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Is God
G^?

If not, more and more of his
followers are. With holdings worth
$50 million, the Metropolitan
Community Church has more than
40,000 members and is seeking to
double its flock over the next ten
years. But what MCC wants most-
acceptance by die Chrisdan estab
lishment—remains just out ofreach.

By John GallagherAtnoon onasuUry, overcast day
in June, several hundred men
and women gather in protest
around a gray edifice on Riv
erside Drive in Manhattan.
Linked by strands of rainbow-
colored ribbon, (hey surround
the building, wliich takes up a
full block, \vhile out front a

minister intones a prayer. "Let Cod out ol the box,
the protesters chant. "Let Cod out oi the box.

Unlike the spontaneous rage characteri^tic ol ACT UP
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demonstrators, this group's anger has a slighdy forced
feel to it—a tone more conciliatoty dian confrontadonal.
These protesters are members and supporters ofthe Uni
versal Fellowship of Metropolitan Community Churches
(MCC), and their target is the headquarters of die Na
tional Council of the Churches of Christ in die U.S.A.
(NCC), the influential ecumenical umbrella group that
represents 32 denominadons with 45 million members.

"Now is the time to demand tliat churclies and reli
gious institutions like the NCC use their money, power,
scholai'ship, influence, and property to support the end
of religious abuse ofgay and lesbian people," says Rev.
Nancy Wilson, MCC's cliief ecumenical officer.

The protest was just one more salvo in an ongoing as-
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sault in which MCC, a denomination
in its own right, has forced main
stream protestant denominations to
deal with gay issues. "MCC put
those issues on the agenda," says
R. Stephen Warner, a professor of
sociology at the University of Illinois
at Chicago. "And now they won't go
away, because MCC won't go away."

So far, however, despite plenty of
debate the mainstream denomina
tions are far from arriving at any
pro-gay consensus. While these
groups bicker and waffle over how
to treat their gaymembers and der-

"MCC is meedng the needs of a
group that other denominations
aren't meeting," Warner says of
MCCs growth, though he adds that
the explosion in its membership rais
es uncomfortable questions. "IsMCC
siphoning off energies that might go
into the Presbyterians or the
Methodists? Does it serve as a safety
valve to keep pressure down on
those churches? In a sense MCC is
doing a favor for protestant denomi-
nadons in churching people others
won't deal with. Somebody in those
denominadons can say, 'You've got

your own church.'"
Perry emphasizes that

MCC is not willing to ac
cept that role. "We're not
letting them off the hook,'*
he says. Instead, he ar
gues, MCC gives gay
members of other denom
inadons the support they
need to "go back into
their churches and push
them to make a differ
ence." But its role as a

gadfly in no way compro
mises MCCs own bright
future. "We're poised for
growth," says Perry. "Our
vision is to double in size
in the next ten years." i ceptance from mainline sects.

Oneway to do that is to j And the group's inability to come
spend less time fretting i to terms wiA MCC still rankles some
over the issue of entry into j MCC members. "It seems that their

NCC, as MCC has been domg since i organization is unable to deal with
it first applied for membership in j their homophobia," says Rev. Kit-
1979. Two years ago NCC's general | tredge Cheny, MCCs field director
board voted 90 to 81 not to aa on j for Ecumenical Witness and Min-
MCC's application for observer sta- f istry. "It's gridlocked in terms of
tus, a position enjoyed by several j MCC status."
Jewish and Muslim groups. The : NCC denies chaises ofhomopho-
vote effectively squelched the issue. | bia, and indeed many of its staffers
Though present at the annual con- ! and officials are clearly sympatiietic
vention of NCCs general board— 1 to MCC. Rev. Dr. Joan Brown Camp-
held in New Orleans in Novem- i beli, NCCs general secretary, went
ber-MCC was not actively seeking j so far as to participate in die protest

; in June. Says Cherry: "Having a
"We were expending a Jot of en- ; protest against them is kind of a

ergy there," says Periy. "We have j bizarre experience-tljeyVc so sciiizo-
odier ways ofdealingwidi churches, i phrenic, ihey join in the protest
We don't have to go dirougli \CC" ; against tiiomseive.s." \CC also pro-
Indeed, MCC belongs lo .National vided eiearirirv for \\ic. jmtc (,rou-'i
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"If you were
to pick the ten
fastest-growing
denominations in
the country, MCC
would clearly
be one of them."

—Rev. Lyie Schaller
Religious consultant

gy, MCC has been growing by leaps
and bounds. "If you were to piclc
the ten fastest-growing denomina
tions in the countiy, MCC would
clearly be one of them," says Rev.
LyIe Schaller, a nationally known
consultant who advises parishes on
growth and planning issues. "They
are growing, while mainstream de
nominations are shrinking."

