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 Back in mid-June, at a leadership retreat consisting of the four major ministry teams in 
our church family (Council, Trustees, Reaching In, and Reaching Out), the group voted 
overwhelmingly to begin the process of becoming “Open and Affirming” as the United Church 
of Christ defines it. That designation is defined as follows:  

 
Open and Affirming (ONA) is an official designation of congregations and other settings 
in the United Church of Christ (UCC) affirming the full inclusion of gay, lesbian, bisexual, 
transgender and non-binary persons (LGBTQ) in the church's life and ministry.  

  
 To achieve this important designation from our denomination, a congregation 
endeavors to take a series of important steps, most of which are educational in nature. In the 
months since that leadership retreat back in June, all four of our main ministry teams have 
been planning events and educational opportunities for our entire church designed to expose 
us to voices and perspectives that we may not have considered before. Council has also asked 
me to preach at least one sermon per month over the next 8 months that will further deepen 
and broaden our congregation’s understanding of gender, identity, and inclusion.  
  
 For me personally, this will be a very challenging and rewarding journey, and I am 
pleased to be taking it with all of you in this amazing and growing church. I grew up in a very 
“straight” and homophobic family, church, and community in the 60s, 70s, and 80s. There was 
absolutely zero acknowledgment back then that LGBTQ+ people even existed in the world. The 
conservative evangelical brand of Christianity out of which I came made no room for such 
differences and simply emphasized that all LGBTQ+ people were to be condemned, along with 
their lifestyles and expressions. And that means that there were – and still are – a great many 
voices and perspectives that I simply never heard and was never exposed to. The journey we’ll 
undertake together in the next 8 months is designed to address that both directly and 
effectively. 
  
 In the weeks and months to come, our church leadership team will be offering reading 
lists, films to watch, and guest speakers, all of whom will be sharing their stories, the likes of 
which many of us have never heard before. How exciting! We will be hearing first-hand from 
others in the human family who have struggled to come to terms with who they are as non-
binary people of faith in a stubbornly binary world. We’ll hear from LGBTQ+ young people, as 
they try to come to terms with their gender and sexuality. We’ll hear from heterosexual parents 
and grandparents, as they try to navigate the journeys of their non-binary children and 
grandchildren. We’ll hear from people of faith who have left churches like ours because of their 
difficult journeys with gender and identity and from people of faith who have insisted on 
staying in churches despite their non-binary self-definition. 
            



 I think it is important to be very clear and up front about the fact that, generally 
speaking, Christians and Christian churches have played a largely negative and harmful role in 
the lives of LGBTQ+ people over the years. We have, even if unintentionally, given cause for 
non-binary people to feel excluded, judged, and condemned, and not just by us, but by God and 
Jesus as well. The Open and Affirming journey creates the opportunity for us to help undo at 
least some of the damage we have done and to find a new path forward. 
  
 I know that those of us who engage fully and faithfully in this journey – myself included - 
will grow and change in ways we can’t even imagine right now. I also know that just as we don’t 
all start this journey from the same place or perspective, neither will we all end up that the 
same place, and that is as it should be in a UCC congregation. The most important thing is for 
each of us to broaden and deepen not only our knowledge base on all matters LGBTQ+, but to 
broaden and deepen our compassion and empathy, as we seek to be faithful and loving 
followers of Jesus in 2022 and beyond. 

 
 


