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Let's face it, to be gay at Christmas-time can sometimes be a bit of a disaster.  If one is excluded from the family celebrations it can be a lonely time indeed.  Even if one is included, the squeals of delight of children, unwrapping their presents, can be a reminde of things that are not possible for most:  ordinary things out of reach because of one's sexuality.


Sometimes inclusion in the family festival is bought at the price of pretence - the presentation of a "family face" that is false and possibly known to be false.  "Don't Ask, Don't Tell" hovers over many a Christmas tree, the pretender longing for the love and acceptance of himself or herself as they are, not as they must pretend to be.

ANGER

At such a time, it is easy for gay people to feel bitterness and anger:

· Anger with society that inflicts shame for just being who we are;

· Anger with the state that does not do enough to protect us from violence and discrimination;

· Anger with colleagues and work associates who do little to defend our right to full equality and human dignity;

· Anger with neighbours or acquaintances who whisper and mock us;

· Anger with a Church or spiritual institution that calls our quest for love, companionship and tenderness an inclination to "intrinsically evil";

· Anger with religious leaders who prefer not to have to think freshly, with the love of the Lord in their hearts, about the hurt done by past and present religious messages of denigration and humiliation;

· Anger for the young people coming forward to suffer yet again the burdens of isolation and the enforced code of silence and shame;

· Anger at the pandemic of AIDS that has taken away so many precious friends;

· Anger at a world in which gays can still be stoned to death and imprisoned simply because of the way that God or nature made them;

· Anger at the selfishness of some gay life and the loneliness, fear and isolation that many have to accept as their fate;  and

· Anger that things are so complicated now when, as a child, especially at Christmas, one was enveloped by the love of one's family and friends and confident in the love of God, all knowing and forgiving.


Yes, indeed ,it would be easy to be angry at the injustice, cruelty and unkindness.  And especially in this millennial year, 2001.  It is in this year that the Rev'd Jerry Falwell told Pat Robertson's "700 Club" that the September 11 carnage was God's way of venting anger at civil liberties groups, feminists, homosexuals, lesbians and others.  It is in this year that we were even blamed, on paltry evidence, for Adolf Hitler, despite the fact that his Pink Triangle brought deadly suffering to 100,000 gays in Nazi Germany.  And for Mohammed Atta one of the terrorists in New York.  And we saw fanatical old men in Afghanistan teaching mindless scriptural rote learning of hate and blame against women and the so-called sexual "perverts".

REFORM


Then, in the midst of our anger and despair, those of us who cling to the essence of our loving religion think of its central messages.  We remember that, within our religion, there are noble spirits who stand without compromise for the principles of love, forgiveness, reconciliation and acceptance.  At these times, and especially at Christmas, we remember:

· The Roman Catholic Bishop of Berlin in the 1940s who, even at the height of the War, denounced Hitler's cruel persecutions of the Jews;

· The Protestant Felix Bonhoeffer whose magnificent courage against the Nazi tyrants, and refusal to hate even those who killed him, give us a true sign of spiritual grace;

· Dr Alan Brash, the New Zealand leader of the World Council of Churches, now 87 years old, Presbyterian convert to the need to embrace homosexual believers in full equality;

· Rev'd Martin Luther King Jr in the South of the United States and Bishop Tutu of South Africa whose struggles for freedom became large enough to embrace all of the marginalised and oppressed;

· Father Bob Nugent and Sister Jeannine Gramick who made their witness for gay and lesbian parishioners in the face of unrelenting pressure from some leaders of the Catholic Church;

· Bishop John Shelby Spong of the Episcopal Church in America who preaches against the fundamentalists who would seize the loving message of Jesus and make it a cold, cruel religion excluding people just for being themselves;

· Bishop Patrick Power of the Catholic Diocese of Canberra and Goulburn who preaches against the Church's exclusions of gays, women, the oppressed and ex-religious and Archbishop Faulkner of Adelaide who earlier this month affirmed the special love of Jesus for all people living with HIV/AIDS;

· The Anglican Primate of Australia, Archbishop Peter Carnley, who initiated an investigation of the Church's attitude to homosexuals, full knowing of the wrath of the fundamentalists that this would bring down on his head - as it did; and

· The Ministers of the Metropolitan Community Church whose doors are always open, including to those unable to find a place in the churches and congregations of their upbringing.

LOVE



All of these are modern Christian heroes.  They have their equivalents in Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Bhuddism and every faith and belief.  As we once again renew our links with our spiritual upbringing, and approach the end of the year and the hopes of a new year, we should put aside anger.  We should take encouragement and inspiration from the faithful work of the reformers.  We can be confident that their reforms will ultimately bear fruit for us and for all people.  For we have seen the inner message of our religion and of all religions.  We have had cause in the years of our isolation to think deeply about spiritual things.  Of the child in the manger.  Of the man who rode on the donkey.  Of the person who was crucified for the radical messages of religious reform that he brought to clear out the temples and to cleanse the old dogmas.  


We who attend this service have known an often difficult path of discovery and loneliness.  Yet in the essence of our being, we have always been sure that we were loved by God, without reservation, for who we are without qualification or discrimination.  We have learnt from our own painful experiences to reject hatred.  We have learnt how important it is to love one another, because we have seen the other side.  We know that the people of the Christian Church, indeed all people who search for an answer to the puzzle of existence, are basically good.  Even those who seem to hate us can be brought to the peace and grace of the love of the Lord.  For once that old misogynist St Paul got it right when he told the Corinthians that there was "faith, hope and love; but the greatest of these is love".


On Christmas Eve 2001, a year of much sadness, war and violence (much of it done in the name of religion) we therefore gather once again symbolically round the humble manger.  We remember and renew our commitment to the love that has always surrounded that place and that has never been far from us.  We refuse to allow intolerant fundamentalists to take away our spirituality and our loving religion.  We rededicate ourselves to forgive those who hate us; to open their eyes to the truth of science and knowledge; and to redouble our efforts to right the wrongs that now afflict us and others who suffer like us.


May the blessings of Christmas strengthen us all and turn anger into love.
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