It has been 26 years since Rev.
Troy Peny and 12 men and women
celebrated the first MCC sen ice in
die ministers li\ing room in Los An
geles, using a coffee table as an altar.
In that time the denomination has
grown to 42,000 voting members
and non\oting adherenti in almost
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MHB9 S1 ed, particularly orthodox;

and predominantly black de- i
nominations. Elius Farajaje- ;
Jones, a professor of divinity i
at Howard University, says j
many black denominations ;
"have a history of being j
traditionally homophobic, i
From their point of view, to j
allow MCC in is apostasy, i
the end of the world." He j
adds, however, that "there j
are plenty of people in those :
churches who would object'' j
to diat stand.

Gay issues have, in fact, j
created divisions within the j
member denominations as i
well as between them. An j
interim report on MCC |
noted that "these issues run j
through the churches, not i
between them, like a seis- j
mic fault," says Sarah Vilan- i
kulu, NCC's director of j
interpretative resources. "It :
wasn't the Greek Orthodox j
Church against the United i
Church of Christ. It was ;
something all the member
churches were dealing with
in one way or another."

Indeed, with many of the
denominations in NCC in virtual
meltdown over issues of sexual
ethics, particularly homosexuality, "it
is impossible for NCC to come to a
decision unless its members can do
so individually," says Lindner.

Although sexual ethics is the
overriding factor, other considera
tions will also determine whether
MCC ever succeeds in joining NCC.
Forone, by die lengthy standards of
Christianity, MCC is still in swad
dling clothes. As Lindner notes:
"MCC began only in 1968. That
makes it younger by 100 years than
most of our members and by 250
years for many others."

More crucial are doctrinal matters.
"I am interested in how the MCC
brings together people from very
disparate doctrinal backgrounds and
makes them into a cadre of clergy in
a single denomination," says Lind
ner. "Is this truly a nadonal church,
or is it a cluster of congregations
that has no doctrinal similarity but is
just huddled together on the issue
of homosexuality?"

' God Loves All The '
Beautiful Rainbow of
Sexual Orientation
Do Not Exclude

r^biansyCays And
^ g/spyiinf^

on the religious right that was held
inconjunction with the meeting.

NCC is also undergoing, in eccle
siastical jargon, "a process of dis-
cernment,'' which is another in a
series of dialogues about the status
of MCC. In New Orleans, council
members met with MCC representa
tives and with members of gay and
lesbian caucuses from various
denominations.

Nonetheless, there is unlikely to
be any official movement soon.
"There is no pending application for
anytliing on behalf of MCC," notes
Rev. Eileen Lindner, associate for
ecumenical relations at NCC.

Two years ago, at the time of the
NCC debate on MCC status-which
Lindner calls "protracted and ran-
corous"-NCC officials said that
while some member churches sided
with MCC, including the United
Church of Christ, the United
Methodist Church, and the Sweden-
bor^an Church, several others indi
cated that they would pull out of the
group if MCC's request were grant-
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The gospel
according
to MCC

three-pronged
Rev. Troy doctrine that
Perry

unites all congre

gations of the Metropolitan
Community Church, founded
by Perry in 1968:

SAUfitnON: God so loved
die world diat Cod sent
Jesus to tell us that
whoever believes shall
not perish but have
everlasting life; and
"whoever" includes gay
men and lesbians, uncon
ditionally, because salva
tion is free—no church
can take it away.

COMMUNnY: For those who
have no families who care
about them, or who find
themselves alone or
friendless, the church
will be a family.

CHRISnAN SOCIAL ACHON:
We will stand up for all
our rights, secular and re
ligious, and wewill fight
the many forms of tyranny
that oppress us.

The answer lies in MCC's short
history, which has shaped its
doctrinal character. Perry began his
career as an ordained Pentecostal
minister, married and the father of
two sons. Unable to deny his orien
tation, however, he resigned from
the Church of God of Prophecy and

THE ADVOCATE 4S



••r:'

^ been m

around for

u

, >. - s.

t -Q

ended his marriage by the time lie ;
was 24. After a stint in die Army, he j
returned to Los Angeles and gay
life, where an unhappy love affair j
led him to attempt suicide. Finally, j
Perry became convinced that his j
mission was to start a new church ;
for the gay community.

