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Excommunicated from the Closet 
by Gary Simpson 

Churches considering becoming open and welcoming and 
LGBTQ affirming congregations have often had a burning 
bush call to social justice, making the conversation between 
God and Moses at the burning bush relevant. 

Responsive reading based on Moses at the Burning Bush in 
Exodus Chapter 3: 

One:   Like Moses in the wilderness, we see a burning  
  bush. 
All:  We stop in wonder. 
One:   Like Moses we hear God call. 
All:  We look around thinking, “Who me?” 
One:   I see the cries of My LGBTQ children.  I am here 
  to provide hope,  equity and community.  I need 
  your help.”   
All:  But  God.  I'm not qualified.  But.  But.  I just can't. 
One:   We hear God answer, “Relax.  My name means, "I 
  am what tomorrow demands.  And I will be what 
  your tomorrow demands. Just be what the  
  moment demands for someone.”  1

All:  We can be what the moment demands. 

John 11:32-44 (KJV) Then when Mary was come where 
Jesus was, and saw him, she fell down at his feet, 
saying unto him, Lord, if thou hadst been here, my 
brother had not died. 
When Jesus therefore saw her weeping, and the Jews also 
weeping which came with her, he groaned in the spirit, and 
was troubled.  And said, Where have ye laid him? They said 
unto him, Lord, come and see. 
35 Jesus wept.  Then said the Jews, Behold how he loved 
him!  And some of them said, Could not this man, which 
opened the eyes of the blind, have caused that even this 

 Definition from Rabbi Gunther Plaut.1
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man should not have died? 
38 Jesus therefore again groaning in himself cometh to the 
grave. It was a cave, and a stone lay upon it.  Jesus said, 
Take ye away the stone. Martha, the sister of him that was 
dead, saith unto him, Lord, by this time he stinketh: for he 
hath been dead four days.  Jesus saith unto her, Said I not 
unto thee, that, if thou wouldest believe, thou shouldest see 
the glory of God? 
41 Then they took away the stone from the place where the 
dead was laid. And Jesus lifted up his eyes, and said, Father, 
I thank thee that thou hast heard me.  And I knew that thou 
hearest me always: but because of the people which stand by 
I said it, that they may believe that thou hast sent me.  And 
when he thus had spoken, he cried with a loud voice, 
Lazarus, come forth.  And he that was dead came forth, 
bound hand and foot with grave clothes: and his face was 
bound about with a napkin. Jesus saith unto them, Loose him, 
and let him go. 

Today, we are going to think briefly about three Biblical narratives 
that are stories of the tomb and my life.  We will move back and 
forth between my life and the Scriptures. 

For many sexual and gender minority people, hiding their identity by 
living in a closet is difficult.  The closet is a soul-crushing, spirit 
trampling, creativity depleting existence.  This is my gut feeling, not 
science.  Trying to look straight takes so much life energy that there 
is not much energy left to really live.  Now to what is more science 
based.  The Center for Disease Control notes that gay and bisexual 
men who are not closeted appear to have better health than those 
who are closeted.  2

The religious Internet forum raged on.  Passions were high, as 
people debated homosexuality.  My pleas for people to be gentle 
and kind with their remarks were largely ignored.  As the painfully 
homophobic discussion raged on, somebody came out on the 
forum and indicated to the effect that people in the forum did not 

 “Gay and Bisexual Men’s Health:  Mental Health.”  Centers for Disease 2

Control and Prevention.  n.d., 2017 October 15. <https://www.cdc.gov/
msmhealth/mental-health.htm>.
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Rainbow People Are 
Blessed 

LGBT people are blessed by God.  Our 
gender identity and our sexual orientation 
are both affirmed by God and are blessed 
by God.
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understand.  I recall the post saying, "We are fighting for our lives.  
Matthew Shepard." 

I searched the Internet for information about Matthew Shepard.  I 
discovered that he was a gay 21 year old Wyoming college student 
who was beaten and left to die.  His crime being gay.  As Matthew 
unsuccessfully fought for his life in a Colorado hospital, I was 
shocked and horrified.  In the months following his death, I searched 
my heart and mind to answer questions. 

•What created an environment that made people think that they 
should kill gay men? 

•What did churches, which were an important part of my life, do to 
contribute to an atmosphere where people considered murdering 
gay people okay? 

