
Sermon for Lent 3, LGBTQ Community 
St. John’s, Gloucester 

March 12, 2023 
Lise Hildebrandt 

 
Today is the second in our series of “Becoming Beloved Community”—understanding our faith 
and our neighbors.  Today’s sermon focuses on the LGBTQ community—Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transsexual, Queer and others.   
 
I was about 12 and living in Colorado when Hilma Skinner, a self-righteous Christian woman, 
started publicly denouncing gay people.  She lamented that the city of Boulder where we lived 
was becoming “Lesbian-Homo-ville” and rained down her judgment that God condemned all 
“those people.”  That was my introduction both to same-sex relationships and to some 
Christians’ attitudes about them.   And I remember being relieved that my parents weren’t 
Christians!  Turns out they were, but were taking a break from the Episcopal Church and its 
sexist ways about then—this was pre-women’s ordination. 
 
When we moved to North Carolina when I was 17, my family rejoined church and that year I 
became friends with a fellow-cellist named John.  He was the most devout Christian I had ever 
met, going to Bible study and serving as a deacon at his Presbyterian church.  I was sure he 
would be ordained.  But a year or two later, he came out as gay, and just as surely left the 
Presbyterian fold, where he was not welcome.  In 2003, the Rev. Gene Robinson, an open and 
partnered gay man, was elected as bishop of New Hampshire.  The Episcopal Church spent 
YEARS roiled up over this, with some churches up and leaving and others in contentious 
arguments, debating at some level whether gay and lesbian people are really fully children of 
God.  Kind of like the debates about women and ordination. 
 
What I’m saying is that the Church—the Episcopal Church and the wider Christian church—has 
not been all that welcoming and supportive of people whose gender and sexuality isn’t main 
stream.  In fact, there are still parts of the Anglican Church, the Roman Church, Methodist 
Church and others who still see homosexual relationships as deviant, wrong, or sinful.  And 
even women aren’t “good enough” . . .  
 
Meanwhile, though the Episcopal Church is at least somewhat tolerant of gay people, the world 
of gender and sexual identities has continued to change—or really, just to become more visible 
and vocal, questioning social norms and binary categories.  Are there really only male and 
female genders, opposite and same-sex relationships?  Those of us of a certain age have had to 
keep learning new terms and concepts.  Cis-gender means that your sense of gender identity 
aligns with your physical sex characteristics.  I was born as a girl and I identify as female, so I am 
cis-gender.  Transgender means that your physical characteristics are at odds with your own 
sense of gender.  Some people consider themselves neither exclusively male or female—they 
may describe themselves as intersex or non-binary, and choose the pronouns they/them.  
Bisexual means persons who may be attracted to both men and women.  Queer is a loose term 
that often means anyone who is not cis-gendered or straight, anyone who doesn’t fit into neat 
binary terms.  It was originally used as a slur towards gay persons and may still be offensive to 
older generations.  Queer is also a term that challenges binary thinking and power structures 
that oppress non straight, non-cis persons. 



So as church, we have a lot of catching up to do with the world.  If we are not actively 
rethinking our faith and our practices in terms of the lived experience of people around us, 
we’re missing the boat.  I’m sure you have people in your families and circles who are not 
straight or identify as queer.  And we’re not only missing the boat for people who identify as 
gay or trans or queer, but for whole generations for whom gender identities and sexual 
expressions are far broader and more fluid that we were brought up to think.  Case in point:  
when I was in public health school, I became friends with David, a partnered gay man.  In 2004, 
he and his partner were allowed to legally marry, and he invited me to the wedding.  I took my 
daughters, then 12, to the lovely outdoor wedding at a park overlooking the sea.  Afterwards, 
they had no problem with two men getting married.  They just thought the ceremony was odd, 
since it was Wiccan. 
 
Lucky for us in the Church, we have some good guidance about how to expand our horizons 
through the actions of Jesus and the early church.  Jesus was clearly aware of the distinctions 
made between men and women, Jews and non-Jews, clean and unclean, rich and poor, 
“northerners” and “southerners,” “good” and “sinful,” —and he consistently crosses social 
boundaries and tears down boundaries.  He consistently reaches out and invites in those who 
are on the margins.  I encourage you to read the whole of the Gospel passage—I read only part 
today.  In the story, Jesus is in Samaria and stops at a well for a drink.  It is noon, an odd time 
for a woman to be drawing water. The woman is an outcast, no doubt because of her sexual 
history, having had many husbands and currently living with a man without marriage.  Jesus 
engages her—a woman, a Samaritan—in conversation, promising her living water if she 
believes in him.  She parries back and forth with him, and is eager for this “living water.” She is 
impressed that he not only knows all about her, but that he CONTINUES to engage with her and 
offer her spiritual food and life, even knowing everything about her.  He does not condemn her; 
he recognizes her as a beloved child of God.  She, in turn, recognizes HIM as the Messiah.   
 
She runs off to tell the townspeople, and through her words, many come to believe in Jesus.  
Jesus stays there for two days, and even more people come to faith.  Not only is this woman a 
faithful apostle, bringing other people to Jesus, she is restored to community as others believe 
her and come to Jesus through her. 
 
A similar story is found in the Acts of the Apostles.  Early in the days of the church after 
Pentecost, faith in Jesus is spreading throughout the region.  Philip is directed by an angel to 
walk south, and then to go alongside a carriage.  In it sits the treasurer of Ethiopia, a high-
powered official in the Queen’s court.  Things of special note here: he was an Ethiopian, so he 
would have been Black.  He was a seeker after the Jewish God.  He was powerful and educated.  
And he was a eunuch.  He had been subjected to sexual violence—castrated-- to make him 
“safe” for the Queen’s court.  Not only did that affect his status and his functioning in his 
personal and political life, it cut him off from temple rituals and he could never fully join the 
Jewish community.  
 
