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What is the deepest loss that you have suffered? 

If drinking is bitter, change yourself to wine. 

--Rainer Maria Rilke  

 

 

 

Infirm 

 

Everybody here 

is infirm. 

Everybody here is infirm. 

Oh. Mend me. Mend me. Lord. 

 

Today I 

say to them 

say to them 

say to them, Lord: 

look! I am beautiful, beautiful with 

my wing that is wounded 

my eye that is bonded 

or my ear not funded 

or my walk all a-wobble. 

I’m enough to be beautiful. 

 

You are 

beautiful too. 

 

--Gwendolyn Brooks 
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How the Book Began 

 

 

My, there were lots of gay people there 

More than I’d seen anywhere, even New York City, 

Or more obviously or something. We got there late. 

I wanted to get there early, so I could watch the party form 

And watch everybody from the beginning so I knew what was going on. 

We got there, and the people were dancing around in circles 

And I couldn’t tell who was straight and who was— 

Sometimes guys were on the left and sometimes girls 

Were on the left, and then they’d blow the whistle or something 

And everybody changes. And I had a great discernment 

And all I had to do was figure out if I started on the right or the left. 

And as long as I knew where I started out, I wouldn’t have any trouble. 

So that’s how it’s worked ever since, I guess. 

So make sure you know whether you’re dancing 

On the right or the left, 

And you’ll be all right. 

       --A Friend 

 

  

Several years ago, I set out to write a book that would hold, at its heart, a range of 

leadings felt by U.S. Friends around gay and lesbian concerns. I interviewed about 150 

individuals from Oregon, California, Iowa, Indiana, Ohio, North Carolina, and 

Pennsylvania. The book is a collection of short excerpts from those interviews. 

 

I invite you to approach the book, whatever your own location—inside or outside of U.S. 

Friends or of the gay and lesbian community—as a chance to immerse yourself in the 

words, feelings, and ideas of people of faith whose understandings may be different from 

your own. If you are familiar with Quaker worship, I invite you to enter into the reading 

of the interview excerpts in much that same spirit. 

 

The book addresses themes of faithfulness, wholeness, and blessing. Speakers explore the 

roots of their beliefs as followers of Christ. They discuss their own faith journeys and 

they relate experiences of God’s guiding presence in their lives. They are puzzled at how 

to move forward when they perceive such deep divisions among Friends, not only with 

regard to gay and lesbian concerns but also on the nature of God’s truth and how Friends 

may come to understand God’s will. Some Friends advocate a renewed focus on 

corporate listening, if not in hope of unity then at least in the service of deeper 

understanding. Others question the worth of listening to one another when God’s views 

are already clear. Friends raise questions about truthseeking, about integrity, about 

wrestling both individually and collectively with the whole of Friends’ experience. 

 

Many Friends would agree Christ wants lives of wholeness for each of us. However, our 

understandings of what it means to become whole, and how best to seek after such 
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wholeness, are often quite divergent. Speakers often reflect on love—God’s love for 

humankind, people’s love for one another. Many draw upon the Bible to articulate or 

support their views. Many speak from their experience of relationships in community. 

For some, matters of sin, healing, and redemption are paramount. Others wrestle with 

questions of creation and choice: Who are we born to become? What choices do we make 

that shape our lives? What does God want for us, at our best? Some Friends explore 

questions of what it means to welcome and be welcomed. How are we called to extend 

God’s truth and love to others? How can we remain faithful Friends and at the same time 

be in relationship with others who believe quite differently than we do?  

 

The book is spiced with stories of blessing—moments of opening, insight, joy, or 

connection. Many Friends express deep reservations about changing social norms 

regarding family, sexuality, and the raising of children, while others fully embrace 

selected changes in the wider culture. Meanwhile, the book as a whole, as the title 

suggests, seeks to raise a broader question about blessing. We give each other blessings 

freely, without expectation of return. But is there another kind of blessing—the kind 

Jacob sought from God? If we remain steadfast in our commitment to the wholeness of 

Friends community, can we expect, even require, a blessing from each other? 

 

During interviews, I was struck at how often people spoke of struggling, or wrestling—

with unfamiliar feelings or ideas, with the Bible, with God, within their monthly or yearly 

meetings. One person I interviewed referred specifically to Jacob’s wrestling match with 

the angel, but many more seemed to be echoing it in their words and concerns. For me, it 

became a metaphor for the kind of listening I most wish to encourage: faithful wrestling 

with the deep currents of tradition, fierce seeking within one’s spiritual community, and 

holding one another as equals in the eyes of God even when we disagree.  

 

Leading 
 

As I explained to the Friends I interviewed, this book began by following a leading. At 

the time, I was sitting in a small group of folks at an ecumenical retreat on faith and 

leadership. The retreat asked each person to focus on the question, “How am I called to 

lead in my faith community?” Over the course of the day, we had done seemingly every 

sort of individual and group exercise – imagine this, imagine that, turn to your neighbor, 

et cetera. The day culminated in a modified clearness committee process in which we 

were given perhaps ten minutes to focus on each person in the small group. 

 

I had arrived at the retreat full of questions relating to sexual orientation among Friends. 

There seemed to be a wide gulf of understanding, experience, and witness between 

Friends I knew who had deep concerns about the rightness of gay and lesbian 

partnerships; and those who welcomed Friends of diverse sexual orientations without any 

worries at all. And since my heart covered all Friends, I felt torn. I wanted to find a way 

to embrace and explore what seemed to be two very different sets of views, 

understandings, and leadings from God. But I was stuck. In what setting could I engage 

in the kind of deep, centered listening I was yearning for? 
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Enter the Holy Spirit. While I knew well already the feeling of acting from a place of 

centeredness, I had never before been led by the Spirit in such a direct way. Surrounded 

by others asking themselves and God the same question—How am I called to lead in my 

faith community?—the plan for a listening tour and book project on gay and lesbian 

concerns came tumbling fully formed out of my mouth, complete with a clear idea of the 

tone of the project and how the finished book could be organized. I was a bit shaken, but 

the committee was not. They remained calm and unsurprised at the movement of the 

Spirit. While it would be another few years before I began interviewing Friends, the 

leading in the meantime persisted, patiently or impatiently tapping its foot in the 

background until I made a choice to be faithful to the Spirit’s leading and pursue it 

wholeheartedly.  

 

Interviews 

 

The book draws on approximately 150 interviews with U.S. Friends from pastoral and 

unprogrammed meetings. The study includes Friends from each of the four main 

branches of Quakerism in the United States today—Friends United Meeting (FUM), 

Friends General Conference (FGC), Evangelical Friends International (EFI), and 

Conservative friends. They are women and men, young and old, straight, gay, bisexual, 

and transgender. Many are birthright Quakers; and many others are convinced Friends. 

Some hold positions of leadership within Friends, while others do not. Some were eager 

to participate in a listening tour among U.S. Friends on gay and lesbian concerns, while 

others held deep reservations. Still others had no strong feelings in any direction about 

the usefulness of the project, but were willing to be interviewed nonetheless. 

 

How did I find and select these Friends? I began with a small but diverse group of 

contacts around the country, asking each person both to suggest names of possible 

interviewees and to put me in touch with other Friends who could make 

recommendations. With the help of an ever-expanding group of contacts, I reached out to 

Friends in half a dozen locations around the country to set up individual interviews. Most 

interviews were arranged at my initiative. Additional volunteers came forward in 

response to a general invitation extended to a handful of churches and meetings. I also 

advertised in a national Quaker publication, but that ad yielded only one interviewee. 

 

Generally, I contacted potential interviewees by phone to introduce myself, to explain the 

project, and to invite an individual to participate. I then provided the list of interview 

questions ahead of time. Often, these initial conversations were themselves substantial 

occasions of ministry between Friends; and at times, they were as lengthy and involved 

as the later interviews. Most interviews lasted about an hour. The interview packet and a 

collection of demographic data are included as appendices to the book. 

 

Writing 
 

During the year or so I spent transcribing the interviews (with the help of two paid 

transcribers), it became clear that several major themes were emerging—such as truth, 

love, faithfulness, leading, community, sin, wholeness, integrity, witness, struggle, and 
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blessing. After taking notes from the interview transcripts, I began writing each chapter 

by surrounding myself with swatches of paper in a blizzard on the floor. Then I would 

string some of these short interview excerpts together into chains in much the same way I 

might assemble the lines and stanzas of a poem—voice by voice, tracing an overall 

movement through a theme. 

 

Each step of the writing process unfolded in its own time, and often I could only see one 

step ahead. I began with faithfulness—Who are we as Friends? What do we bring to a 

discussion of gay and lesbian concerns? What do we owe to each other and to our God in 

this conversation? Bubbling away at the surface was an obvious “divide between two 

sides,” which often came down to a seemingly irreconcilable division between the 

centered, lived experience of gay, lesbian, bi, and transgender Friends and the primacy 

for others of Biblical injunctions against homosexuality. 

 

Setting aside those tensions for the moment, I next found myself exploring what it means 

to seek after and embrace wholeness. Depending on which Friend you ask, wholeness 

may be understood variously as a faithful response to Christ’s invitation to personal 

integrity, as an antidote to our nation’s deeply individualistic culture, and/or as a real or 

hoped-for unity among Friends across a very wide spectrum of beliefs—to name just a 

few of the many different definitions I encountered. 

 

Having drawn together a selection of Friends’ views on wholeness, I then turned to an 

exploration of blessing. The abundance of blessings in the lives of virtually every person 

I interviewed ensured that the book would somehow count and recount some of the many 

moments of grace, opening, and connection by which Friends remarked upon the 

movement of God in their lives. Often, these moments of blessing could not be separated 

from the wrestling with dilemmas of faithfulness and the seeking after wholeness that 

already comprised two main themes of the book. 

 

Moments of blessing 

 

At a personal level, this book has afforded me the immense privilege of visiting with 

about 150 Friends around the country of all different views and convictions. I have been 

honored to immerse myself in their diverse and deeply felt concerns about faith and 

sexuality. One thing especially has remained clear from the beginning: I have no interest 

in advocating a particular point of view, beyond that of encouraging a deeper shared 

understanding of one another’s beliefs, experiences, leadings, and convictions around 

sexual orientation. While I have plenty of personal clarity when it comes to 

understanding my own sexual orientation, what really draws me forward is the wish for 

greater connectedness within and among Friends, who are sharply and painfully divided 

on their understandings of gay and lesbian concerns in relation to God’s truth. 

 

Perhaps the greatest surprise for me was that no two interviews were alike. Which is to 

say that no two Friends I interviewed had the same “take” on faith and sexuality. And 

certainly they did not line up neatly into the two columns I was naively expecting—

People Who Believed More or Less What I Did and People Who Didn’t. Perhaps this 
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shouldn’t have surprised me as much as it did. Quakerism, after all, relies on Friends to 

seek truth in community precisely because our capabilities are greater, and our insights 

are richer, when combined. But still, I was unprepared both for the sheer breadth of lived 

experience and for Friends’ stunningly diverse understandings of their faith. I was 

equally unprepared for the intense joy of noticing, time and again, threads, connections, 

running across interviews in the most unlikely combinations. 

 

Individuals with quite dissimilar theologies might have very similar frameworks for 

understanding their faith in action. People who would disagree sharply about 

homosexuality if they met in person would nonetheless, in separate individual interviews, 

make it abundantly clear that they shared many of the same core faith concerns. And so 

on. Often my own understanding would roil and shift even in the course of a single 

interview—I would form a tentative understanding of a person’s views (or their life 

experiences, for that matter) only to have that understanding dashed against the rocks ten 

minutes later. This happened time and time again, and it was far from comfortable; but it 

was, nonetheless, an immense privilege to be so thoroughly immersed in Friends’ lives in 

this way. All in all, I discovered an amazingly complex and beautiful web of 

understandings, convictions, leadings, and experiences. I hope I have conveyed some of 

this feeling of interconnectedness in the format of the book. 

 

The writing process felt a great deal like open worship to me. I have never been less in 

charge. Writing as worship—constant discernment, seeking the next step. Finding the 

right words in the right order, both others’ and my own. The book project as a whole has 

been all about hospitality—extending a welcome, being welcomed by others into their 

lives, often in an intense way, if only for a short time. This was not always easy, as I was 

doing my best to form spiritual relationships in a very short period of time with 150 

different Friends. Often whole arcs of relationships seemed to occur between the 

interview setup date, the conversation itself, the transcribing, and the writing. 

 

Interviewees who had struck me one way (in their personality or in their views of 

homosexuality) when we made the arrangements for the interview were different in 

person than I’d expected. Likewise, I got to meet each Friend all over again when I 

listened to the interview tapes, and then again when I reviewed the transcripts during the 

writing process. Some striking transformations—in my own perceptions, at least—

occurred along the way. Folks whose strong personalities all but overwhelmed their 

messages in person were much “easier to take”—and therefore, came through more 

clearly—on tape. Some who had been easy to understand in person were suddenly elusive 

at the transcript stage, whether because of soft-spokenness or especially rapid speech or 

because their particular uses of grammar, which had presented no barrier in spoken 

interaction, made transcribing a challenge. Above all, I was humbled by the fragility of 

communication and grateful, all over again, for the trust placed in me by the Friends who 

participated in the interviews.  

  

Whatever you bring to the reading of this book, and whatever you find here, I wish you 

all the faithfulness, all the wholeness, and all the blessings your journey will allow. 
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Note 

 

Since my listening tour in 2003, much has changed in the wider U.S. culture. As I write, 

same-sex marriage is legal in nine states. (It was legal in none when I began the project.) 

I suspect that if I spoke again today with some of the same interviewees – particularly 

those who expressed a great deal of uncertainty or confusion – they would tell me that 

they are becoming, over time, more comfortable with the presence of gay and lesbian 

Friends in their midst.  

 

As one Friend put it, the story I hope we can tell is “that the truth of love and God’s 

presence in relationship will slowly, over time, unfold and be revealed. The story of the 

larger Society of Friends—which includes gay and lesbian and transgender and bisexual 

and other questioning Friends—is one of truth revealing itself to us, and our learning to 

change as truth requires us, or demands of us. That’s a very tender story, a very hard 

story.” 

 

Friends, I hope you find your own stories reflected in what follows. 
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Introduction 

 

 

More and more have acquaintance 

With gay and lesbian people 

And find them to be very nice people, 

Have respect for them in everything except— 

And they can’t go across that line. Right up to there. 

--A Friend 

 

I just don’t like to stick my neck out. 

Particularly in one’s local meeting, 

Where one has to live with these people. 

       --A Friend 

 

 

 

Like many other faith communities today, mine is wrestling with how, whether, and to 

what extent to welcome its gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender members and attenders 

more fully into its midst. The U.S. Religious Society of Friends is a Protestant Christian 

denomination with about 87,000 Friends (2007) in at least five different major branches, 

each of which takes a rather different perspective on theology and daily living. The 

interviews in the book reach out to individual Friends in the four largest of these 

branches, encompassing a range of views and opinions from Biblical literalism and 

fundamentalism to a socially progressive universalism. In short, we include among us the 

whole set of views found within the larger Christian faith, and in U.S. society, today. 

