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Sam Wells – Introduction  

 

With regard to LGBTI identity, our country, culture and church are on a slow journey from 
vilification and ostracism through tolerance and acceptance to celebration and blessing. 

 

This is a journey that’s far from complete, but one that has had some key milestones. 1967 is one of 
those milestones. And so we’ve gathered to lament all that has been lost to God’s kingdom in the 
suppression, persecution and oppression of LGBTI people, to honour those whose courage and 
vision began the process of legislative and social change, to recognise that the church has frequently 
been and in many senses still is a brake on that change and an attempt to put it into reverse rather 
than a driver or accelerator, and to offer a witness of hope for a future for country, culture and 
church that more nearly resembles God’s abundant vibrant and glorious kingdom. 

 

Thank you for coming. We’re glad you’re here. I’m glad you’re here. Please stay for refreshments 
downstairs afterwards. And please know that, just by being here you have witnessed to the triumph 
of God’s grace and truth. 

 

We all have different stories with God and understandings of what truth and holiness look like. I 
want us today to hold on to these central convictions: that God’s imagination is diverse, beautiful 
and joyous; that bodily desire and love is precious, sanctifying and noble; and that in God the future 
is always bigger than the past. 

 

Malcolm Johnson – How it Was 

 

The 1950s and 1960s were an incredibly cruel time for homosexuals; men were known as queers, 
pansies, bum boys or cissies and women were lezzies or diesel dykes. The only well-known gay 
couple were Benjamin Britten and Peter Pears but even they faced the intense homophobia of the 
time. When Britten was offered the musical directorship of Covent Garden William Walton, mired 
in jealousy, commented ‘There are enough buggers in the place already; it’s time it is stopped’. 

 

In May 1951 Burgess and Maclean had disappeared from Cambridge to resurface in Moscow four 
years later, and their defection made people conflate homosexuality with treason. The puritanical 
Home Secretary, Sir David Maxwell Fyffe, initiated a witch-hunt against gay men, recruiting pretty 
police to entrap them. John Gielgud, recently knighted, was arrested in a public lavatory inn 1953 as 
Alec Guinness had been seven years earlier. John Cranko, the choreographer, and William Field a 
Labour MP were also among those arrested. Alan Turing was convicted in 1952 and arrests 
increased with address books being studied to find other offenders. In 1952 alone 5,425 men were 
prosecuted. Someone commented that ‘it is easier, safer and less troublesome to catch a 
homosexual than a burglar’. The case against Lord Montagu and others was given huge publicity. 

 

Writing from jail the writer Rupert Croft Cooke reported that the convicted blackmailers he met in 
prison said that homosexuals provided ‘a rich and ready harvest’. The Sunday Pictorial published a 
helpful article ‘How to spot a Homo’ – tweed jacket, suede shoes and an excessive use of the pocket 
handkerchief’. Ironically it was Maxwell Fyffe who appointed a committee led by Sir John 
Wolfenden to examine the laws under which men were charged, and their 1957 Report led to the 
1967 Act. 



The Homosexual Law Reform Society was founded on 12 May 1958 and the related charity the 
Albany Trust was set up to provide counselling as well as campaigning. On 12 May 1960 over 1000 
people attended the first HLRS public meeting in Caxton Hall in central London and Antony Grey 
became secretary and Doreen Cordell counsellor. 

 

At this time I was twenty and I was terrified of my homosexuality. My confessor told me to wash my 
hands when I had naughty thoughts so I had the cleanest hands in Christendom. Like others I 
thought that marriage would cure me. I was wrong. I had three years psychotherapy but fortunately 
resisted LSD treatment which I was told ripped the unconscious open with a tin-opener. I helped 
with the Albany Trust and there met some people who we will remember in a moment. They 
enabled me to relax and accept my homosexuality, so I met my partner, and we have now been 
together 48 years.  

 

In RAB Butler’s phrase, ‘As the 1960s unfolded the Victorian corsetry restraining British society 
loosened’. However, after 1967 much still remained to be done. 

