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Can a person be a practicing homosexual and a Christian at the same time? 
Before the late 1960s, the integration of these seemingly contradictory terms was 
uncommon. By 1979, however, the concept of a homosexual Christian produced 
San Diego’s first coalition of gay religious groups, Ministries United for Gay 
Understanding. For gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender (GLBT) individuals 
making a claim on the Christian identity, this represented a significant paradigm 
shift that allowed the gay community to produce its own concept of the 
relationship between homosexuality and Christianity: fully gay, fully Christian.

This paper shows how certain members of San Diego’s GLBT community began 
to define themselves as both gay and Christian between 1970 and 1979. In the 
early years, GLBT Christianity developed in the Metropolitan Community Church 
(MCC), which appealed primarily to the homosexual community, and in Dignity, 
an organization of gay Catholics that did not have the sanction of the Roman 
Catholic Church. After 1975, Integrity, an organization of gay Episcopalians, and a 
group called Lutherans Concerned worked to be accepted as integral parts of their 
mainstream churches. By 1979, these four groups, through the Ministries United 
for Gay Understanding, asked San Diegans to accept that they could be both gay 
and Christian.

This paper emphasizes four themes. First, the institutional movement was 
founded on the premise that practicing homosexuals could be fully Christian. 
Second, the movement went from trying to create separate gay spiritual 
institutions to arguing for inclusion within mainstream denominations. MCC 
and Dignity are examples of gay faith communities willing to create gay spaces 
separate from mainstream Christianity. Integrity and Lutherans Concerned, 
meanwhile, sought to work within established denominations. Third, MCC and 
Dignity led GLBT Christians’ outreach to the San Diego community. Fourth, 
gay Christians in San Diego contributed to the national movement of GLBT 
Christianity. Given San Francisco’s reputation as a center of gay culture, few people 
realize that Southern California, especially Los Angeles and San Diego, were early 
catalysts both theologically and institutionally for GLBT Christians. 
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The homosexual rights movement developed between 1945 and the passing 
of civil rights legislation in the mid-1960s. Historians have identified events of 
the post-World War II era as crucial to the creation of a sustained movement. 
For example, Allan Berube and John D’ Emilio identified war mobilization and 
post-war politics as important factors in a group “awakening” as they allowed 
gay men and women to interact in new ways, even as they became targets of 
institutionalized discrimination by the military and government.1 Reports on 
sexual behavior published by Alfred C. Kinsey in 1948 and 1953 also stimulated a 
powerful change of consciousness within the GLBT community. Kinsey suggested 
that a higher percentage of males and females engaged in homosexual acts than 
society previously accepted. He argued that homosexuality was not a disease of 
the select few, but a sexual preference of many Americans. Many churches and 
church leaders immediately challenged the Kinsey Reports.2 Billy Graham stated, 
“It is impossible to estimate the damage it will do to the already deteriorating 
morals of America.” His view was supported by the head of the Union Theological 
Seminary who saw Kinsey’s report as “a prevailing degradation in American 
morality approximating the worst decadence of the Roman Empire.”3 Nevertheless, 
Kinsey’s reports changed “the nature of public discussion of sexuality as well 
as society’s perception of its own behavior.”4 While their validity continues to be 
challenged, the reports made sexuality a topic in public discourse.

In the wake of 1960s legislation protecting the legal rights of African Americans 
and women, many gays and lesbians took hope and began to create organizations, 
institutions, and communities for themselves.5 While the more confrontational 
gay liberation movement looked to overthrow patriarchy, advocates of the gay 
civil rights movement attempted to transform existing patriarchal institutions 
and neighborhoods. In San Diego, the emergence of the Hillcrest neighborhood as 
a gay “haven and home” typified national trends of what Michael Dillinger calls 
“gay-motivated positive gentrification,” or more simply “the investment of the gay 
community in itself.” Dillinger describes how the gay and lesbian community 
transformed Hillcrest from a run-down neighborhood of an “aged population” into 
the center of gay culture and vitality.6 Similarly, some GLBT community members 
sought to extend this transforming concept into the Christian sphere. By 1979, four 
well-established GLBT Christian groups were promoting gay Christianity to the 
San Diego public.7