 

In the book, I seek to explore the diversity of U.S. Friends’ responses to divisions within 

the denomination. I do not try to predict the future of Friends, or to recommend a course 

of action. Instead, my hope is to lift up a variety of views, convictions, and concerns so 

that individuals—especially among Friends—who are engaged in often difficult 

conversations with one another across differences can have a point of reflection. If the 

book is successful, you as a Friend will discover voices in it that echo or reply to your 

own. You will also encounter many thoughtfully held, deeply faithful views that startle, 

challenge, and stretch your own. 

 

The book’s title comes from the Bible story of Jacob’s wrestling with the angel—and 

Jacob’s insistence on holding fast until he receives the angel’s blessing. The story 

reinforces for me the importance of listening and speaking to one another as Friends out 

of a depth of real relationship. In such a relationship, I am not asking other Friends to 

bless my beliefs or leadings; but I am asking for acknowledgment of the faithfulness of 

my wrestling with the Scriptures, with tradition, with community, and with the 

revelations of the Spirit. My hope for Friends is that we each improve our ability to 

wrestle faithfully, and to bless one another as we go along. 
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I certainly received many blessings in the writing of this book. No doubt the greatest was 

the opportunity to meet and visit with about 150 Friends for the individual interviews that 

make up the book’s shape and substance. I am grateful to Friends for their openness, for 

their caring, and for their courage to speak deeply on a topic that was difficult for many. I 

hope I have maintained your trust in the final report as it is delivered to Friends. 

 

This is a book about wrestling with fears: of change, uncertainty, loss, and division. It is a 

book about wrestling with anger: at action or inaction, at lack of respect or understanding, 

at injustice, at choices that threaten to diminish rather than enrich the faith community. It 

is a book about wrestling with sadness: at wounds, hiddenness, disparities, and unmet 

longings. I wish that it did some things better, such as portraying the ordinary and 

plentiful daily joys of Friends’ lives, especially among gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 

transgender folks. Certainly it is much poorer for not doing that. What I think it does 

well, however, is to shine a gentle light on some of the rifts and divisions among us. It 

also usefully highlights many of the questions we are grappling with individually and in 

community. 

 

The two interview questions on which I placed the greatest weight, both in the asking and 

then later in the writing of the book were, “How shall we discern God’s guidance on 

issues that divide us deeply as Friends?” and “How are we led to minister to one another 

around gay and lesbian concerns?” My hope, in asking such broad questions, was to 

appeal to Friends’ common experiences of reflection on ministry and discernment as a 

way into the more emotionally charged subject of sexual orientation. Not surprisingly, 

one result of this approach was that the book quickly became as much about the divisions 

and commonalities among Friends more generally as it did about the specific worship and 

community lives of our local and yearly meetings, some of which understand 

homosexuality to be a sin, while others have a longstanding and warm embrace of gay 

and lesbian Friends’ full participation in the meeting. 

 

The emphasis on gay and lesbian “concerns” had been a deliberate, if clumsy, attempt to 

straddle the sense in which some Friends carry concerns for greater equality and 

welcome, while other Friends (and in fact, some of the same Friends) carry a host of 

concerns, or worries, about the broader social changes occurring around sexuality, child-

rearing, marriage, and family life. The strategy worked well: I did hear a great deal about 

Friends’ concerns of both kinds. However, it further distanced the interviews from the 

day-to-day lives of Friends; and the overall tone of most conversations was more 

negative than positive. In fact, the first draft of the book bristled so tightly with concerns 

that it was all but unreadable. It is one thing to wrestle—it is another, when a book pins 

you down and won’t let up. After setting aside that first bristling draft for the better part 

of a year to season, I returned to it with a new sense of lightness and clarity of purpose, 

which I hope shine through in the final book. 

 

My aim from the start has been to lift up a range of Friends views around gay and lesbian 

concerns—to introduce you to some of the many voices I encountered. In your hands, 

you will find a collection modeled after vocal ministry, in which brief interview excerpts 

are presented without comment or introduction. The individual contributions are laid out 
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on the page as poems—which I hope will attune you to their quality as spoken words. 

The whole is organized, then, like a gathered meeting or a collection of poems. Each 

contribution can be heard (or read) as a freestanding piece, though there is also a 

cumulative quality to the collection that would reward reading from start to finish. I have 

tried to keep the book short, and easy to dip into for a few moments at a time. Start 

anywhere, and skip around if you like. I trust you will begin to hear how the individual 

voices resonate with, and against, each other. Many Friends told me it was hard to talk 

honestly, face to face, with others with whom they disagreed. Perhaps the book will make 

such conversations a little easier, thus opening the way to further understanding. I hope 

you and other Friends will join in the conversation. 

 

Hospitality, faithfulness, and wholeness 
 

Earlier I alluded to the many blessings I have received throughout the process of writing 

the book. Here I would like to share a few reflections on hospitality, faithfulness, and 

wholeness – some of the other themes that characterized not only the writing of the book, 

but also its contents. 

 

The forms of hospitality from which I benefited were numerous, unexpected in their 

sheer variety, and remarkably sustaining. I am particularly indebted to one Friend who 

welcomed me, in a palpably loving and patient spirit, to learn about her ministry 

embracing those in conflict regarding their sexual orientation. She also graciously 

outlined the basics of evangelical theology over the course of several conversations. 

Other Friends provided meeting space for interviews, overnight accommodations, meals 

in their homes, and assistance with transportation. I was often a poor houseguest: hurried, 

exhausted, so tightly scheduled that I left little time for visiting with my hosts. Friends 

were invariably gracious in return. 

 

One Friend traveled with me as a volunteer driver for a few days. Another made a last-

minute trip to a grocery store for fresh batteries for the tape recorder microphone. One 

couple cancelled their previous plans to drive me, through a pounding rainstorm, to the 

next interview location. Another Friend picked me up from an airport well past 10:00 

p.m. one evening, and cheerfully returned me to the same airport a few days later well 

before 7:00 a.m. Perhaps the act of welcome and hospitality that moved me most was one 

Friend at whose home I stayed overnight. I gather that she held deep reservations about 

homosexuality, but this in no way prevented her from reaching out with the offer of 

accommodations. 

 

In return, I sought to practice the simple hospitality of listening deeply to all Friends 

whom I interviewed. I provided a packet of materials ahead of time, so Friends would 

have a chance to sit with the questions. I held the format loosely, and deferred to the 

spiritual practices and emotional preferences of others—for some Friends, this meant 

they came prepared to speak uninterrupted for twenty minutes at a stretch. For others, it 

meant leaving long silences and allowing the conversation to unfold more in the manner 

of unprogrammed worship. Most interviews lasted about an hour. 
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Two of the strongest interview moments were one case when a Friend, with my blessing, 

prayed for me to be healed of my sexual orientation; another when a Friend inquired 

forthrightly whether I had found a life partner (no), and whether I would like to (yes), and 

wished me success in the search. I am fundamentally a very private person, and both of 

those interactions with near-strangers challenged me deeply. At the same time, these were 

clear instances of Friends’ holding me in the Light and offering their love, care, and 

concern. In fact, it was frequently the case that I felt deeply blessed and cared for by the 

Friends I interviewed, regardless of their views or whether or not the two of us might see 

eye to eye theologically or otherwise. That was a huge surprise—though no doubt it 

should not have been—and a tremendous blessing to the work. I only hope in return that I 

was able to offer such generosity of spirit to the Friends I interviewed. 

 

Questions of hospitality also swirled around my credentials as an interviewer. The two 

credentials that seemed to matter most to the greatest number of Friends were my 

location within the Religious Society of Friends, and my identification as a sexual 

minority. There were also more practical considerations—namely, in most cases, I was 

interviewing Friends in their own meetinghouse or church. In that sense, they were 

hosting me; I was the stranger from out of town. Yet I was also hosting them. I briefly 

explained my ties to various local meetings in the places I had lived. Together these 

amounted to affiliations with three of the four largest branches of U.S. Friends. What I 

hoped to create in the interviews was a sense of mutual hospitality for each other, within 

our varying (physical, spiritual, theological) locations among Friends. To a large extent, I 

think that was successful. 

 

Choices about language and naming were also relevant. I identified myself as “a member 

of the gay and lesbian community.” (If folks asked for more detail, I explained that I’m 

bi. That sometimes led to further conversation.) The original language choice in the 

interview packet was deliberate: I wanted to emphasize the connection I feel with other 

gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender Friends. Some of the Friends I spoke with would 

probably have been more comfortable with interviews about “homosexuality” and might 

be more inclined to refer to individuals as “homosexuals.” Others told me clearly they 

wanted to talk about the full spectrum of queer Friends, and might prefer the acronym 

LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bi, trans, and queer/questioning). By choosing language that was 

uncomfortable for many—unfamiliar to some, and inadequate to others—I tried to find a 

middle space that would stretch everybody a bit. It did. 

 

In addition to such themes as hospitality and blessing, many Friends spoke to the topic of 

faithfulness. Friends variously referenced all components of Wesley’s quadrilateral of 

faith – Scripture, tradition, reason, and experience – in their explanations. Some felt that 

the testing of leadings in community (personal experience measured against group 

experience) was the strongest evidence of the guidance of the Spirit. Others noted that the 

Spirit “comforts, counsels, and convicts.” Some measured their opinions against 

Scripture and the guidance of church elders. Not surprisingly, many Friends of different 

views held that communication with the divine was direct and immediate. Friends were 

typically unsure, however, how to reconcile or reunite the different branches within 

Quakerism since modes of discernment differed so much from one to another – and in 
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particular, since one large group seemed to defer to the literal authority of Scripture, 

while another large group to the convictions of their own plentiful experiences of God’s 

love. (I should hasten to add that the former spoke movingly of God’s love, while the 

latter were often well-versed in Scripture.) 

 

Creative ideas included proposals for “sister meetings” or cross-cultural exchanges 

between meetings, or outright urgings upon different traditions to consider embracing 

more fully the modes of faith with which they were less familiar. Some Friends asserted 

they had found no branch of Friends to be completely faithful. One Friend described the 

tendency to polarization as “scandalous.” I found myself especially interested in the 

reflections of those Friends (individually and collectively) who actively sought to 

combine these different approaches, to test leadings against more than one pillar of faith. 

I also found myself drawn to the reflections of Friends who described seeking after truth 

and growing in Christ’s love, and who explored contradictions and questions within their 

own hearts, within their local faith communities, and within Scripture. 

 

My travel among Friends provided a crash course in the diversity of U.S. Quakerism. I 

discovered that my short written announcement about interviews was often “translated” 

into the local dialect by whoever was acting on my behalf to make Friends aware of the 

visit. To gauge the local environment, I would often wear my “Quakers are way cooler 

than you think” t-shirt, and I quickly learned that some Friends found the testimonies a 

mere distraction from God’s Word. Others grumbled that the grouping of qualities 

advertised on the shirt (integrity, peace, equality, simplicity) was “not the right list.” 

 

Some Friends insisted upon being interviewed; I accommodated as many as I could. On 

my own, I reached out to a great number of Friends who were reluctant to be included in 

the project. I sought out Friends in leadership positions – pastors, clerks, superintendents, 

and the like – who, because of their roles as public Friends, would have had occasion to 

be challenged by gay and lesbian concerns, in some way or another, at the local 

congregation or yearly meeting level. I also deliberately set out to interview some 

“ordinary” Friends who protested they had no special connection to gay and lesbian 

concerns. “Perfect,” I said. “That’s just why I want to talk with you.” 

 

Of course, I reached out to gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender folks and those with 

gay siblings, gay children, and close friends who were gay. I strove to assemble a group 

with diversity of age, geographical diversity, and theological diversity. Where possible, I 

chose interview locations where multiple branches of Friends worshipped in close 

proximity, so I could visit with Friends in more than one location. I gathered a group of 

interviewees that included a mix of convinced and birthright Friends, members and 

attenders. 

 

It became clear over and over again, there were not two camps. In fact, there were 

surprising links in outlook, repeated phrases, and special understandings that were echoed 

by Friends who otherwise were unlikely to have any basis for agreement, at least not 

when it came to understanding or appraising the rightness of gay relationships. Wherever 
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possible in the interview excerpts, I have tried to make those unlikely – but all the more 

striking and beautiful – connections available to readers. 

 

One particular theme that engaged Friends of many different backgrounds was integrity, 

or wholeness. Many gay and lesbian Friends spoke to the discovery of a deeper, more 

centered sense of their spiritual lives once they had integrated an understanding of their 

sexual orientation. They were “more themselves, more whole” once they had come to 

terms with, and accepted, themselves as gay or lesbian. Their spiritual lives had 

deepened. They were no longer hiding, from themselves or others. They were healed in 

the wholeness of God’s love. 

 

For other Friends for whom homosexuality is a sin – one of many, no greater or lesser 

than many others – any departure from God’s best intention for our lives is an occasion of 

brokenness. On such occasions, God’s love may heal our wounds if we accept God’s 

grace and change our way of living. For such individuals, their experience of gay and 

lesbian Friends had often been to witness those who wished to be healed of their sexual 

feelings toward the same sex. They felt a deep respect and caring for all of God’s 

children and wanted to assure gay and lesbian Friends of God’s love. 

 

Here, too, themes of brokenness and healing, integrity and wholeness, were predominant. 

Many Friends pushed themselves to go beyond what they had been taught by the church 

elders to explore their own personal narrative theologies – the stories of the lives of 

people they had known, and the effects of Scripture in their own lives and in the lives of 

friends and family. 

 

Threads running across and through many different interviews included a sense of joy 

and hope at the power of Friends’ call to unity, a recurring sense that Friends are poorer 

for their isolation from one another, and a yearning for new revelation akin to Abraham’s 

discovery of a ram in the thicket – an unexpected gift just at the moment of sacrifice, a 

way forward made clear only along a path of deep faithfulness and even deeper suffering. 

For many Friends, there was a sense that we can only truly discern God’s guidance on 

difficult, divisive topics in community with one another – in the wholeness of our shared 

experience, shared traditions, and shared readings of Scripture. No one believed it would 

be an easy task to listen and talk with one another – Jacob’s wrestling with the angel, 

after all, left him marked – but many believed it was what we are called to do. 

 

It is my hope that, as you immerse yourself in the stories that follow, you will find 

yourself willing to bear witness to a variety of Friends’ faiths and practices; that you will 

be open to being moved, as I was, by narratives of faithfulness, wholeness, and blessing; 

and that you will, as you are led, share your own stories with others. 
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Excerpts from the Interviews 
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1-10 

 

 

We sat there all afternoon. 

