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This Tuesday, June 28, will mark the anniversary of the Stonewall Inn uprising in New York
City’s Greenwich Village, which kick-started the present LGBTQIA+ liberation movement. 
According to Michael Levine’s remembering for the “Story Corps” project, in the early morning
hours, four police officers raided the bar, arresting patrons, and demanding “identification from those
wearing clothes and makeup they considered unlawfully gender-inappropriate.  A commonly
agreed-upon tipping point came when one lesbian who was struck by a police officer’s club after
resisting arrest implored the crowd, ‘Why don’t you guys do something?’  [So] . . . they did. 
Stonewall patrons and their supporters began hurling coins and other objects at the growing police
and fire department presence.  Ten police officers barricaded themselves inside the bar during the
riot; the crowd burned the barricade.  Drag queens and trans women of color held the line amid the
melee,” including Marsha P. Johnson, Sylvia Rivera, and “Miss Major.”  “[T]he escalating brutality
of the police and the protestors’ pushback became national news.  It also inspired gay, lesbian and
trans groups to organize, and led to the first U.S. gay pride parades in New York, L.A., Chicago and
San Francisco one year later.”(1)  

What sparked the uprising this time?  What fueled the resistance?  Here’s what activist Dick
Leitsch thinks:  Stonewall catered to a group of people who were not welcome in other gay bars, or
couldn’t afford them.  Back then there were hundreds of young gay and lesbian people in New York
who had no home.  Most of them were between 16 and 25, and came here from other places without
jobs, money or contacts.  Many of them were running away from unhappy homes....  Some got
thrown out of school or the service for being gay and couldn’t face going home.  Some were even
thrown out of their homes with only the clothes on their backs by ignorant, intolerant parents who’d
rather see their kid dead than homosexual.  They came to New York with the clothes on their backs. 
Jobless and without skills–without decent clothes to wear to a job interview–they lived on the streets. 
That was the one advantage to Stonewall–for $3.00 admission, they could stay inside, out of the
winter’s cold or the summer heat, all night long.  Three dollars isn’t too hard to get panhandling... 
So the Stonewall became “home” to these kids.  When it was raided, they fought for it....(2)  They
had found a home where they were welcomed just as they were.  A home where you are free, will
do that to someone.  Once you’ve had a taste, you will struggle to keep it.  And the struggle goes on
today.  Oh, there have been victories.  In 1973, the American Psychiatric Association’s board of
directors removed homosexuality from the official list of mental illnesses, known as the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders.  In 2015, the Supreme Court declared same-sex marriage
a Constitutional right nationwide, requiring all states to allow Americans to get married, regardless
of their gender identity or sexual orientation.  And in the 2018 midterm elections, over 150
LGBTQIA+ candidates won office, “from the U.S. Congress to governors’ mansions to state
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legislatures and city councils.”(3)  But it will come as no surprise that the struggle goes on today. 
The struggle for a home.  For legal equality and social acceptance.

Which brings us to today’s scripture readings.  We pay attention to scripture because, as
followers of Jesus Christ, we trust that the words of the Bible somehow reveal the will of God for
humanity.  So we listen for a Word from God.  A dozen years ago, this congregation began a process
of discernment, listening to each other’s stories, searching the scriptures, and seeking God in prayer,
on the way to becoming an “Open and Affirming” congregation.  And we are continuing that
journey, seeking to discover deeper ways to make a welcoming home for all people – especially
LGBTQIA+ folks who have been told over and over that God hates them.  A few minutes ago, we
heard two scriptures that are part of the story of God-with-us, that underscore what welcoming really
means.  Christian transgender activist Austen Hartke says he grew up “treating the Bible like a Magic
8-Ball.  Our pastor said all answers could be found in Scripture, so I’d squeeze my eyes shut tight,
open it at a random page, stick my finger down, and then open my eyes to see what God had to say
about my particular circumstance.”  Over a decade later, when he was troubled with trying to fit into
gender-roles that were just not right for him, trying to figure out just who he was, one night he
balanced the cover of the big book between his palms and let it fall open on its own.  And, he says,
“right smack in the middle of the page on the right-hand side, Isaiah 56:3-8 floated slowly off the
page and into my heart.”  He was stunned, and set right to work exploring the scene Isaiah set.  He
discovered, he says, that eunuchs, physically damaged males, “in the ancient world found themselves
in many of the same kinds of in-between spaces that transgender people often experience today.” 
According to Deuteronomy 23:1, they were excluded from worship, barred by God from any kind
of participation in the community of faith.  They were cut off, in ways far more hurtful than just
physical.  But here, here in Isaiah’s vision, came a promise directly from God, overruling that
previous exclusionary judgment:  “[w]ith just eight verses God had given them both an assurance
of a part in Israel’s future and a place within the community in their own lifetime.”  More than that,
though, he discovered, “God was giving the eunuchs a story to connect to. . . .  That was the story
I needed to hear,” he says.  “I needed to know that my problems were like the eunuch’s problems, . . .
and that all of these complications were overcome by God’s great love. . . . [T]hrough Isaiah God
gave me a sense of belonging that I couldn’t shake.”(4)