Mother Theresa noted, "God did not call me to work among the 
poor. God called me to follow him and led me there." I followed 
God's leading and found myself supporting the LGBT community.  
As a result of soul searching, I decided that it was time to start 
supporting my own community from the safety of the closet.  I wrote 
about hate crimes and engaged in quiet activism related to hate 
crimes and LGBT rights. 

A number of years later, I sat at my computer.  Staring at the screen.  
Understanding what I was reading, but unable to comprehend what I 
was reading.  The email from church informed me that I had two 
days to decide if I would resign in disgrace or face public discipline.  
The email went on to forbid me to ever come to church again or to 
communicate with anyone in the church.  De facto excommunicated 
and shunned in one move.  I did not initiate contact with people in 
the church, because I was told not to communicate with anyone in 
the church.  A few people did email me, but limited most of their 
emails to telling me that they were praying for me.  The emails were 
painful and gave me the sense that prayer was a weapon being 
used to hurt me.  People who I thought were friends no longer 
communicated with me or had anything to do with me. 

The letter of excommunication was more than excommunication.  It 
was a call from Christ.  From outside the tomb of the closet, rang 
forth the words, "Gary, come out!" 

No longer to hide in fear in the closet.  "Come out!" 

And for me, it was a command to come out.  I've jokingly told people 
that God grabbed me and threw me out of the closet and that it 
would have been more pleasant had God opened the door first, 
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Movie Review - How 
Would Jesus Treat the 
Gay Couple Next Door? 

Title: How Would Jesus Treat the Gay 
Couple Next Door?  
Studio: Yamo Films 
Producer: Ingrid Schneider 
Year: 2015 on YouTube 
Length: 9 minutes 
Available: YouTube 

A White gay male couple, with an 
adopted daughter, moves into the 
neighborhood.  Greg, their new next door 
neighbor, avoids the family when he 
realizes that the couple is gay.  Greg 
turns down invitations to help when they 
offer him assistance carrying bulky things 
and Greg turns down a social invitation 
when that he knows the gay male couple 
will be attending.   

One evening Greg is reading the Bible 
and reflecting on Matthew Chapter 23, 
where Jesus indicates that the two 
greatest commandments are to love God 
and to love your neighbor.  Greg's 
behavior toward his gay neighbors starts 
to change. 

While e movie is short, it opens the door 
to discuss many topics.  A few topics that 
could be discussed are: 

• Feeling alone or isolated. 
• Family rejection of LGBTQ people. 
• Mixed race families and racism. 
• What minority people can do to reduce 

prejudice. 
• Receiving charity as an act of love. 

This short video is an excellent resource 
for churches.  The video can help people 
of faith discuss how to show love to 
sexual and gender minority people.  
Because the video is short, it can easily 
be used as part of either a Sunday 
School class or as part of a weekday 
Bible discussion group.  The short film 
could also be used by churches that are 
considering becoming a church that 
openly welcomes LGBTQ people into 
their congregational life. 
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instead of throwing me through the door. 

The landing outside the closet was rough.  I did not eat for two 
days.  I was in a state of shock for months.  I went from being very 
involved - a board member, a member of the music team, teaching 
the odd Sunday school class, not infrequently speaking once or 
twice a month in churches - to nothing.  I was crushed.  One of the 
most important things in my life was wrenched from me.  During 
the painful first two years, I found hope in important symbols and 
statements and in small acts of hope.  Every time I came to 
church, I stopped inside the front door and read the church 
statement indicating to the effect that at my new church gay people 
were accepted into the community and that no limits were placed 
on how gay people could serve in the church. 

•The family that saw me alone and came and sat with me. 
•The experienced lay preacher who could easily spend half an 
hour talking theology with me. 
•The lady who would greet me and recite, by memory, poetry. 

Perhaps there is a compelling reason why the spirit of the risen 
Christ stood at my closet door and said, "Come out!"  Reagan 
Humber, who I believe is an Episcopalian pastor serving a 
Lutheran church,  notes, “God called me to my sexuality.  Denying 
that would have been denying my faith."   I think being in the closet 3

denied my sexual orientation, denied my authentic humanity and 
denied my faith. 

People who live in the closet are not dead, but closeted people are 
not able to live a full life and they are not able to live a life with the 
full empowerment of the Spirit of the risen Christ.  The closet life is 
one where people constantly play hide and seek, hoping that 
nobody will discover their identity,  because it may result in loss of 
family, loss of career opportunities, rejection, discrimination and 
demonization.   