 

The backs of their t-shirts 

Were covered with the varnish 

That had come off the bench. 
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 (1) 

 

Some of what we say 

Represents the truth 

Of one element 

Of the Religious Society of Friends 

Arguing with the truth 

Of another element 

Of the Religious Society of Friends. 

I think we’re still 

In that struggle a little bit. 

I hope we can acknowledge 

It’s a growing process 

Of transformation. 

 

I myself am convinced 

That the truth of love 

And God’s presence 

In relationship 

Will slowly, over time, 

Unfold and be revealed. 

 

I’m made tender 

By the stories 

Of transformation: 

The stories of family members 

Who come with reservation, 

And grow into a deeper 

Love and understanding. 

For me, that’s the story 

I hope we can begin 

To bring to the larger world. 

 

The story of the larger 

Society of Friends— 

Which includes gay and lesbian 

And transgender and bisexual 

And other questioning Friends— 

Is one of truth revealing itself to us, 

And our learning to change 

As truth requires us, or demands of us. 

 

That’s a very tender story, 

A very hard story, 

And I hope we can tell the story, 
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“We were in error, and we’re slowly 

Growing into a right relationship.” 

 

And because we are a religious community 

That still keeps connection all the way across 

The theological spectrum, 

Our story about this transformation 

Can be a healing message 

For the larger community, 

If we allow ourselves to be that. 
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(2) 

 

The struggle started, at least in our yearly meeting, 

When it was considered to be a marriage. 

 

There is a contractual relationship in love 

That ought to be recognized and honored. 

 

But I guess because of my background and experience, 

I can’t quite come to the position to say this is a marriage. 

 

I hope that this will not continue to be a point 

Of division in our Friends meetings. 

 

I am troubled by the whole change in family structure, 

And the number of children that we have in our families 

 

And in our communities that are living together 

And maybe marrying later. The absence of the courage 

 

To make a conviction, or to make a contract, 

With each other disturbs me. But then again, 

 

I made a contract and it was broken. Is that any better? 

It’s not just the lesbian and gay issue, again, it’s the changing culture. 
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(3) 

 

I could convince myself 

To go the other way based on reason, 

Based on culture right now. 

And I’ll be happy to go, to be pushed 

Over the other side. 

But I just want to make sure I do it with integrity, 

And not because it’s Culture says. 

 

Culture can say anything. 

Culture says divorce is okay. 

Culture says, Who cares about marriage? 

Culture says a lot that is not good. 

 

So if I’m going to make that move, 

I want to do it with integrity. 

And I would prefer to do it more well-thought-out than, 

Culture says. 

 

So I would imagine thirty years from now 

I’m probably going to convince myself, 

But until then I’ll be confused and wrestle 

With it like everyone else. 
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(4) 

 

Where Friends are having this discussion about how faithful 

Are we to our tradition and how quickly do we change, 

There’s the assumption that people who don’t want to change 

Are being obstructionist when that may not be the reason they’re saying, 

“Hey, wait a minute. If it’s right now, it will be right in six months. Let’s take our 

time.” 

 

It’s very hard to minister to one another if people have agendas 

And aren’t willing to say, “Let’s put them aside and see where God leads us.” 

People who are open to change, but aren’t quick to change 

Are made to feel that they are less good as Friends 

Because they want to go about change slowly and carefully. 
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(5) 

 

To be faithful we have to wrestle 

With our whole Quaker heritage. 

We need to become over again 

The prophetic community. 

 

We need to set aside idols. 

In Quakerism, at the extremes 

Of its very liberal and its very evangelical branches, 

We have two idols. One is the extremely 

Dangerous idol of self, and the other one 

Is the also dangerous idol of Bibliolatry, 

Of creating some, or making of something, 

An authority that is above the living Spirit of Christ. 

 

We need to try to find our unity 

In that living Spirit that the Bible is about. 

Liberal Friends have a much, much, 

Much longer way to go than evangelical Friends 

Because, in not taking the Bible very seriously, 

They are that much farther away 

From even grappling with, “What is the God of the Bible about?” 

But there’s a good deal of letting go 

That needs to happen on the other side as well. 

 

And then among Conservative Friends, 

By and large, that’s where the movement is, 

To really come back to that complete faithfulness 

To Christ, of putting Christ absolutely at the center, 

That is the key to the whole thing. 

That’s what we have to do. We have to put Christ at the center, 

And make Christ the source of our unity 

And the source of our wisdom. 
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(6) 

 

There are nine fruits of the Spirit, 

And they are love, and joy, and peace, 

Patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

Gentleness, and self-discipline. 

 

And I find it really helpful to reference them 

So that when people ask, “Well, what is God’s will?” 

I say, “God’s will is what is consistent 

And in alignment with those fruits of the Spirit.” 

 

And so I would say, “What in your community 

Brings love, and joy, and peace? That’s what we ought 

To get lined up with. Don’t talk to me in the abstract 

About what God wants us to do. Talk to me about love, 

And joy, and peace, and kindness, patience, gentleness, 

Those kinds of things in community. 



   

  Bohl, Blessing, February 2013 
 Page 26 of 144  

(7) 

 

We had this ideal vision that, even though we disagreed, 

We could agree to disagree and we’d still all love each other. 

Well, the reality is it didn’t work. Right now most of the folks 

On the more liberal end of the spectrum have left, because 

They felt the church just wasn’t making progress, 

We weren’t convincing those who thought differently that this was truth. 

The church has settled back into a more comfortable place 

Where people tend to be more like-minded, and it’s created 

A lot less stress and a lot less conflict, and people are happier. 

Maybe that’s a good thing, I don’t know. 

I think there’s only so much diversity you can have within a church. 

 

For myself, I don’t feel quite a sense of belonging as I used to, 

Because a lot of my friends, and people that see things more the way I do, 

Have left. I’m still a member and I still attend, though I’m not involved. 

I’ve taken a big step back and I’m really on the sidelines now.  

I’m letting the church become what the church needs to become. 
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(8) 

 

I would hope that the Friends could become more unified. 

I know it’s real difficult, because Friends embrace independence 

Through following the Spirit. So it is tricky, and there’s no way 

You can force it. But what I would love to see, if I could be given 

My wish, I would love to see the Friends become much more unified 

In their social views, and their spiritual views. I would love to see 

The Friends become more of what I would imagine the original ones were, 

That they were more of a unified group, that if you heard the word 

“Friends” you knew exactly what they would believe. And I know 

Everybody wouldn’t believe the same way, but I would hope 

That it would become more Christ-centered. I’ve visited several meetings 

That were less than what I would hope in Christ-centeredness. 

They seem to have forgotten. 
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(9) 

 

I have trouble when I write minutes sometimes 

When it’s a really serious issue, 

If there are members that I know from years of experience 

That they wouldn’t feel comfortable with it, 

But they don’t happen to be there. 

Technically, you can write that minute. 

It’s only the members that are in attendance. 

To me that’s not sense of the meeting. 

Sense of the meeting, the breakthroughs 

Come from the members in attendance 

And their openness to God. 

That’s where the breakthroughs come from. 

But as far as sense of the meeting, 

To me it also includes the regular members of the body, 

Whether they’re there or not, and to write a minute 

That you know would go against them 

Doesn’t feel right, even though technically it’s in “good order.” 
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(10) 

 

The yearly meeting conducts its business 

In the old-fashioned way. It really is a meeting 

For worship for business. So there were long, long silences. 

And at that time the meetinghouse wasn’t air conditioned, 

And we sat there all afternoon. 

And I remember when the people that were sitting in front of me 

Got up off the benches, the backs of their t-shirts 

Were covered with the varnish that had come off the bench. 

But people did not get up and leave. They stayed with the process. 

 

And they stayed with the process throughout the year. 

There were groups of Friends who traveled, 

And talked to the monthly meetings, 

And it came up on the agenda again the next year, 

And passed very quickly. What passed 

Was probably not as strong a statement 

Affirming gay marriage as some of us 

Would have liked to have seen, but go with where you can go. 

 

And you know, my attitudes toward marriage 

And relationships have changed as a result 

Of hearing other people who have very different views 

Than my own. So, to me there is hope. 

If we can keep the communication open, 

And if all of us can enter into it in the spirit 

That we enter into meetings for worship— 

Being open, accepting that we might be wrong, 

Trying to hear beyond the words into the message 

Behind the words—I think that eventually we’ll find a way. 
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11-18 

 

 

We aren’t a “we” 

If some of us aren’t 

Considered equal. 
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(11) 

 

For people for whom this is a major issue— 

This has to do with who they are—it’s way too slow. 

 

On the other hand, for people who for whom the idea 

Of giving up this one little thing, it’s like it’s pulling 

That first thread that might unravel the whole afghan. 

 

So many theological things that are like that, 

This fear that if we tug on this one a little bit, 

Then all of a sudden our whole theology melts. 

 

Well, mine unraveled a long time ago. 

I had to put it back together in a different place. 

Which was a wonderful thing, but in the long run. 

At the time, it felt like I’d lost my faith completely. 

 

I feel like I have to be sensitive to that fear, 

As well as sensitive to the needs of people 

Who are different. I don’t know. I just want to urge 

Patience on everybody’s part, and yet I know 

There’s a lot of pain in that, a lot of hurt in that. 
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(12) 

 

Part of what’s difficult 

For me about this 

Is that it’s impossible 

For me to say, 

“We are all over the map 

Where it comes to 

Accepting gay and lesbian 

Friends into our communities 

And into certain roles.” 

 

It’s like, “Who’s ‘we’?” 

And if “we” includes me, 

Which as a Friend it does, 

Then we should not be judging 

Whether some of us belong 

In our meeting. That, I feel, 

Is deeply against any 

Spiritual perspective. 

 

And that doesn’t mean 

We can’t have different views 

On political issues, 

And it doesn’t even mean 

That some of us can’t have prejudices. 

I have some, too. 

 

But what it means is 

That we can’t reject the reality 

Of certain individuals 

Within our meetings, 

And the fact that they exist, 

And that they have lives 

That are of equal value. 

And we aren’t a “we” 

If some of us aren’t considered equal. 
 

My marriage has been by far 

The best thing that has ever happened to me. 

My partner and I communicate really well, 

We trust each other, we work well together, 

We quarrel healthfully. You know? 

We’ve got something between us 

That benefits both of us, and highly 

Benefits our community. The way 
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That we are together brings something 

More than either of us could bring alone. 

And to me, that is the essence 

Of knowing experimentally. 
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(13) 

 

Learning to love each other 

As God loves us, has to do a lot with 

Forgiving people for not being 

Who you think they should be. 
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(14) 

 

We’re to love one another. 

Forget about equality, 

Forget about justice: 

They will come out of love. 

 

I really try hard to feel what people feel. 

I really try hard to know them, 

And when I know them I love them. 

I come to love them. 

 

If you really love someone, 

You’re going to treat that person as an equal, 

You’re going to be just to that person, 

And you’re going to be peaceful 

In your relationship with that person. 

 

So I think love is the most important 

Of the testimonies, however and wherever 

It is spelled out in our faith and practice. 
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(15) 

 

Sometimes we hear people say 

That they love the sinner 

But they hate the sin.  

It seems like the obvious question 

To ask that person is, 

What evidence is there 

That they do love the person? 

Does the person feel that they’re being loved, 

Or do they feel like they’re just being judged? 
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(16) 

 

I look at the life of Jesus and see 

That he was right in the middle 

Of all types of people, 

And when he spoke to folks 

It was out of a relationship 

And out of a deep awareness 

Of who they were. 
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(17) 

 

The Persians used to discuss every 

Important issue that needed decision, 

Once drunk and once sober. 

I don’t believe in being drunk at all, 

But I do wish that everybody 

Who piped in about 

Homosexuality would have 

My experience of not knowing 

Anything except in the abstract, 

And then on the other hand, of knowing 

Intimately and loving people who are gay. 

You’re then able to discuss it 

With only abstract knowledge; 

You’re able to discuss it 

With very, very personal knowledge. 

And the personal knowledge puts me 

In a very uncomfortable position, 

Because I understand fully 

That if we don’t accept the expression 

Of homosexuality through actual love— 

That’s how it’s expressed, that’s one of the ways 

It’s expressed—then we haven’t really fully 

Integrated gays and lesbians 

Into the community. That makes me 

Very uncomfortable, in light of 

My personal knowledge and 

Understanding of gays and lesbians. 
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(18) 

 

How do we elder someone? 

We don’t want people telling us what to do. 

We want to do our own thing. 

It’s very hard in a community. 

Are we willing to submit to one another? 
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19-30 

 

 

Anytime we want to stay the way we are as Christians, 

We are standing in the very way of having our hearts’ desire fulfilled. 
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(19) 

 

What I see among programmed Quakers 

Is they don’t know how to listen to God, 

They know how to listen to one person 

Who gets up in front and tells them what to think. 

 

What I see a lot among unprogrammed Friends, 

It’s a bunch of people all sitting in the same room 

Being quiet, and they’re listening individually. 

 

My experience has been the people who have already 

Figured out the gay and lesbian issue 

And that it’s an okay lifestyle, they want to talk. 

They want to talk about it. They want to start hashing this out. 

 

And the people who have already figured out 

The gay and lesbian issue, and that it’s a sin, 

They don’t want to talk about it. There’s nothing to talk about. 

This is a settled issue. If you’ve got a problem, just read the Bible, 

And that will take care of it. 
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(20) 

 

Traditionally Quakers felt, like most Christians, 

That sex was only right inside marriage. 

They didn’t really have much to say other than, 

“Don’t do it before or during marriage 

Outside of your marital relationship.” 

Presumably it was okay within marriage, 

But they didn’t say much about that. 

 

A lot of Quakers have rejected that stand, 

In all or in part, but haven’t replaced it 

With anything. That’s an enormous failure 

To struggle for corporate guidance. 

 

I would really like to see groups of Quakers 

Prayerfully reflecting on this, and thinking 

About how Quakers’ unique theology 

And our testimonies apply to the area of sexuality. 
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(21) 

 

What I have seen is that our children 

Who are growing up gay and lesbian 

Don’t have a church home. 

 

We’ve kicked them out 

Before we’ve ever gotten to know them. 

Or we’ve gotten to know them, and then told them, 

“We don’t know you, you can’t stay here. 

You don’t have a place here.” 
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(22) 

 

A good many people in evangelical circles 

Want the issue to go away, 

Have dealt with the issue 

By kind of hoping it’s not there. 

 

And what that means is that 

It’s simply harder to be a gay or lesbian person. 

 

You do one of two things. 

You either exit that faith community, 

Or you choose to be quiet about yourself, so quiet 

That you’re having to hide yourself. 
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(23) 

 

Are you a person who’s burdened and broken, and you recognize 

That you aren’t as you should be and could be according to God’s design? 

“Come here, I’ll help you,” Jesus says. “I can do it in your life.” 

 

I do believe a homosexual can be a Christian. 