 

Mark Oakley – Sermon  

 

I was at a conference not too long ago at which the speaker began by saying:  ‘As I don’t know many 
of you here I asked for a list of you all, broken down by age and sex. But’, he said, ‘as I look at you 
now I can see that most of you have indeed been broken down by age and sex’. I didn’t dare to use 
this line on you this morning but as I do look out at you now I see people in this church who have a 
much greater right to stand where I am and speak to you, some people whom I have looked up to 
over the years as being brave for love, people who are still being the sort of people I want to be when 
I grow up - challenging abuses and discriminations against human dignity and identity and, at the 
same time, often suffering those same abuses themselves, healing through their scars. And if you 
remember nothing else of anything I say today, please remember this: that everyone in this world 
who believes that human energy is wasted and poisoned every time it tries to discourage or stop 
human loving, everyone in this world who believes that we all get a little closer to being human 
when we can love, freely and without fear, these people thank you for everything you have given for 
helping to make this world a place that can begin to feel more like home, a world that wants us. 
Many who were on the same journey are no longer with us and we honour them here today. But 
now too in our own time I see you too, all here, ambassadors for human love, and in many 
dangerous, unforgiving places. Thank you and thanks be to God. 

 

Fifty years ago, then, just down the road in Parliament a vote was being taken about sexual 
intimacy. As preparation I read all the Hansard accounts of the debates that followed the 
Wolfenden Report and lead to the 1967 Bill. It is not a pretty read. Much of the language is full of 
hate, ignorance and ominous warnings about slippery slopes and the end of the world. It’s all being 
repeated, of course, in many parts of our world still. When I hear today of those who were convicted 
in the past being able to seek a pardon I think it should be the State that seeks a pardon for the 
abuse and injury it perpetrated. We know that what eventually resulted in 1967 was a partial 
decriminalisation, shadowed by an age limit that reflected a fear of predatory men and an obvious 
attempt to make gay men invisible, out of sight in a locked private room. Lesbians and bisexuals, of 
course, were already invisible in that they weren’t even talked about. As I read the scripts I was 
struck by how a largely white, male and heterosexual group had such confidence in talking about 
something they quite clearly did not know much about, maintaining a social order that suited them 
well. I saw how people who had probably in their lives only ever been challenged about their views 
on something and never been rejected by anyone just because of who they are, people who probably 
knew about guilt (saying or doing something wrong) but knew virtually nothing about shame (being 
something wrong), and how these probably well-meaning people, as they sat on green or red 
benches all held in a balance the lives, the convictions, the suicides, the depressions and the 
potential freedom, happiness, integration and authenticities of those they debated - all in their 
hands. Church debates in our own day can be very similar. We are here to say, literally, thank God 
that they made the first and important step in the right direction. Others had to follow to ensure 
more changes came in the cause of justice and equality, not least for trans men and women. That 
work continues.  



I remember the first time I ever went on a protest march. As a recently arrived student I joined 
others outside this church and we made our way to Downing Street to protest about Section 28. I 
remember a man wearing a badge saying ‘Why assume I’m straight?’ A loving friend gently took 
him aside and assured him that nobody had. But it’s salutary to recall that you only have to be 14 or 
younger not to have lived in this country with laws which outlawed the promotion of homosexuality 
and ‘pretended family relationships’ and that still had the gross indecency law, the same law that 
ensured Oscar Wilde stared at the prison door you can movingly see at the moment in Tate Britain’s 
Queer British Art exhibition. 

 

In those post-Wolfenden debates the Church of England’s voice was of course present. In 1957 
Archbishop Fisher reminded his listeners that ‘there is a sacred realm of privacy…into which the 
law, generally speaking, must not intrude. This is a principle of the utmost importance for the 
preservation of human freedom, self-respect and responsibility’. His successor, Michael Ramsey, 
took up the theme highlighting that it is ‘totalitarian states which define their own sense of sin and 
then make it a crime’ and that if you do consider homosexual intimacy to be sinful this did not, and 
should not, mean it be made criminal. Other church leaders agreed. Some of them, along with a few 
bishops, joined the Homosexual Law Reform Society and got, I’m sure, many green ink letters for it. 
It’s good to be reminded that sometimes the Church can actually be a little ahead of public opinion, 
something it might be easy to forget. 