With die lilt of his Florida roots j
sdll in his voice, Perry describes his ;
critics' early reactions: Goodness ;
gracious, a church for gays and les- j
biansi Isn't that funny?' Bui tlicy be- j
came very hostile when we started
growing." ;

Individual MCC churches are sull i
subject to arange of threats and ha
rassment. Vandals shot at King of
Peace MCC in St. Petersburg, Fla.,
in September. HuntsviUe-, Ala., resi
dents protested the opening of an
MCC in their town this fall, while
the Boise, Ida., MCC floated around
for weeks earher in the year be
cause no one was willing to house
it And in August the government of
Argentina denied MCC legal recog
nition for its Buenos Aires chapter
because of "an alfinity for public
demonstration, including marches
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Bui in other ways social action
may be the hardest part of the doc
trine to sell to die congregation, at
least in political terms. Last year
MCC passed out hundreds ofdiou-
sands of cards to its members to
send to Congress and die president,
demanding a repeal of the Pentagon
ban on gays in the military. How
many were mailed is another matter,
members ol Congress reported that
letters opposing the policy were
swamped by those supporting it

Soon to embark on a stint as
MCC's minister of justice, a newly
created position, Mel White sees
MCC as increasing such efforts^
"MCC represents die new activism,"
says White, a former ghostwriter for
right-wing televangelists Jerry Fal-
well and Pat Robertson. "Those dear
guys and women from ACT UP and
Queer Nation have risked their lives
and are now exhausted. The tradi
tional activist has paid the price to
open the door and raise the cjues-
tions that need lo be considered.
Now, says White, it is up to MCC
members to carry the baton.

Perry's background as a Pente-

and methods of defense promodng
not only homosexuals but also ho
mosexuality as a whole."

Thus, while MCC congregations
vary in character, djey are united by
a three-pronged doctrine emphasiz
ing salvation, community, and social
action, says Perry. The social action
component grows out of the
church's experience of persecution,
especially in the early days when it
faced police raids during services,
inextricably linked widi die struggle
for gay liberadon. Perry and his fol
lowers often found themselves in
the forefront at demonstrations,
butting heads with police. Perry
himself conducted numerous fasts
and prayer vigils.

"Christian social action means I
can't sitaround," Perry says. "I tlon t
accept oppression; 1live out Iree-
dom. I have to get off my butt."
MCC member churches generally
have active AIDS ministries, and
some have lesbian healdi and prison
ministries as well. The New York
City church passes oui 1,500 bags of
groceries to families every week and
has six beds for the homeless.
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with a cheap cross, plastic nowers,
and a whole bunch of blue-collar
folks clapping hands and singing,
he recalls. "We look back ^on it now
as iust plain cultuR* shock.

But for White, for many other
individuals coming out, MCC was a
lifeline to the gay community. It
was literally the beginning of lile lor
me because it was the first time 1
heard Cod speaking through a
ciueer." he says. "It won me over.
For gay men and lesbians, he argiie^
it was "the only game in town. Uit
was different from what 1 was used
to, so be it. These are my brothers
and sisters, and they're on the hwit
line. Wliere else am 1going to go^ 1
have to be there."

Today, MCC churches cover the
spcctrum, nolcs WWtc. "Each con-
crecation reflects the pastor, he
says. "Some arc wann and enthusi
astic and evangelical, and otliers are
far more theological and liturgical
and liberal. MCC is not one thing-it
is the sum ofmany things."

Nonetheless, the church s begin
nings arc rooted in a conservative

costal minister is anotlicr mflucnce
on MCC's overall tlicological bcnu
which is clearly cvangelical-provid-
inp; an Ironic link with some of «ts
worst enemies, the evangencal
chnrches. "Many MCC congrega
tions cant be clearly dist.ngu.shcd
from evangelicals, says SchalUT.
Warner agrees: "A lot of Evangeli
cals would be agliast at that compar
ison, but I would make it myself.
Evangelicals think evangelicalism
means you are heterosexual and
have two kids, but it^s broadex than
that. You can go into an MCC con-
ereearion and think you re m a typi-
^1 evangelical church until you sec
that the couples going to commu
nion are of the same sex.

Newcomers may be put ofl by the
evangelical character of many MCC
services. White remembei^ emenng
his first MCC church, m North Hol
lywood, Calif, with his partner alter
driving around it for several months
before finally going in. Given their
high-liturgical backgrounds, what
they found surprised them. It was a
dumpy little American Legion hall

W€ €L

wont D€ i€L

arouni

eim import^ »»l-tOWM' U,NT. NT., li'M'

) ••i-'i 'if'i i','. •

•

theology-which may be one of its
strengths. "Whereas most of the
mainline denominations are o^a-
nized around religious law, MCC is
clearly orgaiii/.ed around Cod s
.race." says Schaller_"Tn today s
worid, that's awinner. The legahsms
of the mainline denominations
an^n't selling well anymore.''

Such an explanation might also
i explain why MCC's two largest
i churches arc in the Bible Belt ^le
i Cathedral of Hope in Dallas has
i 1,300 members, while the Sunshine
i Cathedral in Fort Lauderdale has
! about 750 people show up for its
! four services each Sunday. Ihe
i $3.5-million Dallas cadiedral, which
1opened in 1992, is especially grand,
! widi stained glass windows captur-
i ing such gay symbols as the lambda
i and the pink triangle.