But anytime we want to stay the way we are as Christians, 

We are standing in the very way of having our hearts’ desire fulfilled. 

 

Blessed is the person who knows that they’re broken 

And can’t fix it themselves, and who comes to God. 
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(24) 

 

The biggest part, at least as far as I’m aware, 

Of gay and lesbian lifestyles 

Is usually people who have experienced 

That lifestyle and find it less than 

What they had hoped it would be, 

And are wanting to have a transformation 

In their life. There have been some people 

Who have been in our churches 

Who have admitted to that, and in many cases 

Continued on at the church, but with a sense 

Of wanting to repent from that, 

And not have that as a part of their life anymore. 
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(25) 

 

God loves people. That love is poured out 

For absolutely every person.  

 

God’s ideal is that sexual acts 

Occur in a monogamous relationship 

Between a man and a woman. 

 

Yes, that touches gay and lesbian people, 

But that touches single heterosexual people, 

That touches cohabiting heterosexual couples, 

That touches all kinds of people. 

 

It is without question a hardship 

To say to gay and lesbian people, You’re part of the community, 

But we’re asking you to be celibate. 
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(26) 

 

Several of them that I’ve dealt with have been suicidal. 

I understand it’s a bit provincial, but my own experience 

Does nothing to make me question 

That the Bible’s got it pretty much right on this. 

It’s not a safe place for people to be, relationally. 
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(27) 

 

I have a friend who was recorded a long time ago and recently 

Had her recording revoked. It wasn’t said that it was for the reason 

That she came out in meeting once, but it’s pretty clear. 

The timing is highly likely. Most of the people 

Who were gay and lesbian in my yearly meeting disappeared. 

The rest of us didn’t have access to their stories. I didn’t get to know them. 

I’ve heard bits later about who they might have been— 

Or finding out, on this side of things, where they went or what happened. 

 

But growing up, it’s like they just go away, and that’s all you know. 

I don’t know if that will happen to me there, or not. 

Being on this end of it, and following this leading, I imagined 

What it would look like from the other side. It would look like I just left 

And tried to cut off all relationship—you know, I’m doing this sinful thing 

So I couldn’t stand being in the presence of truth. 

Of course, it’s not like that for me at all. But I imagine that would be one of the 

ways 

To erase someone. 
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(28) 

 

Nobody stands up there 

And preaches against it. 

Nobody makes you 

Sign a statement of belief 

Saying it’s a sin. None of that. 

But it’s there, this blanket of silence. 
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(29) 

 

My friends that are part of 

Unprogrammed meetings 

 

Have found acceptance and 

Support in their meetings. 

 

Some have been married 

Under the care of the meeting. 

 

Ones who are part of programmed 

Meetings don’t stay. They can’t. 

 

They often end up in unprogrammed 

Circles, and at the same time 

 

Still hunger for programmed worship, 

And also hunger for a place to talk 

 

About their experience of God 

That uses a language they’re more 

 

Familiar with. So in some ways, 

They find a place to be, but 

 

It does not feel like home. 
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(30) 

 

It’s been very clear to me for a long, long time, 

For most of my life, that I’m lesbian. 

I tried not to be for a while, and it didn’t work. 

It’s been a part of my thinking, a part of how I relate to the world. 

Also, for a very long time, I’ve had a call to ministry. 

It’s not something that goes away, it’s not something 

That I can make go away. So I’ve kind of experienced 

My call to ministry real similar to my sexuality. 

It doesn’t go away, I can’t make it go away. 

And I’ve finally come to a place where, “Okay, maybe 

This is a good thing.” And so the expression 

Of that within my yearly meeting—actually, both of those things— 

Has not been supported and encouraged. I don’t find people 

Who I’ve been in relationship with for all these years saying, 

“Wow, I can’t wait to find you a church to minister in!” 

 

So, I’m looking for ways to move forward; to hold true 

To the things that are good and right and a part of Friends practice 

Or history or testimony; and to make sure that there’s space for me, 

That there’s space for other people who haven’t had the space before. 



   

  Bohl, Blessing, February 2013 
 Page 53 of 144  

 

 

 

 

 

31-51 

 

 

If there’s something 

In a person’s life 

That God finds dissatisfactory, 

That person will know it. 
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If there’s something in a person’s life that God finds dissatisfactory, 

That person will know it. The times when I made poor choices, 

It had an effect, usually immediately, on my spiritual life. 

When I tried to pray, it was really clear that I had moved away from God. 

Sometimes it was even hard to pray, because I knew even before I started 

That was the first thing that had to be dealt with, was that decision. 

Anything in the physical realm that we do has an impact 

On the spiritual realm, and vice versa. A person who is honestly seeking 

To lead their lives in concert, or in harmony, with the Creator of the universe, 

Then they’re going to know when they’re not on that path. 
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We will know these things experientially. 

When we make progress towards equality, 

The heart knows it immediately. 

You know that you’re going in the right 

Direction because you feel better. 
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I was asked to speak to a Presbyterian church one time. 

It was particularly their elders. It was several years ago. 

The Presbyterian church was encouraging conversation 

Among the churches, within the churches, on this topic. 

The church that I went to had a large retirement community, 

Which ended up meaning there were thirty-nine retired ministers. 

There was no shortage of what was the Word of God in that church. 

 

The story that tendered hearts, though, was an elderly woman 

Who was not learned and was not the authority, but the one 

Whose family was far away. Her health was episodic, and she said, 

“You know, I struggle in that I know what I was taught, 

But thank goodness for the two boys next door. They come over 

And do the things around my house for me, empty the gutters, 

Get me to the doctor, make sure that I have food, 

All those kinds of things, and in difficult times they’re the folks 

That I can call for help, not the people of my church.” 

And she said, “And how am I supposed to speak badly of these boys?” 

She said, “But that’s what I have been taught by the church to think.” 

 

It’s each of us being willing to tell our stories, 

And it’s each of us in our own time being blessed 

With that moment of grace that we can hear each other’s stories. 

But our stories include, I buried on average a friend a month 

For seven and a half years, and that was in my twenties and my thirties. 

I know an awful lot more about the end of life than I know about the beginning of 

life. 

That reoriented what is important for me. It was horrendous living through. 

I’m a much better person at the other end than I was at the beginning of it. 

When I hear the angst, and the pain, and the anger, 

And sheer discomfort of people who are completely uncomfortable 

With the topic of gays, and lesbians, and same-sex marriage, and all, 

I could put myself as an adversary to them, but I put myself in the same place 

Because I know what they’re going through, because I lived it. 

That Presbyterian church, when I got up to speak. I said, “Okay, now we’re here 

because 

The church asked us to do this. Let’s be honest with each other, though. 

Raise your hands, who’s angry that we’re having to talk about this today?” 

Everybody but one person raised their hand, and that’s when I looked at them and 

said, 

“Can you imagine how angry I was when I found out I was going to have to live it?” 



   

  Bohl, Blessing, February 2013 
 Page 57 of 144  

(34) 

 

The main thing is simply 

The introductions that have been made to me along the way, 

The people I’ve come to know. 

The first lesbian that I ever met was in seminary. 

That I ever knowingly met, let me put it that way. 

 

And she was a student. And I did not know that about her. 

I don’t know whether anybody knew that about her at the time. 

In the first few months of class, she was one of the people 

Who had become a friend. So it was a case where, 

Having the relationship established initially 

And then learning that about her, I had to say, 

“Okay, now what does this mean?” And by that point, 

A lot of the stereotypes, I mean, they obviously didn’t apply. 

So it was easier to think through that. Now, I guess the groundwork 

Prior to that was, I had an undergraduate ethics class 

Where that was one of the topics we thought about. 

So theologically and intellectually, I had already 

Worked out a position. This was the first chance I had 

To actually say, “Okay, can I wear this garment, this construct?” 

 

Without making any commitment to where I think the larger conversation 

Ought to lead, I can say that I have come to know many fine people, 

Talented, gifted people, whose sexual orientation is different than mine, 

And whether or not I agree with that doesn’t change the fact 

That these are people I enjoy. They’re people who have lots of things to contribute. 

They’re people whose opinions I value. They’re people that I consider to be good 

Acquaintances, in some cases friends. So that does bear on how I look at Scripture, 

And how I think about the implications for this larger trend in society. 

 

I think, for all intents and purposes, this issue has been decided. 

And I say that because whenever television suddenly mainstreams 

Certain character types, and marketers decide, 

“This is a demographic group we can’t ignore,” you’re in. 

And the fault of the church at this point is that we’ve sat on our hands 

And not had much of value to say. That’s not true everywhere, 

But in many places we’ve just not been a positive contribution to the conversation. 
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I had known this woman 

For several years, and had worked with her 

Within an organization across the country. 

 

It was a few years later 

That she, in casual conversation, said— 

I happened to be in her office—“Oh, and here’s a picture 

Of my partner.” And it was only then 

That I knew she was a lesbian. 

 

It took me probably four years 

To reconcile that, put that 

Into perspective, because I don’t think 

I have known any other lesbians, 

And I certainly didn’t know any 

Who are committed Christians. 
 

So in trying to understand 

How I could respect her as a Christian 

And a Friend, and a friend and a colleague— 

How did I fit lesbian into that description? 

 

And this summer, when we got together 

For our annual meeting, I said, 

“It’s taken me a couple years, 

I think I’ve put this into perspective, 

And I hope I didn’t seem too distant 

During that time, but what I’ve concluded 

Is that I’m not in a place to conclude.” 
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One of the things 

I’ve worked on 

With the meeting, 

Not just around 

Persons who are other 

In some way, 

But even between 

Each other, 

Is that we need to know 

Each other 

More, and more deeply. 

And I think that the people 

Who are marginalized 

In our society 

Are probably more aware 

That they are not going deeper 

With the people 

In the meeting, 

Than the other people 

In the meeting. 
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Too often people aren’t honest. They worry 

That if they don’t go along with the vocal group, 

Which may or may not be a majority, 

That they will then be the ones who are not tolerated. 

Too often people get into almost peacock matches 

Of who has the most in the way of Bible verses 

That support one side, or this or that, 

As opposed to saying, “Where does God want us?” 

It’s become such a hot button issue 

That people aren’t able to step back and say, 

“Where does God want us?” 
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God is still speaking, 

God has something to say. 

The Holy Spirit wants to guide 

And direct us into all truth. 

 

Everything’s so confused and polarized. 

We need something outside of ourselves 

To get to a place of peace among ourselves, 

And resolution. 

 

  I studied the Bible. 

I spent a year and a half or two years. 

I read a lot of books. 

I came to the place that, as a person of faith 

Who takes the Bible as authoritative, 

It was clear to me that the Scripture, 

Wherever it talks about homosexuality, 

It talks about it in negative terms. 

There doesn’t seem to be any positive way to go. 
 

The Bible’s authoritative, but what’s right 

Or wrong doesn’t help us love folks. 

I was trying to find out, 

If this is wrong, what’s God’s provision? 

 

The Biblical passages that I land on 

Are Ephesians chapter 3 where it talks about, 

“You who are rooted and grounded in love, 

Together with all the saints, will be able to understand 

The heighth and the breadth and the depth and the width 

Of God’s love.” And I came to understand 

That without rooting and grounding in love, 

And without being together with all the saints 

In a loving community, then people can’t understand 

God’s love. It seemed to me that a community of faith 

That can love and respect one another when we’re at different places 

Would be the ideal environment; and at least 

In its underpinnings, Quakerism has that to offer. 

 

I’ve been in ministry now for nineteen years. 

My experience is ninety percent with people 

Who are in conflict with their sexual feelings. 

They experience them as real, but something internal 

Won’t allow them to accept it. I sense a truth 
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Written upon their hearts, that no matter how strongly 

They feel, or how blissfully they may be involved 

In a relationship with one partner or another 

Over the years, they keep returning to, 

“This isn’t working,” or “Something’s not right. 

When I do get that hopefully lifetime partner, 

It doesn’t touch that deeper place.” Experientially, 

There is something at its core, some deficit 

That is not being addressed. The solution isn’t sexual. 

It’s emotional. People are sexualizing emotional needs 

And therefore can’t get them met. I do have a few friends 

In the gay community who are not in conflict. 

My observation in their lives is one of hoping 

One day that that internal emptiness will be filled. 

But I’ve not met anybody—present company excepted, maybe— 

That when I really got to know them, 

Couldn’t identify that empty place within. 

And so for people to be so long-term dissatisfied 

In so many different contexts tells me something. 
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I wasn’t like five years old thinking, “I’m really different.” 

I was thinking everybody else was really different. 
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I feel right with God about my sexual orientation. 
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Perhaps God has given us 

Differences in the human family 

So we will have more 

Opportunity to know God. 



   

  Bohl, Blessing, February 2013 
 Page 66 of 144  

(42) 

 

If those who feel this way 

Just go off in their corner, 

And those who feel that way 

Go off in their corner, 

Each is a little bit less 

Than they could or should be. 

 

I don’t like struggle. 

I don’t like disagreement. 

But it is part of what helps us become 

More who we’re created to be. 
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I find it difficult to sit and listen to the other side. 

I find it hurtful, and I feel rather erased, not really seen. 

So I’m not necessarily very good at it. 
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Why even do a book like this? 

Why do we talk to Friends 

Who continue to believe 

That lesbian, gay, bi, and trans people 

Are not in all ways equal? 
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A lot of people I know who are really faithful 

Are people who are LGBTQ, which, to me, 

Seems a clear indication that God is part of 

Our lives, and loves us as we are. 

 

I spent way too much time doubting that, 

And I think that’s going to continue to be a problem for me, 

Probably for the rest of my life. 

 

Never doubting that God loves me, 

So much as that God would like me 

To be something other than what I am. 
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I wish that I had more energy for listening. 

Listening is draining work. 

I can’t be doing it all the time, because I have limits. 
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We have to bear with each other. 

I know it’s terribly painful. I know it is. 

And that’s, I think, the crucifixion. 
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My biggest worry is that, in two hundred years, 

Somebody will read this book and go, “Oh, my gosh, 

They thought that back then?” 
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I keep myself open to people. I don’t close myself to people. 

If I find myself closing to people, I ask myself, 

“What is it in me that is pulling back?” 

Because Christ did not close himself to anybody. 
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To really understand someone, you have to put yourself in their place. 

In order to do that, you can’t hold onto what you always knew to be true, 

And what you believe, and what you grew up with, and what people told you, 

And even what Scripture says, because Scripture can be used that way, too. 