And then Hartke came across the second scripture we heard today, from the Acts of the
Apostles.  Another eunuch, but this one from Ethiopia, which had the cachet of being the ends of the
earth.  But also, a people of color.  Although the eunuch sought to worship the God of Israel, he was
not Jewish, not a full convert, and, yes, he was also a eunuch, unable to worship with the people. 
He, too, was excluded, for a host of reasons.  An official of the queen of Ethiopia, traveling in an
expensive government chariot – he was still an outsider, shoved away.  And yet, there he was,
nevertheless, reading from Israel’s holy book.  Smart enough to be able to read, and in a language
foreign to him.  And suddenly, in the middle of nowhere, he finds a man running alongside the
chariot.  “Whatcha reading?”  What?  Who are you?  “Isaiah,” he says.  “Do you know what it’s
saying?”  “How can I, unless someone helps me?”  So Philip hops on and begins to explain the
scripture.  And the eunuch found himself wondering if this suffering Servant that Isaiah was
describing might have experienced something like his own life.  Excluded, made to suffer, and
denied justice.  He saw himself in the Suffering Servant.  And, Hartke adds, maybe transgender
people might see themselves in that Ethiopian eunuch.  “Trans people experience humiliation when
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we’re . . . kicked out of our homes,” he says, “when we’re accused of being dangerous to children
and cisgender women. . . .  We are denied justice when we’re fired from our jobs because of our
gender identity, when laws are made to keep us out of public bathroom facilities. . . .”  And, like
sheep led to slaughter, “the lives of Black transgender women and other trans people of color are
violently taken from this earth.”(5)  But, again, God’s will is for inclusion.  In fact, the story of Jesus
as explained by Philip prompts this eunuch to ask, “what’s to keep me from being baptized right
now, right over there in that water that just appeared?”  And Philip scratches his head and says, “Not
a thing.”  So the deed is done, and one who had formerly been shoved outside is brought inside. 
Hartke suggests that there were two conversions that day.  The first was the eunuch who got
baptized.  But, under the guidance of God’s Holy Spirit, it was Philip who had to “change his metric
for who’s in and who’s out.”(6)  The entire book of Acts is a testimony of God’s Holy Spirit pushing
the community of faith to the ends of the earth – and breaking down barriers to bring everybody in.