And, like many other sexual and gender minority people, I came 
out of the closet to life.  As a mature adult, I came out of the closet 
and experienced life in a way that straight people take for granted.  
Meaningful first experiences for me might seem trivial for straight 
people, because they are so common for straight people. 

•The first time I attended a LGBTQ church and for the first time in 

 Reagan Humber.  FaithfullyLGBT. 2017 July 05, 2017 July 05. <https://3
instagram.com/p/BWLWWjzg15w/>.
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Movie Review - 
Remember Africville 

Title: Remember Africville  
Studio: National Film Board of Canada 
Year: 1991 
Length: 35 minutes 
Available: National Film Board of Canada 

Africville was a Black neighborhood in 
Ha l i f ax , Canada .  The Canad ian 
Encyclopedia credits Black slaves with 
helping build the city of Halifax, which was 
founded in 1749.  A Black community is 
believed to have existed north of Halifax, in 
an area that became Africville.  The area 
was also settled by freed slaves and 
escaped slaves.  Africville is described as a 
"haven" from racism, even though the 
residents of Africville paid taxes and 
received no paved roads, no sewage 
system and no running water.(1) 

In the 1960s, the City of Halifax decided to 
destroy Africville, a decision that was 
imposed on the community.  Halifax 
destroyed the neighborhood, by making the 
residents of Africville move out of the district 
and bulldozing the homes and buildings in 
Africville.  

Remember Africville looks back at Africville 
over 20 years a f ter Af r icv i l le was 
demolished.  Parts of the documentary are 
filled with emotion as those who lived in 
Africville reflect on life in the community,  
how the homes and the church were 
destroyed, and on the loss of the close 
community of Africville. 

(1) Jon Tattre.  "Africville."  The Canadian 
Encyclopedia.  Nov 2017, 08 Dec 2017. 
<http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/
article/africville/>. 
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my life, for just a few minutes I was a member of a majority group 
at church.  Feeling normal was so different, so strange, so 
wonderful. 
•The first time I saw a TV series where most of the characters 
were LGBTQ.  It was medicine for the soul. 
•The first time I saw two men holding hands in public, in broad 
daylight, as they walked on the sidewalk in view of all people 
driving on a busy San Francisco street.  My love felt like 
something that was okay to show people.  And I instantly fell in 
love with the Castro district of San Francisco. 
•The first time in a Pride Parade surrounded by thousands of 
LGBTQ people and straight allies.  The cheering crowds were 
deeply therapeutic. 
•The first time I saw a church service of the largely queer mega 
church, Cathedral of Hope.  At the end of the service, the entire 
church linked hands and held their hands in the air as they sang, 
"Our God is an awesome God."  I cried to see hundreds of God's 
queer children, who had survived spiritual abuse and trauma, 
praising God. 
•The first time I saw a young gay couple, who were deeply in 
love, get married.  And I cried, because they were doing what was 
forbidden for most of my life.

Allow me to speak for a moment to gender and sexual minority 
people.

On the cross, Jesus said, "It is finished!"  Jesus final words on the 
cross speak volumes to gender and sexual minority people. 

To LGBTQ people, Jesus says, "It is finished!" 
•To all who fear God's wrath and fear eternal damnation, the spirit 
of Christ calls out,  "It is finished!" 
•To those whose lives are filled with self-hate, the Messiah cries, 
"It is finished!" 
•For people struggling with self-condemnation Jesus says, "It is 
finished!" 
•To all with a shame-based identity.  "It is finished!" 
•To people who think they are a mistake and that they are 
defective.  "It is finished!" 
•For people struggling with internalized homophobia or 
transphobia the words "It is finished!" ring down through the ages. 