 

The reading we just heard takes us back to the first words of the oldest Gospel we have. A man 
called John has been attracting attention by reminding people that we have been given a gift called 
our being and we are asked to give a gift back in return called our becoming, who we become, and 
we therefore might need a bit of wash, some amendments, to start again and renew the purpose of 
our lives. So he preached by a river, the Jordan. People had come out to take a look and listen. Lots 
of gossip and intrigue on the shore of the river I have no doubt. Then his cousin turns up, Joshua or 
Jesus, and asks to be freshened, ‘baptised’, in the water. He gets pushed under the surface. You can 
only hear you under there, your own heart beating, and all the noise from the shore, the opinions, 
the dogmas, the criticisms and empty chatter all get drowned out. It’s just him for a second or two 
and then, pulled out, he takes a deep breath of fresh air, a start to a newer life. We are told that he 
then hears a voice. Not from the shore but from heaven. This is the one voice that matters and it is 
tells him ‘you are mine, I love you, you make me happy’. Jesus then goes into a wilderness where all 
the empty voices come back at him, tempting and torturing his mind, trying to simmer him down 
out of the dignity he discovered by the water. In that desert he is learning to live up to the voice that 
matters, and not live down to the ones that don’t, those that want to suffocate him. In Matthew’s 
account, this included the Devil endlessly quoting the Bible at him. Wild beasts and angels: you’ve 
met them both. 

 

This story is in the deepest heartland of Christian faith. For Christians, because of this story, water 
is thicker than blood. Baptism is where we hear the truth of who we are. Because of this story all the 
scriptures are read to hear that love between the lines and any interpretation of the Bible where you 
cannot hear that voice of love is not to be trusted. When people use a text without some context it’s 
usually a pretext for something else. The Bible is a record of people struggling, with mixed results, 
to believe that God loves people that I find it hard to. The truth of the waterside is the voice from 
God to each and every one: ‘I’ve made you, look, you’re beautiful, you make me happy, now, don’t 
forget this even when they act like animals against you, even when you act like an animal because 
you’re frightened’. When the Church believes this it works hard to ensure that in the ark every weird 
and wonderful creature has to budge up a bit to make a bit more space in the hay for another one. 
Christian spirituality is the business of speaking up for others. And in a world like ours at the 
moment when if you’re not at the table you’re probably on the menu, that’s an important calling, 
and a tragic failure if we don’t live up to it. And when a country believes similar things, that each of 
its citizens is wanted and full of potential for a shared life, that we need to listen to each other in 
order to have the imagination to understand how it is to be someone else, when their reality is 
allowed to become part of my reality, then, yes, a nation becomes, a world becomes, not a 
wilderness but a place to live and breathe together.  

 

Christians have many different views on issues that affect LGBT+ men and women. That’s no secret. 
We read the next alarming or mildly encouraging instalment every day. But we are here today to 



remember specifically the costs of criminalisation and that, as people of faith or as allies of different 
faiths or none, we have a lot of work to do for brothers and sisters suffering those costs, invasions of 
their dignity, as we sit here now. Many of them are in Commonwealth nations, some of them in fear 
not just of prison, humiliation, loss of family, job, self-respect but their very life itself. In 2016 the 
Primates of the global Anglican Communion reaffirmed their rejection of criminal sanctions against 
gay people. Senior Roman Catholic leaders have condemned the notion that gay people are 
criminals. The Methodist church and many others are clear too. So there needs to be a much louder 
ecumenical pressure placed on the leaders and governments of the over 70 countries, both from the 
Church here and in those nations where it’s voice is often very influential, to uphold the dignity, 
freedom and beauty of God’s gay men and women, made by God and loved. The Church needs to 
take responsibility to help change a state of affairs that it helped bring about. Apologies are not 
enough if they don’t take the form of change. Sympathy is always easier than justice - and I’m a bit 
fed up with it. We will hear in a moment what yet still needs to be done but I hope that one thing to 
come out of this service will be to translate its faith into an action, campaigning loudly and clearly, 
encouraging those struggling for change in unsafe circumstances and, also, demanding that our 
government renew its commitment to LGBT+ asylum seekers. Whilst LGBT+ people in our world 
are still criminalised none of us is truly free. The wild beasts are still at work. They need angels to 
minster to them. That’s you.  