So what is next, after Stonewall?  Did you notice?  Each of these stories, Stonewall, God’s
promise to eunuchs in Isaiah, the Ethiopian eunuch’s inclusion and Philip’s conversion – each of
them is about finding a welcoming home.  And what else, I ask you, is the community of faith, but
a home in which each beloved child of God can thrive?  Where they can be who God made them to
be?  But that does not happen by accident.  We decide to welcome folks.  And that means that our
first move is to listen.  Hear the cries of pain, first of all.  But more than that, listen to the voices of
those shoved out, because those shoved by society to the margins can see more clearly than those in
the center.  And in those voices, we just might hear the voice of God.  More than that, though, we
can use all our resources to push for change in society.  In these days when denominations are
splitting asunder over who to include in the pews and in ministry, when two are shot and murdered,
ten injured at a gay bar in Norway, when trans folks are seeing prejudices toppling hard-won rights,
it is time to use our straight-white privilege and speak up!  After the shooting this week, when the
official Gay Pride parade was called off, several thousand people held a spontaneous march in
central Oslo, waving rainbow flags and chanting in English:  “We’re here, we’re queer, we won’t
disappear.”(7)  In the words of church member Sam Garman, used with his permission, “The things
our community still needs to have anything resembling equal rights is a constitutional amendment
making plain that no person can be discriminated against because of their sexual orientation or
gender identity.  With that we could work without fear of being fired for being LGBTQIA+, seek
housing without fear of discrimination, be paid equal wages and so much more.”(8)  After the
decision came down overturning Roe, a public health official wrote on Twitter:  “Married LGBTQ
people:  CALL A LAWYER.  Get copies of birth certificates and custody for your children on paper. 
Make sure life insurance policies, property that you own, bank account information, passwords for
things, Powers of Attorney, etc. are all set up & understood.”(9)  We can help spread the word, to
protect legal rights now under threat.  And we will not do so because we are “nice,” or even because
they “deserve” it.  But for our beloved Sam, and Joey, and Matt and Tony, Rachel and Ashley, and
Cathy and Megan, and Phoenix Clark, and JonMark and Justin, and [congregation speaks names
aloud].  We will struggle to create a safe home, a just society for our beloved who we know, and all
LGBTQIA+ folks, because it is the will of God for all humans, welcoming each other as beloved
members of God’s New Humanity.  And as we do, we will be delighted to discover the unique side
of God revealed by each human being in their wonderful diversity.  That’s the payoff.  We are better
together.  Stronger.  More splendid.  So in these days when the threats are louder, from legislatures
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to the Supreme Court, we will struggle for justice in the wider society, for the time when each person
is legally accorded their God-given dignity as a human being.  Because that’s what God wants us to
do, after Stonewall.  Amen.

Notes

(1)  Samantha Vincenty, “What Happened at Stonewall?” The Oprah Magazine, 5/31/19;
accessed online on 6/21/19 at
https://www.oprahmag.com/life/a27657496/stonewall-riots-significance-facts/; and Cassie
Sheets, “5 Amazing Trans Women You Didn’t Learn About in History Class,” PRIDE, 10/10/18;
accessed online on 6/19/19 at
https://www.pride.com/trans/2018/10/10/5-amazing-trans-women-you-didnt-learn-about-history-
class
(2)  This account by Dick Leitsch, then the executive director of the Mattachine Society of New
York, the first gay group to ever hold a picket in the city in the early 1960s; in Garance
Franke-Ruta, “An Amazing 1969 Account of the Stonewall Uprising,” The Atlantic, 1/24/13;
accessed online on 6/20/19 at
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2013/01/an-amazing-1969-account-of-the-stonewall
-uprising/272467/
(3)  Quote from Annise Parker, in Emma Sarran Webster, “20 Historic Moments in the Fight for
LGBTQ Rights,” TeenVogue, 6/3/19; accessed online on 6/19/19 at
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/lgbt-equality-key-moments-timeline
(4) Austen Hartke, Transforming: The Bible and the Lives of Transgender Christians (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox Press, 2018), 89, 94, 97, 98, 99.
(5)  Ibid., 114-15, 123-24.
(6)  Ibid., 127.
(7)  “Horror on Oslo Pride day as gunman goes on deadly rampage at gay bar,” by Terje Solsvik
and Gwladys Fouche, Reuters, 6/25/22; accessed online on 6/25/22 at
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/two-dead-several-wounded-norway-nightclub-shooting-p
olice-say-2022-06-25/
(8)  Email from Sam Garman, 6/13/19.
(9) Gabrielle Perry, MPH, Tweet, 6/24/22; accessed online on 6/24/22 at
https://mobile.twitter.com/GeauxGabrielle/status/1540346992609693701