"Until you see 1,300 gay and les-
bian people worshiping, you have

i no idea what that does," says Rev.
i Michael Piazza, the senior pastor at
i the Cathedral of Hope. "Part of the
i reason we built such a large build-
i ing was to create synergy for bnng-

The GlenUvct'Singlc Mall is Scotch the way i was
intended: asingle whisky from asingle disiillcry.
mil bodied, with adclicately balanced, coinplcx
character. It could make (he plu3sc,"its ibc thought
that counts: obsolete. To give agift ofHic Glenlivet
calf "tB00-238.4373. Void where pmhihited.
THOSf- WHO wrwam: quality hnioy ir utsroNsmLV.



ing people together iti ii positive j
way." The church has also opened a j
columbarium as well as separate j
buildings for conducting meetings j
and counseling.

MCC may have to scrainblt^ lo ;
keep up wilh its growth, though. |
"One third of our churches are pas- :
lored by our laity," says IVri^y, and ;
(hat's a particular problem because ;
the churches that thrive are ihose :
widi full-time j)astors. 01 MCCs or- j
dained clergy, hall are transfers Iroin ;
other di^noininaiions; the oiber hall
are njembei*s who ieli calU'd to niiu- ;
istry. '̂ rhe church is alst> trying to ;
establish ties to the Chicago Theo- ;
logical! Institute to train its clergy.

Given the rate of expansion, the ;
usually affable Perry is frustrated j
that MCC is, in his words, "the best- i
kept secret in the gay and lesbian ;
community." Many of the national i
gay poliucd orgaiiizatiotis "produce, j
Fm sorry to say, often just a lot o( ;
press releases. We live it bvery day." j

MCC's growth is likely to condnue j
as long as otlier churches fail to ad- j
dress issues of concern to gays and i
lesbians.The best diat most denomi- j
nations have been able to achieve, •
says Warner, is a patchwork ofcom- j
promises, which individual churches :
can choose not to follow.

And even if the mainline denomi- j
nadons do reach some accommoda- ;
tion with gays and lesbians, says ;
Warner, it may be too little to satis- :
fy them: "What the church really j
means in about 90% of our society ;
is a social institution based on a ;
heterosexual nuclear family.

''Liberal churches are not going
to reconstruct themselves at that
most basic level," he continues.
"That's why even a church that
claims it wants to be open and af
firming to gay people may not feel
any different from those that are
not. It's sort of like a white liberal
church that says it welcomes black
people, but you don't find a black
person there because the service is
so white and middle-class.

"I used to say in the early days
that we were working to put our
selves out of business," says Perry.
"But that's not going to happen.
There are thousands of people in
MCC who are very comfortable.
They like the way we do business."
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Afamily that prays together...
Pain Walton seeks a truce \N^th a leading figure
on tJie religious right—^lier fatlier

By Chris BullAs part of his vision fora
society based on biblical
principles, the influential
conservative author and
activist Rus Walton has

publicly flirted with the idea ofim
posing die death penalty for those
who engage in same-sex inter
course. "Sodomy gnaws at die vitals
and rots the soul of die tiadon diat
permits it to go unchallenged," Wal
ton says inhis popular book Biblical
Principles Concerning Issues ofImpor
tance to Christians.

But for Walton the question is
more complicated than a strict inter
pretation of scripture. Walton's
daughter Pam is a lesbian filmmaker
who has produced and directed two
gay-diemed documentaries. The two
have been estranged since 1981,
when Rus Walton cut all ties, refus
ing to answer her correspondence.

"Pve fell a mixture of rage and
sadness," says Pam Walton, 49, who
now lives in Mountain View, Calif. I
just couldn't understand how he
could perceive my letters as anything
but loving."

Rus Walton, 72, who is die execu
tive director of the fundamentalist
advocacy group Plymouth Rock
Foundation (PRF), declined to be

interviewed for this article. "I love
my daughter dearly, I just don t
agree with her lifestyle, he said
when reached by telephone at his
Marlborough, N.H., home, which
also servesas PRFs headquarters.

As one of die founding fathers of
an ultraconservadve Christian politi
cal movement known as reconstruc
tion, which seeks to replace the
American legal system with laws
derived from the Old Testament,
Walton occupies an important
behind-the-scenes position among
religious fundamentalists. "Walton's
more ofa philosopher than a leader,
but his organization plays an ex
tremely important role on the riglit,"
says journalist Russ Bellant, who has
written extensively about religious
conservatives. "He was among die
earliest to advocate the doctrine of a
Christian nation-the idea that the
colonial history of America should
serve as die standard for contempo
rary American life."

Walton, however, is just the latest
in a series of antigay fundamental
ists with children who have ac
knowledged their homosexuality
publicly or privately. Odiers include
Phyllis Schlafly, whose son John
came out in 1992, and Bill Byrne, a
sponsor of an antigay resolution in
Cobb County, Ca, whose daughter
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