 

So, a day of sorrow, a day of gratitude and a day of resilience, anger and hope. A day to celebrate the 
love heard at the Jordan, that trying to stop God loving his people is like trying to stop a waterfall 
being wet. It’s a day to see that the enemies are, as always, silence, secrecy, hypocrisy, shame and 
fear; and that it’s never as simple as just ‘speaking truth to power’ because power often already 
knows the truth but can’t admit it. We are here to be saved, saved from that patience that makes us 
patient with anything less than freedom and justice for all God’s people.  

When Jesus returned from the desert, committed now to the only voice that mattered, he gave his 
first sermon: ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to 
the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the imprisoned…to set at liberty those who are 
oppressed…’ 

 

If this is our dream, let’s rest and pause here and think of those who have gone before, but then 
hold our heads up as we make for the door, hearing the same voice from heaven, and ready again, in 
Christ’s name, to make the dream come true. 

 

Sally Hitchiner – God’s Dream  

 

What is God’s dream for us and for God’s church? Standing on the defiant and bruised shoulders of 
those LGBT people who went before them, what will tomorrow’s LGBT community find in the 
church? 

 

I lead Diverse Church - online support communities of around 700 LGBT Christians across the UK 
and Ireland, around half are 18-30year olds. It’s hard to predict the future of the church but what I 
can say is that the youngest members of our community are hopeful… more than hopeful. They are 
expectant. 

 

Because of YOU and others who have worked for a more enlightened world, the average gay or 
bisexual 18 year old Christian in the UK, expects that their lives won’t be markedly different to their 
straight peers.  

 

While there are still battles to fight, many 18 year olds don’t give a second thought to holding their 
partner’s hand as they walk into church, they and their friends would be outraged if they received 
an unwelcoming look.  

 

One of the great injustices of succeeding at social change is that future generations take for granted 
how you have fought tooth and nail to win it for them.  

 



On the one hand I want to shake them and force them all to hear about every blow in a backstreet, 
every disgusted glance, every slammed church door. 

 

But on the other hand I’m glad that they live lives where they can’t imagine being treated differently 
for their sexuality.  

 

But I am here on their behalf because I would like to say Thank you. Thank you for picketing and 
marching, thank you for writing letters and risking your jobs. Thank you for stubbornly holding to 
what you knew to be true or just for being you at a time when that, in itself, was an achievement. 

You’ve accomplished so much. And your gift not just to the LGBT community but to the whole 
world and not least the whole church.  

 

Your gift is helping us to be what we should be in society.  

 

Because of your foundations we are starting to see Out and Proud gay and bisexual people serving 
as bishops and sitting on management boards within the local and national church structures…  

And decisions that are made by diverse leadership teams who are comfortable in their own skin 
have a better hope of engaging with the diverse needs of society.  

 

And the notion of Queerness that they bring goes beyond the letters LGBTQI and offers a great 
open space for the christian life to breathe, like Lazarus freed from his bonds, incidentally today is 
the feast day of Lazarus. These bonds of homophobia and judgement are being pulled off as we 
speak and the church is finding freedom, not only to love itself as God does, but also to truly love 
society in a way that it’s phobia has prevented it doing so far. “Judgement blinds” as Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer says “but love is illuminating.” 

 

Secondly you have given us the possibility for greater understanding of the christian scriptures.  

When women were accepted into the community of priests, bishops and theologians, parts of the 
Bible open up to us that were overlooked or ignored before. Stories of childbirth and “barrenness”, 
allegories of Yahweh breast-feeding her children. Language that was too foreign for the old boys 
clubs was woken up and offered back to the church.  

 

And I can see a day where we have such a strong community of open and confident LGBT scholars 
that they discover parts of the scriptures that we have missed. And God knows what we have missed 
in our sacred texts by excluding a whole section of church from the discussion.  