A song written by contemporary Christian music pioneer Marsha 
Stevens is meaningful.  Marsha Stevens, a lesbian, wrote the 
popular song "For Those Tears I Died."  The Spirit of the risen 
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Movie Review - 
Remember Africville - 
Continued 

There is a You Tube video, "Apology to 
Africville avi," which was uploaded in August 
of 2014.  In the video, we can watch the 
apology given by Peter Kelly, the mayor of 
Halifax.  A Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation article about the apology 
contains information about money given to 
Halifax's Black community from the 
m u n i c i p a l , p r o v i n c i a l a n d f e d e r a l 
governments.(2) 

Africville is an excellent documentary about 
one of the older Black districts in North 
America.  The documentary provides a 
glimpse into Black Canada's rich history.  
Because some people who lived in Africville 
escaped from slavery in the United States, 
this documentary could be of interest to 
Americans.  There is sufficient information in 
the short documentary to serve as a starting 
point for discussion of racism in community 
groups, churches and school classrooms.  
Remember Africville can be used as a way 
of building understanding between the White 
L G B T Q c o m m u n i t i e s a n d B l a c k 
communities. 
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Christ says, "It is finished  The time for tears is over.  Dry your 
eyes My friend and take your place at the banquet table, right 
beside Me." 

Now, my comments are for all who call this church home. 

There is another story of Jesus at the tombs.  In Matthew Chapter 
5, Jesus heals the demon possessed man who came out of the 
tombs.   Society keeps many people in the closet.  Oppression 4

takes its toll on the health of minority groups.  The life expectancy 
can be lower for some minority groups and the mental health of 
members of oppressed minority groups might not be quite as good 
as it is for other groups.  Carrie Bolton observes that if the man 
who was put in the tombs did not have a demon before he was put 
in the tombs he had one after that and she continues by 
challenging us to answer the question, "What have we done to put 
demons into people?"  5

2 Kings Chapter 13 tells the story of a man was being buried.  
Some raiders appeared as the burial was taking place.   The 6

people who were burying the man threw his body in Elisha's tomb.  
According to the Biblical story, the moment the dead man touched 
Elisha's bones, he came to life and stood up.  Does being an 
Affirming church require a lot of skill?  No!  If I were speaking in an 
Evangelical church, I might say, "The Spirit moving in a dead dude 
gave life.  You are not dead, so you can do much more to bring life 
to the discouraged."  

William Barber, II is a powerful Black minister who hears God's call 
to speak on behalf of those who face discrimination.  He tells the 
story of his grandmother who would prepare to leave the house to 
"hope people."  He thought she meant to say "help people," but I 
think he would now say that his grandmother's choice of words 
was right.  She would take a little money, a cleaning rag and 
anointing oil with her.  If people were sick, she anointed them with 
oil and prayed with them.  When people needed help cleaning their 

 Mark 5:1-20.4

 William J. Barber, II.  "Racism, Politics and the Gospel:  Rev. Jim 5

Wallis and Rev. Dr. William J. Barber, II."  NC Forward Together Moral 
Movement Channel.  2016 May 7,  2017 October 11.  <https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=8nvi2U1ahU4>.

 2 Kings 13:21.6
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Movie Review - The 
Apple Tree 

Title: The Apple Tree  
Director: Matthew Ladensack 
Year: 2016 on You Tube 
Length: 30 minutes 
Available: Amazon and published on You 
Tube 

In The Apple Tree we follow the lives of 
Gabe and Jonathan as young lovers in 
the 1940s.  Gabe, who was injured in the 
Korean War is not able to live alone 
without Jonathan's care.  We see Gabe 
adjusting to life in an assisted living 
environment, where he faces homophobia 
from both the residents and care 
providers. 

Those who want an exciting, action-
packed movie may be disappointed by 
The Apple Tree.  The pace is slow and 
deliberate, as the movie shifts from 
romantic adventures of the young 
couple's life to the present. 

The Apple Tree is as powerful as it is 
relevant, because it shows the strength 
and depth of love between two men in a 
long-term relationship and because it 
shows the need for assisted living 
facilities that are affirming for LGBTQ 
senior citizens.  This video can serve an 
educational role for care providers in 
assisted l iving and nursing home 
environments.  The movie can serve as a 
conversation starter for community groups 
and churches as they consider ways to 
support an aging queer population. 

Some people might be triggered by parts 
of the short movie.  We recommend 
warning people of the potentially sensitive 
content before the video is shown. 
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home, she cleaned.  If a little money was needed, she gave a little 
money.  In that way, she "hoped people".  William Barber cites 7

Jurgen Moltmann, who I believe is a Reformed German theologian, 
as saying that hope is produced when people do acts of liberation 
and justice that "remind people that they are still human."  8

As followers of the spirit of the risen Christ, we have been in the 
business of hoping people for about 2,000 years.  Hoping people is 
something we know.  My prayer for your church is that you "hope" 
many people in a way that is meaningful for your faith community.  
And that some of the people that you hope are gay, lesbian, 
bisexual, asexual, Trans, queer and questioning 