So an experience is an alive event. It’s an event that happens. And understanding 

Has to be an alive event that takes you out of what you’ve known, and you go 

Entirely into understanding someone else. 
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We have a teaching from Christ that says, 

“Love your enemies.” And what does that mean, 

And how do we do that? We have the love commandment of, 

“Love your neighbor and yourself equally. Love God 

With all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, 

And all your might.” I think when we do that we’re changed, 

And so if we’re speaking from that place, 

I think we have a different conversation. 
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We live in a culture where, outside of conservative Christian 

Communities, there’s very little support for long-term relationships. 
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We live in a culture where, outside of 

Conservative Christian communities, 

There’s very little support for long-term 

Relationships. People are losing some of 

The knack of it. My theology comes back to 

Questions of constancy and, “What is 

Unconditional love?” 
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When we don’t honor commitment 

Between gays and lesbians, 

We’re setting them up for not having 

The support they may need 

To make a relationship work when it’s difficult. 

And then for us to stand back and say, 

“Well, they must not have tried very hard.” 

Well, they didn’t have any support, either. 

We all need that support. Even when we have 

Good relationships, we have rocky roads, 

So why make it more difficult? 
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How do I threaten a straight person? 

If I’m living in a relationship with another woman, 

That doesn’t have any effect on somebody else’s marriage. 

If I’m pretending, and trying to convert myself, 

Then I have the potential to hurt a whole bunch of people. 

I get married, I have children, I’m living in this relationship, 

People are running around having other relationships 

Because they’re not satisfied and they have a need that’s not met, 

Et cetera, et cetera. So I don’t see how it solves any problem. 
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Some Quakers say, “We’ll call it a commitment ceremony, 

But we won’t call it a marriage in this meeting.” 

 

You can’t do that, because no one knows what a commitment ceremony is. 

Children don’t understand this word. Grandparents don’t understand this word. 

There’s this age in the middle that understands this word, 

But really there aren’t books, and cards, and dreams for the future, 

And memories of the past. Those aren’t about commitment ceremonies. 

They’re about weddings. And if you’re going to embrace someone into your 

community, 

You need to give them the actual word, I think, 

Because that’s what it’s all about, is saying, “This couple is recognized 

By our community.” Because people are already married when they get married—

inside—but it makes it true outside, too. That’s really important for people to 

realize, 

That it is second-class because it’s not the thing that everyone knows. 
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That’s sort of a catch-22 for gay and lesbian people, because it’s like, 

“Well, you don’t let us get married, so, hello?” That’s a problem there. 

I understand that’s a problem. 

 

I wouldn’t support any legislation that approved marriage; 

But I wouldn’t be against legislation that protected the rights 

Of people that made those decisions, and lived together as family, 

So that they would have health care and legal protection. 
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I was born in 1945. I grew up with the usual prejudices about queers. 

I don’t think I was particularly homophobic for my time. I just didn’t think about it 

much. I remember once a friend of mine saying he thought So-and-so was queer, 

And I thought, “Well, all right.” I mean, it didn’t really bother me. 

But still, when the suggestion first came up that we ought to marry 

Gay and lesbian people, I thought, “Huh?” So it was something that I came to 

Through my experience, beginning very much with my experience 

Of what my brother went through, and also my experience of how loving he was, 

Particularly in caring for a partner who died of his HIV infection. 

My brother sacrificed quite a bit of his own life for quite a while, 

And cared for him, and held him in his arms as he died. 

That’s what I should do for my wife, or my wife do for me, if we’re in a similar 

situation. 

I can’t love somebody more deeply than that. 
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It’s cheap for me to say we need to be patient. 

I’m not a gay man who wants to be married 

Under the care of my meeting and who is being told 

To wait patiently while the meeting comes to unity. 

 

So that’s cheap for me to say that. 

But I do believe we are called to a patient and loving process. 
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We’re at a moment in time 

Where the ground is shifting. 

My own personal bias is, 

Let’s not politicize that, 

Let’s deal with it in a much deeper, 

More affirming, more humble way. 
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I don’t like the way we consider gays and lesbians second-class citizens 

When it comes to membership and leadership in our community. 
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It’s not that we have to 

Be perfect 

To be in leadership, 

But I do think 

If there’s some ongoing 

Pattern of sin, 

It’s actually not a safe 

Place to be, in leadership, 

Until that’s dealt with. 

 

It’s not safe 

For the people in the church 

Because they begin 

To look at that person 

As a role model, and 

Would be willing 

To follow them 

Into that lifestyle. 

It’s not safe. 



   

  Bohl, Blessing, February 2013 
 Page 87 of 144  

(61) 

 

I want to tell you about an experience I had about twenty years ago 

When discussing a yearly meeting job opening with two Friends. 

The position would have involved a lot of travel and interaction. 

One of the two Friends was someone I knew quite well 

From my time in the yearly meeting, and one was someone 

Who had come to the yearly meeting since I had left, 

So I didn’t know him at all. I had separate conversations with the two Friends. 

And early in those conversations asked, “Could a gay, bi, person be effective in this 

role, 

Or would they themselves become such an issue as to undermine the work?” 

What I found enormously interesting was, each Friend gave me an immediate 

response. The Friend who I knew previously said, “Oh, that wouldn’t be an issue.” 

And as we talked a little further he eventually, he kind of came around to, 

“Hm, that might be a problem.” The other Friend, who I did not know previously, 

Immediately said, “Couldn’t be, no way. Just absolutely impossible.” 

And as we talked some more, started saying, “Hm, that might work.” 

So not only did I get diametrically opposed immediate responses from them, 

But each of them largely reversed themselves as we discussed it. 

I have no clue what conclusion to draw from that, I just find it tremendously 

interesting. And I don’t think that’s an artifact of 1981 or 1983, I think the same 

scene could  

Probably be played out now. It just happened to happen to me twenty years ago. 
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I don’t like the way we consider gays and lesbians 

Second-class citizens when it comes to membership and leadership 

In our community. My feeling is God gives us gifts, and God asks us to use those 

gifts. Sometimes humans get in the way of allowing other people 

To use their gifts, because of something like, “Well, you’re gay, we don’t want you 

Teaching Sunday school,” or, “We don’t want you leading the choir,” 

Or, “You can’t be on an elders committee because they all have to be members.” 

 

It comes down to sexual orientation, which is controversial 

In that some of us believe that is the way God made you, 

And some of us believe it’s a choice that people make. 

Personally, I think for most gays and lesbians, that’s the way God made them. 

I’ve heard enough people express, “You know, this isn’t easy. If I had a choice, 

Why would I choose this choice?” 



   

  Bohl, Blessing, February 2013 
 Page 89 of 144  

(63) 

 

We are all called 

To try to work to create a world 

Where individuals and communities 

Can discover their passions 

And have the resources in order to live, 

And to live as fully as they can. 

 

We’re so far from that, for most people— 

Not for everybody, but for most people— 

That insofar as people will continue to try 

To help people to be as authentic 

And as honest as they can, that’s the gift. 

And to create a community, or conditions, 

Where that can thrive. So a Friends meeting, 

If it’s going to become a welcoming community, 

Would need to be sensitive about, “How is it that 

The passions and the needs of gay and lesbian, or transgender, 

The full spectrum—how is that going to be enlivened, 

And then what resources would be made available 

To do that? What kinds of conditions would make that happen?” 
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There was a time, it would have been probably in the early ‘80s, 

When I applied for a major position in the yearly meeting. 

I was among three finalists; and I can’t say it was the only reason, 

But some people on the search committee were quite explicit 

That my being a lesbian was an obstacle for them. That was overtly stated. 

Also, I’ve just stepped down after several years of clerking the yearly meeting. 

Somebody, when I first began clerking, who had been on Nominating Committee 

And who was very affirming and supportive of me, came up to me 

In an informal moment and said, “This wouldn’t have been possible before.” 

And I said, “Well, what do you mean?” It was that ten years ago 

They would not have appointed a lesbian. So there’s that kind of thing. 

Much of it, where it has occurred, has been really quite subtle. 

That’s not too subtle, but I mean it wasn’t said in a hostile way. 

Even when I was being interviewed for the position, 

And part of their interview process with the three finalists 

Was to invite spouses for a meeting, and they invited the heterosexual spouses 

Of the other two, two men, it never occurred to them to invite my partner. 

Even though we were in relationship at that point for a number of years. 
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If I want to be really integrated 

Into the Quaker community, 

What things am I going to be forced to push? 

Am I going to feel as welcomed as I feel like I need to be? 
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The peace testimony is not just a testimony against war. 

It’s the basic faith that God leads us into unity. 
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The peace testimony is not just a testimony 

Against war. It’s the basic faith that God 

Leads us into unity. 

 

That’s what our business process is based on, 

That when there’s unity, 

God will be there. 

 

Separation from each other, and 

Separation from God, is sad. 
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They started holding these conferences 

When I was thirteen in my yearly meeting. 

They called it Samuel School. They brought together 

All these twelve- and thirteen-year-olds. 

 

In the story in the Bible, Samuel hears God calling him: 

“Samuel, Samuel.” And he keeps going to Eli 

And saying, “You called me.” Because he doesn’t know 

That it’s God. And finally Eli gets it the third time 

And says, “Oh, it must be God speaking to you. 

Next time say, ‘Hello, I’m listening.’” 

 

They called the conference that to remind us 

As twelve- and thirteen-year-old people 

We can hear God. Really. And sometimes 

I just want to say to everyone, “But wait. 

You told me when I was thirteen 

That we can hear God. Why aren’t we doing it? 

How can we practice that together?” 

 

It’s my heart that we come back 

To those practices, before we try to import 

The conflict also. Or maybe it’s not 

A before or after, but we have to start there. 

 

I know I have lots of idealism in me, 

But we can hear God. We can. I do. 

I know lots of people who do. 

It’s tricky, and it’s hard, and it takes 

Forever. It’s real, and it’s vibrant, 

And if you’ve ever been in a meeting 

For clearness, or business, or any of those 

Corporate situations where the sense 

Gathers and you know that God 

Is speaking a third way that you didn’t 

Have when you came in, anybody 

Who’s been in that space knows what it’s like. 

 

We fail when we forget to open 

Ourselves to the expectation 

That that might happen. Not that it will. 

We can’t make it happen, but corporately, 

We forget that that’s possible. 

Every time we gather, that’s possible. 
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And I pray and hope 

That we could come into 

These kinds of conversations 

With that, rather than with 

Boxing gloves on. 
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I don’t think I would ever go to a lesbian and say, 

“The Bible says this is okay. You’re totally right 

In living the way you’re living.” But I can be around 

Such people in a way that I am trusted. I treat them 

With respect; they treat me with respect. There are people 

Who won’t talk to me because I am an evangelical 

Christian, but there’s a lot more who will. I know 

Quite a few lesbians, and at least two or three gay men, 

Who I have a close enough relationship 

That we can sit down and talk about spiritual things. 

I can listen to the things that they’re struggling with. 
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I think it’s important to know each other 

Across as many boundaries as possible, 

In as many areas and ways as possible. 

 

As we know each other for who we are 

In a variety of ways, and don’t cut off 

Association because of disagreements 

 

And misunderstandings, the more likely 

We are to grow towards some kind of 

Accommodation or more similar understanding. 
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My guess is if you drew a line 

Straight down our congregation 

You could almost divide it in half. 

Is it open and affirming 

To the homosexual lifestyle? No. 

Are there open and affirming 

People? Yes. That’s my read on it. 

 

I have never really talked with anyone 

In the congregation about it. 

One person told us one time, “On any of those 

Issues, you as the pastor don’t need to be 

Getting into it. Everybody really likes you. 

You’re a good pastor. If any battles 

Need to be fought, it’ll have to be 

Between people.” I’m willing 

To honor that, because I really like it here. 

I’m not going to go into too 

Many unnecessary things with folks. 
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Some of the things I’ve learned about business meeting 

Which have helped are, When the clerk asks, “Do you approve this?” 

A better way to ask it when we’re talking about very difficult issues is, 

“Do you approve that this is the sense of the meeting?” 

Which is different than, “Do I approve this?” I don’t know. 

“Do I approve this is the sense of the meeting  

Even if I’m having trouble with it?” Yeah. 

 

There’s the sense of the meeting, and my relationship with it. 

Sometimes I agree with it, and I don’t even realize 

I have a relationship with it. And then sometimes 

I’m disappointed by it, like I was disappointed 

When my yearly meeting changed its Faith and Practice 

From saying, “Are you free from the use of alcohol?” 

To “Are you free from the misuse or abuse” or something like that. 

We were no longer ready to ask the question, “Are you free of the use of alcohol?” 

But I believe that is the sense of the meeting, and I’m disappointed by it. 

 

And it’s helped me to be clerk. 

That changes my view of the whole thing, because 

I’ve had to sit at the front and try to feel the sense of the meeting, 

And try to see what’s happening even when people aren’t speaking. 

So having been both recording clerk and clerk of my meeting 

Changes my experience of business meeting forever. 

And so I suppose, to the extent that we can all participate 

In taking a turn at being recording clerk or clerk, 

Which is not everybody’s gift, but to the extent 

That it is amongst one’s gifts, it’s helpful 

To have had a lot of people having tried that. 



   

  Bohl, Blessing, February 2013 
 Page 100 of 144  

(72) 

 

Friends’ messages are not really one voice. 

That’s how we’ve chosen to be. That’s right for us. 

 

Those Friends who are moved by the Spirit 

To talk about this, should follow their leading, 

And we’ll see what God is up to. 
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73-80 

 

 

“Well, I’m glad someone else is laboring. 

I have been laboring with this all my life, and 

I’d like for someone else to labor over it.” 
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Quaker process asks us 

To look inside and say, 

“What am I defending, 

And where is my pursuit 

Of truth and unity?” 
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The struggle of coming out. 

The whole sense of being true 

To yourself and to God, 

And to that of God in you: 

 

I was married for a while, 

And I just had this deep, 

Deep sense that, I love this woman, 

But I was not complete. 

 

And for me, wholeness 

Is a very important concept 

Spiritually, Biblically, 

Quakerly, being in right order. 

 

“Be thee whole as God in heaven 

Is whole”—and not “perfect,” 

As it’s sometimes translated. 

So that sense of wholeness. 

 

Choosing and living this 

With integrity has involved 

A great loss, too. 

 

I love children. 

I would have loved to have been a father. 

That’s not something that’s given to me. 

 

There are many other gifts. 

But I knew if I were to act 

With integrity, deep into my soul, 

This is the course that God has chosen for me. 
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It is a matter of integrity for me as a lesbian 

To live my life openly and to have a partner. 

I lived alone until I was in my forties 

Because I personally was not accepting 

Of my own sexuality, and I was fearful 

Of admitting who I was to other people. 

So for me, when I decided to come out 

As a lesbian, to work on my own sense 

Of self-acceptance and to help other people 

Understand who I was, I took an enormous 

Step towards integrity. 

 

We are different, but we are just as much 

Children of God as anyone else. 

Our relationships are as valid, and as important, 

And as holy, as that of a heterosexual couple. 

I don’t know that people in the meeting 

Really fully understand that, 

But I think there’s a growing understanding. 
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I got a call from the meeting saying, “Will you be clerk of the meeting?” 

Well, I had been relatively quiet in the meeting about being a lesbian. 