As Philip walks beside the carriage, he hears the Ethiopian reading from the book of Isaiah, and 
he asks if he understands what he is reading.  The man replies that he doesn’t; he needs 
someone to explain who this passage is about.  The eunuch invites Philip into the carriage with 
him and as they travel, Philip explains all about Jesus, and the man gladly receives his words.  
When he sees water, he exclaims, “Here is water!  Why shouldn’t I be baptized?”  Philip agrees.  



When he baptizes the man, the Spirit takes Philip away and the eunuch continues on his 
journey home.  
 
This passage is significant because again it confirms that the Good News of Christ is not limited 
to any certain group of people, or any particular good works.  The Holy Spirit crosses all these 
boundaries—of race and country, of sexual identity, of social status, of religious background.  
Again, as in the Gospel, people who are seen as different or marginalized are chosen as 
instruments to bring the Good News of Jesus to others.  The implication in this story is that this 
man would be the one to bring the faith of Jesus South to Ethiopia and regions beyond. 
 
So what do these two stories tell us today, and how do they relate to us and the lesbian, gay, bi, 
trans, and queer people of us?  They clearly indicate that Jesus accepts all people, not only as 
beloved children of God, but also as needed guides and companions on our walk together as 
people of faith.  We need all parts of the body, as the Apostle Paul would say.  We especially 
need the parts of the body that have been treated with less respect--these we need to honor 
and cherish even more.  
 
I can see at least three ways that the queer community brings gifts to the church and the wider 
community and three ways we as church are invited to respond.  First, the queer people in my 
life help me question gender and sexuality norms and keep expanding my ideas of what it is to 
be human and to love.  They critique static and binary notions of gender and sexuality—we 
aren’t just one thing and in fact, our expressions of gender and romance may change as we 
grow.  To be fully human is to encompass the full range of positive “feminine” and “masculine” 
traits—we can be nurturing and analytical, tender and physically strong, emotional and 
courageous, expression grief and joy and anger, all.  Jesus clearly loved the siblings Lazarus, 
Martha and Mary; he also loved Mary Magdalen and “the disciple whom Jesus loved,” possibly 
John.  The LGBTQ community invites us to imagine love on a continuum.  Not only about 
romantic love, but even about deep abiding friendships and love—men to men, women to 
women, women to men, trans to cis, gay to straight.   
 
Our response is to work on ourselves and our assumptions AND to be more able to listen to 
people who we may perceive as “different from ourselves,” whatever that means for you in 
your journey.  What particularly challenges you or bothers you?  Why?  A lot is the way we have 
been socialized; a lot can change when you have relationships with the "other.” Again, accept 
the awkward.  If someone says their pronouns are “they and them,” you may find this difficult.  
Do it anyway.  It gets easier with practice.    
 
The second area of gifts is around justice and intersectionality.  Many in the LGBTQ community 
see that race, class, gender identity and sexual orientation all lead to how people are accepted 
or rejected by our dominant culture.  A white gay male may encounter prejudice and 
discrimination, but still is part of dominant culture in most ways.  Black trans women are 
particularly vulnerable and suffer the highest rates of murder of any group of people.  And 
LGBTQ youth today have high rates of mental health issues and homelessness, right here in 
Gloucester.  It is also true that the most oppressed bodies are the ones who often have the 
strongest voices and commitment to change and liberation.  Many on the front lines of 
indigenous, racial and climate justice fights have been and continue to be queer people.  That 
has been true in many of the pipeline protests.  It is also true that “Tortuguita,” an indigenous 



Venezuelan who was queer and non-binary, was killed by police, many say murdered, as he and 
others were peacefully protesting the construction of “Cop City” near Atlanta.  And of course, 
our artists, musicians, actors and yes, clergy, are highly peopled by LGBTQ persons.   
 
It’s important for us to understand our own privileges, to understand the ways our society 
oppresses others, those deemed “strange” or “scary,” to understand our complicity, and to 
work for laws and attitudes that respect and support all people, especially the most vulnerable.  
Especially in this climate of scape-goating and taking away rights.  We have work to do. 
 
The third positive gift that the queer community brings is in its critique of Church and images of 
God.  The Church has historically been hostile and wounding towards non-hetero and non-cis 
people.  There are exceptions, but part of the reason younger people aren’t in church is 
because they want to find places that are open and accepting to all their peers.  Can we 
become that affirming, healing place?  And also, many find community and spiritual nurture in 
other places beyond church.  We should find out what those are!   
 
One of the things I find so exciting about non-binary thought is being able to get away from the 
image of God as an old (White) man.  I love using the pronouns “They/them” for God, because 
God is neither male nor female, or rather, all genders and gender expressions reside in God.  I 
also love using the plural for God, since we SAY that God is a Trinity, a community.  Exploring 
new and old non-gendered images of God has power and creativity.  The more we can do this, 
the more we can speak in a language that might make sense to others. 
 
And if we focus on the person of Jesus, the one who especially sought out those on the 
margins, who brought healing, respect, wholeness and empowerment to them, who resisted 
Empire with its power and violence—if our faith is grounded in Jesus, and the guidance of the 
Holy Spirit, then we have a good model for living with, serving with, advocating with our sisters 
and brothers and siblings of whatever gender and sexuality.  So let us pray.  Amen.                                           


