Seminary
at Philadelphia where, hopefully, | will
teach more people these things.

—Nancy Wichmann, Seminarian,

Lutheran Theological Seminary at

Philadelphia

I am the first intern at my congregation
(and also the first LGBTQ intern). Our
congregation is also the first (and only)
RIC congregation in our Synod. My
experience has been wonderful and
positive, as the congregation really lives
into what it means to be welcoming. It
has taught them that their convictions
about welcome and hospitality are
real and that they are living out the
Gospel. | am Pastor Amy first, and a gay
pastor second. They have welcomed my
girlfriend as well.

—Amy Hanson, Chaplain Resident,

Denver, CO

In the last two congregations | have
served (one for three months while the
congregation’s pastor was on sabbatical
and currently as an interim where |
have been for five months so far), Mo
and | have been the first same-gendered
married couple in the room. And, as far
as | know, we have been the first gay
people to be part of the congregations
(at least publicly so). One experience
has been sadness. And that sadness has
come when a very few members of each
of these congregations have chosen to
leave the congregation rather than have
a gay, married pastor. The sadness is
particularly rooted in the severing of
relationships in these cases. However,
the primary experience has been that
of surprise and joy as we have found
ourselves welcomed, embraced and loved
by these congregations. It is as if, in our
situations, the new day has dawned for
LGBTQ people and it is a glorious new
day indeed.
—Rev. Shawn Brandon,
Interim Pastor at
Gloria Deil Lutheran Church,

Arnold, MD
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