Besides coming out, I hadn’t done a lot of speaking about it. 

So I explained to the person who called from the Nominating Committee 

That I was going to be a part of an effort to try to educate the yearly meeting 

On gay and lesbian issues, and that I was in the process of writing 

My personal story, and I gave her a copy of that. And I said, “I’m going to be 

known Around the state as a person working on this issue.” So she went back 

To the Nominating Committee, and I didn’t hear from them for a while. 

Finally she came back to me and said, “You know, we have been laboring over this, 

Really laboring, and we just have not been able to come to agreement on this.” 

And I said, “Well, I’m glad someone else is laboring. I have been laboring 

With this all my life, and I’d like for someone else to labor over it.” 
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I have a very comfortable, strong sense of care 

For a person of any lifestyle. Where the difficulty 

Comes is balance. Because in what little I know, 

There are times that circumstances bring a direction in a person’s life 

Where they really feel a drawing toward a homosexual lifestyle. 

And I want to understand and allow those feelings, but I still think 

There needs to be the stop, the control, 

That doesn’t allow the feelings to be worked out. 

 

There are a lot of areas of our lives 

That we are not free as followers of Christ 

To live out what we might feel. That’s our choice. 
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To be a sinner is simply ordinary. 

To be broken, to be unable 

To live in my own strength. 

Even when I think I’m doing what’s right, 

I’m probably not. 

And then I found out 

That the Scripture says 

We’re all that way. 

I find that a very comforting 

Doctrine. When we encounter 

One another, we can assume 

That we’re messing up, 

And yet we’re loved by God. 

And God’s working to try to 

Pull us into a quality of life 

That’s going to be more loving 

And more helpful. 

In other words, redeemed, or saved. 
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What do I do as a lesbian? 

I go out and worship with other people. I don’t go to bars. 

Sometimes we go to the movies; sometimes we go to a play. 

We do things with the kids. But that’s my major activity, 

Getting together with other Friends and worshiping, 

And then having potluck, and talking, and laughing. 

That’s a mirror I want to share with all the folks 

Who say dreadful things about us. “Look at us. This is who we are. 

This is what we do.” That’s what I wish folks would see. 
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I would ask people to think about the most precious relationship in their lives, 

Whether it’s to their child or their partner, or whoever it is, and to ask 

How they would feel if someone told them they weren’t entitled 

To be in relationship with that person in the way that they are in relationship 

With that person, whatever that way is. That, if they were a mother, 

They would not be able to have that child because they were seen as not being fit 

To be with that child, by some objective outside person, 

Though they themselves know that they love that person profoundly. 

Or with their partner, that their marriage was not a legitimate marriage, 

That it shouldn’t receive any rights or acknowledgment, 

Or in a hospital their partner wouldn’t be able to visit them. 

To ask people to really think about the most precious relationship in their lives, 

And then try to think about what they are saying when they pass judgments 

On lesbian and gay relationships, that that is what they are saying, 

Is that our most precious relationships are not valid, 

And that we are committing some spiritual sin by loving at the depth of our being. 
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81-88 

 

 

When we turn our backs on our underlying oneness, life is less satisfactory. 
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There are innumerable passages of Scripture which do two things. 

They talk about loving one another. That comes from the Gospels. 

It comes from Paul; it comes from his writings. 

 

And there are a lot of scriptures that inspire and call us to be in one accord. 

Acts is just filled with references to, “Be ye of one accord,” and to love one another. 

Those are the scriptures that have influenced me the most in my life. 

 

If we look, we can find any number of things to have discussions around, 

To have different viewpoints. Every one of us is different. We’re absolutely 

different. From our DNA, to our thoughts and our background, to our environment 

That influences us to have certain opinions and viewpoints. And we’re all influenced 

With friends and relationships, and so it’s real easy to not be in one accord. 

 

The challenge is for us to be in one accord, and yet I think that’s our calling, 

Is to be in one accord and to not segment, or to separate, or segregate ourselves 

over— 

Well, over any things. And I mentioned some of them: color of our skin, 

Our economic status, our jobs that we hold, our political persuasions. 

We could just make a list that goes on and on and on. And I guess somewhere 

On that list we’d put homosexual and gay. And lesbian. But I just think that our 

calling 

As Christians first, and Friends second, is to be in one accord, love one another. 

 

You can go back and find little references in Romans, and you can find 

Little reference in Leviticus, and so forth, but I think the compelling Scripture 

Is to live our lives, keep our eyes on Jesus, love one another. 
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I taught Sunday school class with young adults 

For many years, and we did a lot of social issues in the class. 

I quite often would bring up gay and lesbian issues 

Just to try to get them to think a little bit and to give their reactions. 

Outside of one younger couple—she is very accepting, and he is kind of, 

“I want to accept but I just can’t understand,” kind of thing— 

The rest of them are very much opposed, very much the sin thing. 

 

So to sit there and to listen to that and not be able to say, 

“Hey, wait a minute, you’re off base here.” 

And I would try to play devil’s advocate with them 

And to try to get them to think a little bit, but it’s really difficult. 

And then trying to be a pastor and yet not being able to be open 

About who I am, that was a big gap, that was very difficult. 
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What’s so hard about this 

Is just how painful it is, 

When you get into a relationship 

With people and start to make friends 

With them, to find yourself 

Not able to find the bridge 

Where you come together 

And figure out, “Oh, look, we can 

Make everything fit together.” 

 

You tolerate somebody you don’t know. 

You respect somebody you do know. 

So I think tolerance for people 

You haven’t met, respect for people 

You have met. Or tolerance for people 

Who you’ve met who you don’t like! 

 

If God reveals some way of resolving this 

I’ll be open to it, 

But I’m not going to force it. 

I think this is hard stuff. 
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In the organizations 

Where I’ve been involved 

In trying to be in relationship 

With folks from other yearly meetings, 

From more liberal sides of Quakerism, 

I find that we really have to suspend our rhetoric, 

And that’s as much work for liberals as it is for evangelicals. 

We have to give each other grace. We really do. 

And we also have to correct each other, 

And we have to say, “No, you really don’t understand.” 

And I think you can only get away with saying those things 

If you are committed to being in relationship. 
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I was on the committee for three years 

That worked on rewriting the Faith and Practice. 

When we tried to write a question about sexuality, 

We got into hot water, deep water, very fast. 

The question that we put out in the Advices and Queries 

Was something like, “Do you limit your sexual expression 

To committed relationships?” Something like that. 

More than any other single sentence in that book 

That was the draft Advices and Queries, that got more 

Response from all over the yearly meeting. 

We struggled and struggled as a committee. 

 

What we finally came to, which was a wonderful example 

Of Quaker process, and I think it’s limited, 

But it is a thing we can say—what we finally came to 

After going back and forth, sitting in a meeting together, 

An answer we never considered finally came forth, 

As it sometimes does in business processes. 

More or less the question we finally ended up asking was, 

“Is your sexual practice consistent with your spiritual beliefs?” 

It’s not a lot to say, but it is a lot to say, because it’s saying 

God belongs in this part of your life also. 

So even though it doesn’t say this view of marriage 

Or that view of sex, it says, “You must invite God into this part of your life.” 

We just clearly had unity on that. 

And so that’s what ended up in the book. That was just amazing, 

Because we were in such a quandary. First we threw it out of the book. 

We said, “We have nothing to say on this.” And then a parent of teenagers 

On the committee said, “We can’t say nothing, this is ridiculous. 

We have children! Saying nothing is the wrong answer.” So that was neat. 

And I think we can say to young people, to gay and lesbian people, 

To divorced people, to people who aren’t married— 

I think we can ask that question of all of us. 
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I find myself 

More full of love 

And compassion 

For other people 

And myself. 

 

I find myself 

More interested 

To hear other people’s 

Stories and find out 

How God is involved 

In their lives. 

 

I get the Gospels in a different way. 

Jesus says, “You lose everything for the truth. 

You have to be willing to give up everything.” 

And I’m like, “Yup, I’ve been there. I did that.” 

My home is not the same. Everything is different. 

 

Yet I feel more vibrant and full of life 

And freed from this 

Monumental stack of expectations 

I had no idea I was trying to live up to, 

And this way of looking at Scripture 

That was about doing it right. 

 

Sometimes I just ache 

Wanting to go back and say, 

“Look, this is terrific. 

It’s scary, and it’s not what we thought, 

But it’s amazing.” And I hope for a day 

When that might be possible. 
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One day I got called into my supervisor’s office. 

He asked me if I would meet him, and he closed the door, 

And it was just the two of us, and he said, 

“I’ve got a question that I need to ask of you.” 

He said, “Rumors are that you’re gay. Now we know 

That we have loads of gay employees, 

But it’s a completely different matter 

To have a gay in senior management.”  

He said, “So I need to ask the question, ‘What’s your lifestyle? Are you gay?’”  

 

And my response back to him is, “I want you to know 

Two things about me. The first is that I’m a Quaker. 

The second is that I happen to be gay. And I want you to know 

That I’ve met with the elders of my meeting, 

And we’re in unity that love is a divine gift, 

And that irrespective of how comfortable or uncomfortable 

I may be about this aspect of my life, I would be disobedient to my God 

If I were not to honor this aspect of myself.” 

 

So I said to him, “I want you to know that the question 

For me isn’t one of morality or immorality on my part. 

It’s whether your organization wants to be engaging in religious intolerance.” 

 

I would say the same thing among Friends. 

For me it isn’t important where a person stands on this issue. 

What’s important is what they do with it. 

Because my spiritual journey has told me that continuing to be obedient 

And wrestling with these challenges takes me closer to the divine. 

 

I find that a fairly rare event among Friends, to remain obedient. 

The language even—if you say, “to be obedient,” 

People just start climbing up walls, especially among liberal Friends. 

And so when I look at this gay-lesbian issue, it’s not one of sexuality. 

It’s just one of a long list of how are we called to be obedient 

And true to ourselves, and true to the gifts that God has given us, 

And learn how to celebrate them. 



   

  Bohl, Blessing, February 2013 
 Page 118 of 144  

(88) 

 

“Love the Lord God with all thy heart, with all thy soul, 

And thy neighbor as thyself. And that will be living faithfully.” 

 

I believe that the Creator has endowed each person with a measure 

Of the divine essence, and that exceptions are not made for certain people. 

 

I believe that separation is a sin, and that coming together is a benefit, 

Or what we’re meant to do. George Fox said, “Mind the oneness.” 

 

When we mind the oneness, there is joy, and peace, and love, 

And the other six fruits of the Spirit that Paul writes about, 

 

And when we don’t mind the oneness but separate, we have the opposite 

Of the fruits of the Spirit. We turn our backs on our underlying oneness. 

 

And when we turn our backs on our underlying oneness, life is less satisfactory. 
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Discussion Guide: Queries and Further Reflections 

 

 

My father said to me 

That his mother was very afraid 

Of lightning, and whenever 

A bad storm would come, 

She would get the children 

In a closet under the steps, 

And they would hide. 

And his brothers especially 

Became very fearful of lightning 

And storms. He and my mother 

Talked about this as the family 

Was coming on, and they decided 

They wanted to raise us 

Where we were not afraid 

Of lightning storms. And I can remember 

As a child, when there was a lightning storm, 

My mother wouldn’t allow us  

To go out during the very bad thunder 

And lightning. But she and my father 

Would even encourage us to put on 

Our swimming suits and trunks 

And go out and play in the warm 

Showers in the rain. 

 

And I think it’s like that with sexuality. 

We just have to understand that we transfer 

Our own fears and biases to our children. 

If we understand what our fears and biases are, 

Then we can maybe limit the amount 

That we transfer to them 

--A Friend 

 

 

We have to understand 

That we are afraid, 

And for good reason sometimes. 

And even if it’s not good reason, we’re afraid. 

 

It doesn’t work to argue. 

I think it works to tell stories. 

    

 --A Friend 
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Fears and Stories 

 

• What are your own fears? 

• In what ways have the fears or biases of others influenced you? 

• What is the story you would most like to tell? 

 

This interview project was born of a letting go of fears and a welcoming of stories. 

 

For as long as I’ve been among Friends (now, nearly twenty years) I’ve been deeply 

aware of the divisions within U.S. Friends, especially regarding concerns over the 

rightness of homosexuality and the yearning for full acceptance of gay and lesbian lives 

and relationships. Through my own experience and through awareness of some of the 

challenges faced by others, I understood the experience of feeling an outsider in one’s 

own community: Am I fully welcomed here? But conversations with Friends who held 

deep reservations about the rightness of homosexuality were all but unheard of. The 

subject was simply too painful, too charged, too prone to misunderstanding to explore. To 

fill that gap in listening across differences was the main purpose of this book. 

 

Many Friends were hesitant to talk with me. Could I be trusted? Would the resultant book 

serve a useful purpose to further understanding among Friends, or would it only deepen 

dissent? I hope, in the book, to have allowed Friends to speak in their own words, as if 

they were in conversation with one another, but without the discomfort of talking with 

strangers or acquaintances about heartfelt or intimate matters. If the book succeeds, it will 

do so by opening hearts to a more prayerful listening and to a deeper understanding 

across differences. My hope for you (as a reader, as a listener) is that you may find 

yourself welcomed into the joy and into the hurt of others’ lives – and that you will find 

yourself witness to God’s loving presence in our midst. 

 

 



   

  Bohl, Blessing, February 2013 
 Page 121 of 144  

For gay and lesbian Friends 

To keep coming and knocking 

At that door, that passage 

Which would fully integrate them— 

The steadfastness of Friends  

Has been astonishing to me, 

That gay and lesbian Friends 

Have kept covenant with us 

In the straight Quaker world 

In a way that we absolutely 

Don’t deserve. Decade after decade. 

The faithfulness of those Friends 

Has been really amazing.  

    --A Friend 

 

 

Faithfulness 

 

• What binds us together as Friends?  

• What keeps us separate from one another? 

• What is the place of community in the pursuit of truth? 

• How do we understand a life shaped in faithfulness to God’s leadings? 

 

No subject was invoked more often, or in more varied expressions, in the interviews than 

faithfulness. It was of key importance to many Friends: couples remaining faithful to 

each other in committed relationships; Friends keeping covenant with each other across 

the spectrum of the Religious Society of Friends; Friends’ faithfulness to God’s word as 

revealed in the Scripture; Friends’ faithful attention to God’s movement in our lives and 

to the fresh surprises brought by continuing revelation – all of these aspects of 

faithfulness, and more, were arguably the strongest theme emerging from the interviews. 

 

Some Friends spoke compellingly of their hope for a more unified community of the 

Religious Society of Friends – one that recognizes and embraces the strengths of 

unprogrammed and pastoral Friends, of evangelical and Christ-centered Friends, of rural 

and urban Friends, and more. Many Friends were pained at the divisions among us, and 

some were fearful that shining too bright a light on our differences might lead to further 

splits. 

