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I pray that I speak to you in the name of God, loving, liberating and life-giving. Amen. 

 

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. 