 

And finally you have helped us to see a greater glimpse of the Glory of God. So often those in power 
in the church have created God in their own image. We have presenting God as a white, straight 
man standing alone on a cloud, we have “Straight-Jacketted” God if you like - but the reality is that 
God is a diverse, triune community of queerness: including and beyond all genders, including and 
beyond all sexualities.  

 

And the image of God is broken into tiny pieces and one given to each person who has lived, to each 
of us. And as LGBT people, these exiled saints, bring their imprint of God into the community of 
faith and place them on the holy alter, we are all richer, we are all given bread. 

So thank you. 

 

Jonathan Cooper – How Can We Bring LGBT Persecution to an End? 

 

You might want to reach out and hold the hand of the person sitting next to you. Lean your head on 
their shoulder. Might you reach up and stroke their cheek? Caress their neck? Tussle their hair? You 
want them. You reach over and kiss them, gently at first and then with passion. That sweet moment 
of giving yourself to another who wants you back. 

 



If you are a man and you shared this intimacy with another man, you committed the crime of gross 
indecency until that offence was finally done away with in 2003. It was only then that the UK 
adopted gender neutral, victim centred sexual offences laws.  

 

After 1967 defences were created. You didn’t commit the offence if there were only two of you, both 
of you were over 21 and you were in private. Many found these conditions impossible to comply 
with, particularly the requirement for privacy. Where were you going to find that private space? 
Men lived at home with their mum or wife. Lodgings weren’t private. Intimacy could only be found 
in quasi-public places. For most, the only way to have that tender moment with another was by 
cruising or cottaging. And therefore crimes would be committed.  

 

By creating the offence of gross indecency in 1885, gay identity was criminalised. The buggery laws 
were already on the statute book but buggery is hard to prove if those involved are consenting. And 
then there was a whole raft of other sexual offences that targeted gay men: soliciting and 
importuning amongst others. What terrible and frightening sounding crimes you committed if you 
were a gay or bisexual man. 

 

To use the criminal law to target and control members of a group is persecutory. Gay men and by 
association lesbians, bisexuals and trans people were all persecuted. The state persecuted and so 
did everyone else. Violence, including bullying, against LGBT people of all ages was taken for 
granted and was meted out with impunity. Suicides were common place. Alcohol and drug 
addiction, normal. The arrests of gay men were just the tip of the iceberg. What institution of the 
state was not complicit in the demonisation of LGBT people? 

 

When did the persecution end? 1967? Arrests had doubled by the 1980s and then the infamous 
s.28, prohibiting the promotion of homosexuality became law, adding to the state sanctioned 
misery. 

 

1994 with the lowering of the age of consent to 18? The following year the Court of Appeal upheld 
the lawfulness of dismissing gay men and lesbians from the armed forces.  

 

1998 with the Human Rights Act? Possibly because then - and only then - did LGBT people have a 
meaningful legal mechanism to challenge the harm they were subjected to. 

 

When a state persecutes it has to provide redress. It was state policy for citizens to turn against 
citizens, mothers to reject their sons. UK state policy destroyed lives. Is removing persecutory laws 
enough to end the torment caused? Can laws providing protection and even guaranteeing equal 
marriage soothe away the pain? 

 

The Pardon scheme is a start, but for many it borders on an insult. It is not redress. And countless 
men with convictions for consenting sex are not eligible for a pardon. 

 

To address the harm done, the Government has to set up an independent body to assess the damage 
the UK state caused to LGBT people. That body needs to look forward as well as backwards. It needs 
to propose mechanisms for redress. It also needs to enable people to bear witness and not just all of 
us who were harmed by the state, but also those that did the harming should be given the 
opportunity to find reconciliation: the coppers who entrapped, the teacher who humiliated the 
lesbian child, those that shunned men dying with AIDS, the employer who fired someone for being 
gay or lesbian and the co-worker who stood by silent. Who didn’t turn their vitriol against poofs and 
lezzers? We also turned on one another. The state needs to apologise formally and meaningfully for 
what they did and encouraged us all do to one another. 

 

The Church of England led the calls for decriminalisation in the 1950s and ‘60s. Archbishop 
Ramsey put the moral authority of the Church behind the 1967 Act. We need the same leadership 
now from Lambeth Palace to enable the LGBT community to put our persecution behind us. 