 

Perhaps some of the most compelling moments came when Friends of varying 

theological backgrounds spoke of putting Christ at the center of their daily lives – 

“keeping your eye on Christ” rather than focusing on the sins of others, following 

Christ’s exhortation to love one’s neighbor as oneself, letting Christ work in the hearts of 

others, and so forth. (One or two Friends wryly noted that Christ himself said nothing on 

the subject of homosexuality, so why should they focus overmuch on it?) 
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Some Friends spoke eloquently of the need to test individual leadings within community 

– by consulting Scripture, by speaking with elders, by taking one’s leadings to the 

meeting for seasoning and discernment. Many Friends felt frustrated at what they 

understand as a collective failure to seek deeper guidance from the Spirit corporately on 

matters of family, close relationships, and sexuality at a time when there are significant 

shifts in the wider culture. Lastly, many gay and lesbian Friends shared their strong and 

abiding sense of obedience to God’s will in accepting and embracing their sexual 

orientation. 
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There has to be a lot of social capital. 

We have to find the trust in others 

That they don’t really intend us ill, 

And that they want to understand. 

 

Some of them are just sort of clunky 

About it. Some are not very gifted 

At coming off as accepting. 

 

But I think that, on many people’s part, 

There really is a desire to understand. 

People want to be welcomed, 

And they want to welcome, as best they’re able. 

     --A Friend 

 

 

To sit together in God’s hands and talk. 

But it’s hard to do that. It’s hard. 

     --A Friend 

 

 

Well, according to this, I just met you. 

You would be the first definite.  

--A Friend 

 

 

 

Hospitality and Welcome 

 

• How can we create a setting in which we can hear each other’s stories, which may 

show very different faces of the divine? 

• By what signs do we feel welcomed as newcomers, visitors, or as those wishing to 

deepen our faith in community? 

• Do we ensure that our communities are open to those who believe other than we 

do?  

• How can we build real relationships across our differences so we can better 

witness to the Christ Within? 

 

Often I felt the main purpose of the interviews was hospitality, both for me and for those 

I interviewed. Local Friends were my hosts – offering up keys to their meetinghouses, 

places to sleep in their homes, and nourishing food and conversation at the breakfast 

table. I, too, provided hospitality to the Friends I interviewed – giving them a chance to 

sit and share their stories in a prayerful setting and without hurry or interruption. Many 

Friends were eager, as if they had been waiting for just this conversation. For others, 

coming to the interview was itself a challenge to their faith. I often encountered deep 

concerns that conversation alone would be cause for division among Friends. 
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Interviewees discussed themes of hospitality often: How do we accompany one another 

on our spiritual journeys, even when another Friend’s beliefs are radically different from 

our own? How do we acknowledge and respond to Christ’s presence in our midst: does 

accepting the power of the Spirit to influence our daily lives encumber us to radically 

accept all those around us with love and compassion, and if so, what does that mean for 

our actions? 

 

Sometimes Friends asked for, or assumed, a level of hospitality that was difficult for me 

to meet. The Friends I visited did not hesitate to ask me direct and, at times, personal 

questions. Did I consider myself an activist? Did I have a partner? Did I identify as 

lesbian? Did I feel spiritually fulfilled in my sexual identity? I answered their questions 

as briefly and honestly as I could – since finally, this is a book not about me, but about 

U.S. Friends. In the end, I was grateful for the level of care beneath these questions, 

though Friends’ inquiries tested the limits of my openness to the hearts of others.  

 

Other Friends wanted to be hospitable, but found it hard to be so. Certain gay and lesbian 

and straight Friends pressed hard to understand the purpose of the book, doubting the 

wisdom of listening to those who were not prepared to accept all Friends equally. One 

expressed grief that her own ministry, clearly centered on objectives of social justice 

within Friends, had struggled to find financial support while I came well supported by 

grants, making possible extensive travels for a listening project addressing all sides. 

Other Friends who felt homosexuality was a sin told me clearly – by phone, in person – 

they hoped I would not visit, would not interview Friends, would not write the book. 

These were deeply felt responses, and I did my best to honor them. 

 

The book that has emerged from my visits among Friends is, for me, inseparable from the 

experience of care that so many Friends extended to me during my travels. I offer it in a 

spirit of love and gratitude for the openness and hospitality of all who made it possible. 
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And Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until the breaking of the day. 

When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he touched the hollow of his 

thigh; and Jacob’s thigh was put out of joint as he wrestled with him. Then he said, “Let 

me go, for the day is breaking.” But Jacob said, “I will not let you go, unless you bless 

me.” And he said to him, “What is your name?” And he said, “Jacob.” Then he said, 

“Your name shall no more be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and 

with men, and have prevailed.” Then Jacob asked him, “Tell me, I pray, your name.” But 

he said, “Why is it that you ask my name?” And there he blessed him. So Jacob called the 

name of the place Peniel, saying, “For I have seen God face to face, and yet my life is 

preserved.” 

--Genesis 32: 24-30 

 

 

Jacob, who was what the people of God were named after, 

Is about wrestling. Somehow we wrestle with things enough that it marks us. 

If nothing else, we’re called to really wrestle, and not necessarily have this easy, 

“Yeah, this is what we’re supposed to do.” That’s all I am here to say: 

I’m wrestling with this, and I hope I continue to wrestle with it in responsible ways. 

       --A Friend 

 

 

Wrestling and Blessing 

 

• We give blessings freely, without expectation of return. But is there another kind 

of blessing—the kind Jacob sought from God? 

• If we remain steadfast in our commitment to the wholeness of the Friends 

community, can we expect, even require, a blessing from each other? 

• In what ways does wrestling mark us as belonging to God? 

• How do we live out our beliefs—in our families, with our partners and children, 

in our classrooms, and while sitting next to one another in worship? 

• Where in the joy of our lives do we discover God? 

 

The story of Jacob wrestling with the angel has stayed with me powerfully during the 

listening tour and during the writing of this book. Once I began paying attention, the 

story seemed to be everywhere. I noticed many Friends in their interviews alluded to 

wrestling – wrestling with doubts about the rightness of homosexuality, wrestling with 

changing cultural norms for family and sexuality, wrestling with the Scripture and its 

messages for us today, wrestling with Friends’ isolation from one another across 

theological boundaries, wrestling with the pain caused by hiding, by being less than fully 

welcomed in our church communities. 

 

Perhaps because I asked questions about the gaps Friends feel between their beliefs and 

their actions, I heard many stories of doubts, pains, fears, and failings. I heard from gay 

and lesbian Friends who spoke candidly about the process of growing into self-

acceptance and about the vulnerability their families experience without social support 

and legal protection. I also heard from many Friends, gay and straight, who feel so 
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profoundly that full welcome of gay and lesbian Friends is incumbent on us as a matter of 

basic human dignity and justice that they are stymied as to how to open conversation with 

others. I heard from many Friends who worry deeply about the lack of stability in many 

families today, about the sexualization of culture, and who feel powerless in the face of 

broad and growing social support for gay and lesbian lives and families. I also heard from 

many Friends who are largely comfortable with these social changes while at the same 

time struggle to reconcile disparate elements of faith and culture, Scripture and tradition, 

reason and experience. For some Friends, even conversation about homosexuality recalls 

past splits and raises the specter of further discord and division. 

 

I return again to Jacob, who demanded a blessing before releasing his wrestling 

opponent, the angel. That is my hope for Friends: that we wrestle fiercely with our 

doubts, pains, and longing – and that we do not let go until we bless one another in the 

struggle. 
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I’ve heard people say, 

The Bible isn’t clear about it. 

Yes, it is. 

I think they’re being 

Very dishonest. 

To say that it doesn’t say 

What it says, 

They’re just not being honest. 

       --A Friend 

 

 

We have such completely different bases for discernment. 

If some Friends reject the Bible as authoritative 

Or have a very different definition of what constitutes a leading of the Spirit, 

How can we come to a common agreement? 

       --A Friend 

 

 

I say this as somebody who has some claim to being a Bible scholar. 

You can’t use a law out of Leviticus as a binding judgment 

Unless you’re willing to take the rest of the laws. 

And nobody wants to reinstitute grain sacrifices. You know what I mean? 

We’re always selective in what we read, 

But that’s one where I think the foul’s just too far to not call it. That’s just a bad move.  

 

Now, if you go to the New Testament, Paul had some gripes with 

Whatever it was he understood as homosexual behaviors. 

It may be true that Paul is opposing these and saying these are wrong, 

But it’s one part of a larger picture of sexual ethics. 

To lift this one up and give it this tremendous publicity, and to ignore the others, 

Is wrong. And so if you’re really going to take such a hard stand against gay and 

lesbians, 

You need to do it against divorces, you need to do it against extramarital sex, 

You need to be consistent. And we aren’t. 

 

What I tend to say about these passages is, I think that there’s validity to the argument  

That these folks didn’t know about sexual orientation, or they didn’t have the same 

Understanding that we did, but whatever they understood about this activity, 

They said, “This is not right.” Now, I’m willing to let that stand as it is, 

But what I would say is, Is that the final word on the topic? 

And I say that partly because of Friends and our thinking about progressive or 

continuing 

Revelation, but even more than that, because I realize – 

And I think many of us who think about this carefully realize – 

That, while Quakers don’t want to talk about a quadrilateral 

The way a group like the Methodists might, our reason and our experience 
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And our tradition all shape the way we read the text. 

And so to deny that, and to suddenly stand on the one leg of text only, 

We’ve suddenly become Baptists, or in that type of thinking. 

And (a) that’s not us, and (b) it’s bad theological process. 

 

So I think whatever testimony Scripture has to say about same-sex relationships,  

I think it gives a negative judgment. But I don’t think we have to say, “And therefore.” 

If we’re then pressed further, to ask ourselves, “Okay then, then what’s different?”— 

But not only with this issue, with any issue, with women in ministry, or with any of those 

Things—we need to be able to give a good account for why we’re willing to set that aside 

As a cultural bias or a temporary admonition rather than a permanent, binding decree. 

There, that’s my soapbox. 

--A Friend 

 

 

Even though I know people, 

I have not been tested in this issue. 

 

I have convictions on it, 

But I don’t feel that I have enough story on it 

To be able to say exactly how it should all look. 

       --A Friend 

 

 

The Bible 

 

• What is your experience of reading the Bible? 

• How has the Bible contributed to shaping your faith? 

• How do you experience the living Word of God? 

 

I grew up reading and hearing Bible stories in a household that was Christian though not 

Quaker. We read and studied many stories in Sunday School, and I absorbed them into 

myself; in fourth grade, I wanted to purchase my own Bible so I could read it straight 

through. Sure enough, I did pick out a Bible for myself and read it from cover to cover– 

and I have returned to its pages many times since. 

 

I grew up Protestant, but my mother taught at a Catholic college. My sister and I attended 

Catholic school for most of our school years, from grade school through high school. I 

can remember many late-evening conversations with my parents about religion. I would 

learn one thing at school, another thing at home; and all the while I would be wrestling 

with a third thing I had read in a book of my own choosing, for example, a biography of 

an author whose work I admired. 

 

In college, I encountered Friends and in their company, learned new ways of reading the 

Bible. The Bible as lectio divina, the Bible as history, the Bible as literature, the Bible as 

a source of personal faith – all these approaches I tried on and found useful. 
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So while I have never understood the Bible as literal truth, I hold it in deep respect as one 

of the groundings of my faith and actions in the world. 
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If we’re going to try to model a Christlike life, 

We aren’t going to spend a lot of time on the sin issues. 

We’re going to try to model for our families, 

For our children, for our associates—rather than talk about sins. 

     --A Friend 

 

 

One of the important aspects of the Garden story 

Is that the human being, Adam, was lonely. 

This is the first thing in Scripture that God said was not good. 

So God created various animals; 

And they were helpful, but they didn’t solve the problem. 

So then Adam was divided into Ish and Isha, that is to say, male and female. 

This distinction seemed really critical 

In pulling together the possibility of human community. 

 

And it seems to me that what’s really important in the story 

Is that there’s a similarity between male and female, 

But that they are also different. 

Right sexuality depends on the coming together of the two. 

 

Jesus is really clear in affirming that 

By alluding back to that image 

As being constituent to his understanding 

Of the importance of marriage and family structures. 

     --A Friend 

 

 

 

 

Sin and Wholeness 

 

• What is your view of sin? 

• How do you know when you are living a Christlike life? 

• What brings you to wholeness? 

• What circumstances have challenged your integrity? 

• When have you noted a sense of completeness in your life? 

 

As I spoke with Friends before beginning my listening tour, I gradually came to 

understand that for many Christians, including some Friends, sin is “simply ordinary.” 

We are all broken in some way – and to become whole, we must accept and follow 

Christ. For those who look to Old and New Testament teachings on marriage as 

authoritative, that may mean that close emotional bonds or sexual relationships outside of 

heterosexual marriage prevent a person from becoming whole or complete – from 

growing into right relationship with God.  
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Wholeness or completeness emerged strongly in the narratives of gay and lesbian Friends 

who spoke movingly of their journey toward integrity upon acceptance of their sexual 

orientation as a gift from a loving God. Friends spoke of love, openness, and blessing; 

they spoke of right relationship with the Spirit, with their families, and with their 

communities. 
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Gay people are supposed to go 

From rural areas to the big cities, 

Where I’m sort of going backwards. 

I’ve learned that the desert is full 

Of wise individuals. I’ve found a lot 

Of desert fathers here, and mothers. 

I’ve felt very welcomed wherever I’ve been. 

But I’ve never really challenged people, particularly. 

 

A lot of meetings have struggled with the issue. 

Often when we struggle at our deepest place, 

And get to that place where we can be honest 

With one another, we’re surprised, and a ram 

In a thicket appears, and God shows us a way. 

People will say, “Oh, I never want to go through 

That again, but wow, it was so—I got to know 

People at such a deep level.” 

 

Just the power of being in community, 

And maybe not necessarily to agree, 

But being open, and being open to change, 

And laboring with things, and trying to work them through, 

And trying to be yourself and be connected. 

That’s a real struggle. 

But when we get to that place of sacrificing, 

Of following God, of being willing to sacrifice 

Our oldest son—and following God to that point, 

That faith that there will be a ram in the thicket, 

That God is working with us. 

 

I have this metaphor of Christ in the midst, 

When people let down their guard, 

They’re almost at that place of suffering. 

Sometimes we have to be to that place of letting ourselves 

Really fully acknowledge our suffering. 

That’s one gift that gay and lesbian people have. 

I’ve not suffered that deeply, because I’ve never 

Been discriminated against. We’ve been embraced. 

So it’s “ideal,” and I know that’s not been many 

Gay and lesbian people’s experience. 

But yet it is that one place where I still have personally 

Suffered in a way. When people are able 

To face their own suffering and be truthful to themselves, 

And really be open to the suffering in the other, 

Amazing things happen. And it’s never what you think. 