Movie Review 

Title: White Like Me  
Year: 2016 on You Tube 
Director and Producer:  Scott Morris 
Length: 78 minutes 
Available: You Tube and Amazon 

Tim Wise is a powerful anti-racism advocate and educator.  Many of 
his speeches can be watched on You Tube.  Over the last two 
years, I have watched a number of speeches Tim Wise gave on 
racism.  He is a powerful speaker, offering insights into racism, 
based on history and public policy.  Tim Wise is both challenging 
and profound.  I can watch one of his speeches several times and 
pick up new insights each time, so when I learned that Tim Wise 
had a documentary, the documentary became a must see. 

According to Wikipedia, the documentary White Like Me was 
funded by a Kickstarter fund raising campaign.  We owe a debt of 

 William J. Barber, II. <https://www.youtube.com/watch?7

v=8nvi2U1ahU4> and William Barber, II.  "I am a conservative 
Christian" Rev. Barber speaks to church in Appalachia."  Story of 
America.  2013 September 10, 2017 October 16.  <https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=-dz0szoK7-0>.

 Barber, II. <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-dz0szoK7-0>.8
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Pop Religion - 
Apocalyptic Studies 

There are Christians who buy into a 
sensational, pop theology, where they 
see a threat to society and the return of 
Jesus behind almost every disaster and 
behind almost every political event.  In 
some cases, this form of pop theology 
blames society’s problems on gay and 
bisexual people, on feminists and 
liberals.  Whenever gay rights, crimes 
against members of the LGBTQ 
community or a same-sex marriage hits 
the newspaper, we can expect a few 
religious leaders to make sensational 
comments and to say things that can 
cause a few people in their churches to 
feel fear when they think about the 
queer people around them. 

God is not like the popular old TV game 
show “Let’s Make a Deal.”  God does 
not choose you and say, “Pick what is 
behind curtain 1, curtain 2 or curtain 3.” 

• Curtain 1:  Jesus returns this year and 
you get a new car.  

• Curtain 2:  Jesus returns in five years 
and you get a cruise. 

• Curtain 3:  The rapture already took 
place.  You were left behind and you 
get a goat. 

Healthy, time-honored spirituality is not 
based on this kind of sensationalism.  
Good theology stands the test of time.  
Knee-jerk, sensational theology can be 
emotionally and spiritually damaging.  
Sensational theology can elevate the 
fear people feel and it can cause people 
to be afraid of anyone who is different.  
Any interpretation of the Bible that 
causes people to fear God and to fear 
any of God's children is not apt to be 
balanced and should be viewed with 
concern. 
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gratitude to those people who contributed to the fundraiser so the 
documentary could be produced.  Because the documentary is on 
You Tube, people who have limited finances can still access the 
documentary. 

White Like Me is relevant as society considers racism and White 
privilege and decides how to respond to movements such as Black 
Lives Matter and as White people decide how to respond to White 
people having a comparatively privileged position in society. 
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Look in the Mirror.  You 
Are Lovely 
Psalm 84:1 (NIV) How lovely is your 
dwelling place, Lord Almighty. 

The Psalmist makes the point that where 
God lives is beautiful.  Some people of faith 
experience the presence of God when they 
are in nature, when they are surrounded by 
the beauty of creation.  The beauty of 
mountains, the beauty of the ocean, the 
beauty of a spectacular sunrise or the 
beauty of a secluded spot in a city park 
leaves them in awe. 

The sight of one place where God lives 
does not fill the hearts of many people of 
faith with breathless awe.  In fact, some 
people do not want to see this place that 
God calls home.  In Galatians 2:20, the 
apostle Paul says "Christ l iveth in 
me" (KJV). 

Every place God lives is beautiful.  And 
Christian thought holds that God lives in 
people.  We are the living temples of God.  
Your body is a beautiful and a sacred place.  
Inside your body is a complex set of 
muscles, nerves, organs and tissues that 
work together in ways that are not 
completely understood by science and 
medicine.  And the human form is so 
beautiful that it has long been the subject of 
artists.  You are handmade by God.  You 
were knit by God in your mother's womb 
(Psalms 139:13).  Not only does God not 
make junk, God does not live in junk.  How 
lovely is your dwelling place, Lord Almighty.  
Your body is the lovely dwelling place of 
God. 


