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Inclusive faith practices help everyone
  Opinion May 15, 2018 Dixon Challoner by Hamilton Spectator

May 17 marks the 14th annual International Day Against Homophobia / Biphobia / Transphobia (IDAHBT), an event that seeks to raise the profile of the human rights and the safety of sexual and gender minority people
around the globe.

Here in Ontario, the pushback against the updated sex education curriculum — a curriculum that finally acknowledges the reality of healthy same-sex relationships and trans identities — and against the ban on so-
called reparative therapy on LGBTQ+ youth, reminds us that authentic equality for LGBTQ+ persons remains more an ideal than a reality. The thinly-veiled homophobia of much of the activism against the new
curriculum has received some media coverage. However, the religious claims of these activists has remained largely unquestioned.

The congregation to which I belong has a history of affirming without condition the place of LGBTQ+ people within the Body of Christ. It is deeply problematic, therefore, when opponents of the new curriculum or the
media suggest or imply that there is a direct correlation between Christian faith practice and the rejection of certain types of families or identities. This is absolutely incorrect, a fact to which a growing body of theology
and a growing number of affirming churches of various denominations points. Within the United Church of Canada alone, more than 200 ministries are officially Affirming, which means that they take an active role in
supporting the lives of sexual and gender minority persons.

Much of opposition to the new sex-ed curriculum, and most of those who want anti-gay therapy for their children, construct LGBTQ+ people as a problem to be fixed or as a disease to be cured. In contrast to this,
affirming Christian faith understands the aversion to sexual and gender minority people as the disease that requires a cure. Queer and trans identities are part of the beautiful teeming multitude of creation, to be
treasured, nurtured, and protected in all of their unique giftedness. As with all forces that threaten the well-being of any part of our world, it is the role of faith communities to seek to alleviate that harm. Sexual and
gender diversity is not wrong; it is the logical outcome of the vibrant diversity of nature. Affirming ministry means working to cure the diseased view of the world that compels some to avoid, silence, and ostracize
LGBTQ+ people.

Story continues below

Affirming ministry also means recognizing the harm that many expressions of Christian faith have caused and continue to cause for LGBTQ+ people. Various churches are culpable in promoting anti-gay therapy for
youth. This sort of 'therapy' has been largely discredited within the scientific community. It is important to note, however, that the impulse for these is rooted in rigid and limited understandings of creation, ones which
place very human boundaries on divine love and divine creativity. The sad consequence of these limitations is a lot of brokenness, both within individuals, who experience great damage to self-concept, and within
families, whose members experience either alienation from each other or less authentic relationships.

Homophobic and transphobic constructions of creation are directly responsible for this harm. Furthermore, the damage to LGBTQ+ individuals' self-concept is not infrequently expressed in forms of self-harm. This is an
unsurprising response to negative external stimuli. If those close to your psychospiritual core, family and faith community, demean or seek to alter another part of your core being, that violence is internalized over time.
It is the work of Affirming faith to support the spiritual journeys of those seeking to heal from these wounds. It is also affirming work to ensure that this harm ceases. Both the revised sex education curriculum and the
ban on 'reparative' therapy for minors are steps in this direction.

In New Vision's Affirming ministry, we see the joy in, and the need for, affirming faith community often. I recall speaking with a non-binary youth after an LGBTQ+-focussed worship service. The young person began to
sob as their realization of the safety and acceptance of the space allowed them to begin processing the rejection that they had experienced from family and friends. The reassurance that they were seen, and known, and
loved within the context of a faith community began to shift how they saw themselves, nurturing a renewed sense of worth. This is not a faith context that social conservatives want to acknowledge. But it is one that
has real benefit for all people.

Dixon Challoner is a member of New Vision United Church's affirming committee and a member of New Vision's church council.
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