Again, that sense of being open, being open to God’s leading 
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And being open to other, which is often the unexpected, 

And being in that place of suffering. 

       --A Friend 

 

 

 

Suffering 

 

• What are the places of suffering in your own life? 

• How has the experience of suffering shaped your faith and practice as a Friend? 

 

I invite you, as you dip into this book, to enter into the place of your own suffering, to be 

open to God’s leading and to be open to others. 
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Epilogue 

 

 

Are you familiar with the old Friends usage 

Of the word “sufficient”? 

It’s addressing something adequately, 

But then it leaves room for the other person 

To pick it up and carry it further. 

       --A Friend 
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Appendix A: Demographic Overview 

 

Below is a summary of interviewees’ responses to a questionnaire that most completed at 

the time of the interview. (A copy of the questionnaire is included in Appendix B.)  

 

I interviewed a total of 161 individuals. Of these, some declined to complete the form or 

submitted it so much later that I did not include it in the tally below. Others dropped out 

of the project for one reason or another. The data below is drawn from 153 responses. 

 

Active in which branch(es) of Friends? (may choose more than one):* 

FUM   33% 

FGC   41% 

EFI   14% 

Conservative  19% 

Independent  11% 

Other     5% 

Blank   18% 

 

*Editor’s note: some Friends were unfamiliar with the Religious Society of Friends as a 

whole; their only knowledge was of their own home meeting or church. 

 

Age: 

17-22  3% 

23-29  5% 

30s    12% 

40s    25% 

50s    32% 

60s    12% 

70s      7% 

80s      4% 

90s      -- 

 

Race/ethnicity (may choose more than one category): 

Anglo/European  95% 

African American    1% 

Asian/Asian American <1% 

Latino/Latina     -- 

Native American  <1% 

Other/Blank     6% 

 

Gender 

Female    56% 

Male    43% 

Other/Blank   <1% 

 

Sexual orientation:* 
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Lesbian , Gay 20% 

Straight 67% 

Bisexual   8% 

Other/blank   5% 

 

*Editor’s notes: 

This question was fill-in-the-blank. Some individuals were taken aback; they had 

never been asked to declare their sexual orientation before. Some sought clarification 

about what was being asked (“straight,” “gay,” “lesbian,” I said). 

Two individuals self-identified during the interviews as transgender, but as I did 

not ask individuals to declare their gender identity, that information does not show up in 

the demographic profile. 

 

Type of interview:* 

Face-to-face 83% 

Telephone 15% 

Letter or email   2% 

 

*Editor’s note: Each tally refers to persons, not interviews. Some interviews included 

more than one person. 

 

Location: 

Iowa  17% 

California 14% 

Oregon 17% 

Ohio/Indiana 14% 

North Carolina 16% 

Pennsylvania 21% 

Other    1% 

 

Came to Friends how? 

Birthright 13% 

Convinced 65% 

Both  17% 

Neither   5% 

 

Worship at your home meeting/church: 

Programmed    37% 

Unprogrammed   54% 

Semi-programmed/both/other    9% 

 

Member or attender? 

Member 89% 

Attender   9% 

Blank    2% 
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Yearly meeting affiliation (may list more than one):* 

 

 

 

 

 

Philadelphia Yearly Meeting (FGC)   18% 

Piedmont Friends Fellowship (FGC)   14% 

Northwest Yearly Meeting (EFI)   13% 

Iowa Yearly Meeting (FUM)    12% 

North Carolina Yearly Meeting (Conservative)   9% 

Ohio Yearly Meeting (Conservative)     8% 

Pacific Yearly Meeting (Independent)    8% 

North Carolina Yearly Meeting (FUM)    6% 

Independent        5% 

Iowa Yearly Meeting (Conservative)     5% 

North Pacific Yearly Meeting (Independent)    5% 

South Appalachian Yearly Meeting (FGC)    5% 

Wilmington Yearly Meeting (FUM)     4% 

Evangelical Friends International Southwest (EFI)   3% 

Indiana Yearly Meeting (FUM)     3% 

Ohio Valley Yearly Meeting (FGC)     3% 

Illinois Yearly Meeting (FGC)     1% 

Baltimore Yearly Meeting (FGC/FUM)  <1% 

New York Yearly Meeting (FGC/FUM)  <1% 

Rocky Mountain Yearly Meeting (EFI)  <1%  

Western Yearly Meeting (FUM)   <1% 

Blank       <1% 

 

*Editor’s note: This question was fill-in-the-blank.  

 

Yearly Meeting affiliation by branch of RSF (compiled from above raw data): 

Friends General Conference (FGC)  41% 

Friends United Meeting (FUM)  25% 

Conservative  23% 

Independent  18% 

Evangelical Friends International (EFI)  17% 

Dual affiliation FGC/FUM    1% 

Blank  <1% 
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Appendix B: Interview Packet 

 

 

 

 

Listening Tour on Gay and Lesbian Concerns 

in the U.S. Religious Society of Friends 

 

Dear Friend, 

 

You are invited to participate in a listening tour on gay and lesbian 

concerns in the U.S. Religious Society of Friends. You may have already 

decided to participate, or you may be reviewing these materials to learn 

more about the project. If you choose to participate, I will try to arrange a 

time when we can meet in person or over the phone for an interview. The 

interview will last between 1 and 1 ¼ hours.  More information follows 

about the listening project, including among other things: 

  

• a copy of the interview questions; 

• a brief questionnaire; and 

• a permission form for tape recording the interview. 

 

If you have questions, please feel free to contact me at 919-489-3280 or 

kirstenbohl@yahoo.com.  I look forward to visiting with you soon. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Kirsten Bohl 
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About the Listening Project 

 

A number of years ago I attended a retreat on “spirituality and leadership.” Using a 

clearness committee process, each of us was invited to discern what kind of leadership 

we were called to provide in our faith community. I joined in the clearness process with 

an open heart and mind, but with fairly modest expectations of the outcome. Much to my 

surprise, I emerged from the retreat with a clear leading to interview U.S. Friends on gay 

and lesbian concerns and to write a book reflecting those concerns back to Friends. It has 

taken me some time to put my resources behind that original leading, but here I am. 

 

As a first step, I approached two Quaker organizations for support, the Lyman Fund and 

the Clarence and Lilly Pickett Fund for Quaker Leadership. Each provided a grant to help 

carry out this leading among Friends. 

 

What can Friends say about gay and lesbian issues? What are our beliefs regarding 

family, sexuality, and close relationships? How are we called to minister to one another? 

What is the experience of gay and lesbian Friends in our churches and meetings? How 

shall we discern God’s guidance with regard to issues that divide us deeply? These are 

some of the questions I hope Friends will address.  

 

I will interview Friends from each branch of Quakerism – representing a wide spectrum, 

theologically and socially – and compile the results to reflect the diversity of Friends’ 

views on gay and lesbian issues. The book will not advocate an agenda or promote a 

point of view. Rather, my aim is to listen, well and carefully, to many different 

individuals, from those who understand homosexuality to be a sin to those who embrace 

gay and lesbian persons’ sexuality as an integral part of their identity as Friends. The 

book will lift up a range of feelings, beliefs, and perspectives on this difficult and 

complex topic. I hope it will provide a starting point for reflection and conversation 

among Friends. 

 

During Fall 2003, I will interview Friends individually in six locations – Iowa, Oregon, 

California, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, and Ohio/Indiana. In each instance, I will be 

hosted by a local church or meeting. I will seek to listen as broadly and deeply as possible 

to Friends about their understandings, leadings, and experiences with regard to gay and 

lesbian issues. I will invite Friends especially to situate their stories and their witness in 

relation to Quaker testimonies and to their faith and practice. 

 

Friends’ witness on gay and lesbian issues remains deeply divided because the topic 

touches on some of our most important feelings, beliefs, and values. Face-to-face 

conversations with those of different views can be very difficult. I hope this listening tour 

and book will fill a need to hear each other’s stories more clearly, thus opening the way 

for individuals, churches, and meetings to minister to one another in relation to this 

deeply felt and complex topic. 

 

I will be supported in this work by a committee of Durham Monthly Meeting.  
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Shape of the Book 

 

Though the interviews will certainly affect the book’s final shape, I can envision an 

introduction, a series of “snapshots” profiling the responses of selected and representative 

interviewees, and several chapters organized thematically around Quaker testimonies and 

the stories and concerns of many interviewees, for example: 

 
Simplicity 

Integrity 

Equality 

Peace 

Justice 

 

Family 

Friends and Neighbors 

Sexuality 

Worship 

 

God’s Word 

What Can Friends Say? 

 

Division 

Discernment 

 

 

Personal Background 

 

I am a member of the gay and lesbian community and a convinced Friend. I recently 

moved from Indiana to North Carolina, where I will soon be a new member of Durham 

Monthly Meeting (North Carolina Yearly Meeting – Conservative / Piedmont Friends 

Fellowship). Previously I lived in Richmond, Indiana, where I was a member of Clear 

Creek Friends Meeting (Ohio Valley Yearly Meeting, FGC) and an attender at West 

Richmond Friends Meeting (Indiana Yearly Meeting, FUM). While living in Richmond, I 

was the assistant to the president at Earlham College and Earlham School of Religion. 
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About the Interview 

I would like us to start the interview with a time of prayer or silent worship, as you 

prefer. In some cases this may last just a few minutes; in other cases it may last 

significantly longer – again, as we are led. 

 

Interview Questions 

 

1. Why did you decide to be interviewed for this project? 

• What do you hope your participation will contribute? 

• Which topic(s) do you most want to address? 

• What are your worries/fears about the interview process, if any? 

• What are your expectations of the finished book? 

 

2. What is the experience of gay and lesbian Friends in your church or meeting? 

• Are you a gay or lesbian Friend? How do you see yourself within your 

church/meeting? How has your church/meeting received you? 

• Do you have Quaker friends or family who are gay or lesbian? What have you 

observed about their experiences among Friends? 

• Are there people in your church or meeting who are gay or lesbian? How are they 

received? 

 

3. What can Friends say about gay and lesbian issues? 

• Are there passages in the Bible that guide your beliefs? If so, could you give an 

example and talk about how it demonstrates what you believe? 

• What else guides your beliefs about homosexuality? Could you give an example 

of how your beliefs have been shaped by this influence? 

• How do you relate Friends’ testimonies -- for example, simplicity, integrity, 

equality, peace, justice – to your beliefs about gay and lesbian issues? 

• Do you believe Friends have a particular testimony to the world on gay and 

lesbian issues? If so, what is it and how should it be shared? 

• How are we called to minister to one another with regard to gay and lesbian 

issues? 

 

4. What should we teach our children about family, sexuality, and close relationships? 

About gay and lesbian issues? 

• What are your feelings about gay and lesbian people? What do you hope your 

children’s feelings / the feelings of the children in your church or meeting will be? 

• Who should teach our children about sexuality? Should we talk with them about 

gay and lesbian issues? If so, what should we say? 

• Sometimes a situation will raise a topic in a child’s mind whether or not we 

intended to talk with them just then. Have you seen examples? What happened? 

• Are there gaps between what you believe (or how you feel) about gay and lesbian 

issues and how you feel you can act? If so, what are the gaps? 
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5. Is worship at your church or meeting influenced by the sexuality of the worshipers? If 

so, how? 

• Some Friends find their spirituality and sexuality are related. Has this been your 

experience? If so, how does your sexuality affect the way you approach God in 

worship? 

• When several of us are gathered together for worship, does it matter that some of 

us may understand ourselves to be gay and lesbian? If so, why? If not, why not? 

• Does sexuality matter as we seek to address that of God in each person? If so, 

why? If not, why not? 

 

6. How shall we discern God’s guidance with regard to issues that divide us deeply? 

• Within a church or meeting? 

• Within the U.S. Religious Society of Friends as a whole? 

 

7. Can you recall a specific moment or experience that has shaped your views on gay and 

lesbian issues? What happened? Why was it important? What did you take away from the 

experience? 

 

8. What else would you like to say that we haven’t yet addressed? 
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Demographic Questionnaire 

 

Please answer as many of these questions as you feel you can. Their purpose is to provide 

an overall picture of who was interviewed during the listening tour. Unless you give your 

permission for me to do so, I will not associate this information with you in the book or 

other writing (e.g., national Quaker magazine article) that results from the interviews. 

 

Face-to-face interview___          Interview location (city, state)_______________  

Interview by phone___ 

Letter or email___ 

    

Your own church/monthly meeting: ________________ Member___     Attender___ 

Your own yearly meeting:  ________________ 

 

Which of these describes you best? 

Birthright Friend___     Convinced Friend___     Both___     Neither___ 

 

Which of these describes your church or meeting best? 

Programmed___     Unprogrammed___     Other___ 

 

I’ve been active with the following groups: 

FUM___     FGC___     EFI___     Conservative Friends___     Independent Friends___ 

 

Age: 

18-22___ 

23-29___ 

30-39___ 

40-49___ 

50-59___ 

60-69___ 

70-79___  

80-89___ 

90-99___ 

 

Race/ethnicity__________ 

Gender_________ 

Sexual orientation___________ 

 

In writing that results from my interview (e.g., book, national Quaker magazine article): 

 

___ You may associate this information with my interview comments by name. (If you 

choose this option, please write your name here: _______________________.) 

___ Do not associate this information with my interview comments. 
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Permission Form for Tape Recording the Interview 

 

The scope of this project is to interview members of the U.S. Religious Society of 

Friends (Quakers) about gay and lesbian issues for the purpose of compiling the results of 

the interviews and publishing them in print and/or electronic form, especially among 

Friends. Various forms of publication may result from these interviews, including a book-

length compilation of interview results and an article in a national Quaker magazine. 

 

The interview tapes will not be used or shared apart from the purposes described above. 

The interviewer, Kirsten Bohl, will listen to all of the tapes. In addition, she may have 

others assist in transcribing the tapes; if that is the case, they will be instructed regarding 

the restricted use of the interview materials. 

 

Your participation in this project is completely voluntary, and may be withdrawn at any 

time. You may request that we turn off the tape recorder at any time during the interview. 

When the tape recorder is running, all of your comments will be considered part of the 

interview. When it is not running, what you say will not be considered part of the 

interview. After the interview is complete, you may review the tape to decide if it should 

be partly or completely erased for any reason. 

 

___ I choose to participate in the interview project as it is described above. 

 

In writing that results from my interview (e.g., book, national Quaker magazine article): 

 

___ You may associate my interview comments with me by name. 

___ In addition, you may profile me and my comments as one in a series of “snapshots” 

or “portraits” of interviewees. 

___ Please keep my interview comments anonymous. 

  

   

_________________________________ 

Your Name 

_________________________________     ____________________________________ 

Signature     Date  

  

 

Contact information (I will send a letter to all participants when the book is complete): 

 

Mailing Address________________________________________________________ 

Email Address________________________________ 

Phone Number(s)______________________________ 

 

  