The confluence of homosexuality and Christianity in San Diego began 
in April 1970 when the Metropolitan Community Church (MCC) created an 
environment for gays and lesbians to integrate their sexuality and faith. Led by 
Reverend Troy Perry and Howard Williams, this extension of the Los Angeles 
home church opened in Hillcrest and encompassed parishioners from diverse 
Christian traditions.8 Since orthodox theology had been used to condemn their 
sexuality, MCC used a new theology to affirm homosexuality as a gift from God. 
Locally, it was the first church of this kind and provided the foundation on which 
GLBT organizations could create gay, Christian spaces in San Diego. Both MCC’s 
theology and warm, accepting fellowship were important in grounding the 
concept of GLBT Christianity for the local gay community. 

MCC San Diego adopted a dual-purposed gay theology, or what Perry called 
“liberal evangelical” theology.9 First, it attempted to discredit the so-called 
“clobber passages” in the Bible used to condemn homosexuality. “Clobber 
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passages” was a term used within the gay Christian community to describe the 
verses that argue that homosexual acts are sinful. Perry pointed to the misuse of 
scripture against minority groups throughout history: “I knew the church had 
held biblical interpretations–sometimes for centuries–that it later came to see as 
misinterpretations. Sadly, this happened with the biblical justification of slavery, 
the oppression of women, and acceptance of racism. In each of these cases, the 
Church came to admit that centuries of biblical interpretation were in error.”10 
MCC recast the “clobber passages” with new meanings. The church argued that 
Sodom and Gomorrah were not destroyed because they tolerated homosexuality, 
but because they had a widespread distain for social justice. In addition, Perry 
reinterpreted the sexual prohibitions listed in the Apostle Paul’s letters when he 
said, “I do believe that the apostle Paul, according to the original Greek of Romans 
1:26-28, 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 and 1 Timothy 1:9-10, condemned temple prostitutes–
both male and female–and pederasts. But he did not condemn homosexual persons 
per se. On the other hand, he probably wasn’t even aware of the possibility of 
loving, committed same-sex relationships.”11 In short, MCC rejected the literal 
interpretations of the scriptures commonly used to attack homosexuality as sinful, 
saying that they were based on a misreading of the original languages and cultural 
ignorance of early Christianity.12 

Gay positive theology argued that homosexuality was not a detriment to the 
Christian identity but, instead, a gift from God. The MCC community contended 
that Jesus and many of the disciples chose alternate and possibly gay-affirming 
lifestyles. For example, they used Jesus’s description of eunuchs “being born” to 
argue that Christ did not expect everyone to create a heterosexual union. Perry 
also used Galatians to contend that fear of God, not “respect of persons,” defined 
the Christian life.13 This attitude asserted that, far from being a detriment to 
Christianity, GLBT Christians could be instrumental in fulfilling Jesus’ Great 
Commission. Perry stated: “God is using you to do His will. It says in the Bible, 
God’s people are peculiar and there is no one more peculiar than us.”14 Instead 
of accepting the traditional view that homosexual acts were sinful, MCC told its 
parishioners and the gay community how their current lifestyle could be used for 
the glory of God.

Gay positive theology became the foundation of an environment that pulled 
GLBT Christians into new spaces. Original members of MCC often felt that they 
had been pushed out of mainstream churches. Now, they were pulled into a 
community that celebrated the confluence of the homosexual Christian. More 
than a faith community, MCC created a space that allowed GLBT Christians to 
identify with other gays and “come out” safely.15 As Pat McAaron, an early MCC 
parishioner states, “With MCC I found comfort, friendship, in a time of great 
adjustment for me. Through my experience at MCC I knew more people within 
the gay community.”16 MCC was, above all, a place where GLBT Christians were 
pulled and pushed to safely explore a homosexual version of Christianity outside 
popular traditions. In this respect, it did not differ from other MCC sister churches 
across the nation and world.17 

Many of the gay and lesbian organizations in San Diego had their roots in 
the MCC community. Historian Frank Nobiletti suggested that San Diego “had a 
powerful ‘Gay Church’…with strong leadership that offered stability, open arms to 
the community at large, and a physical base, even in the early days.” He pointed 
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out, “The Prodigal newsletter, published biweekly by the MCC, was San Diego’s first 
regularly published gay publication. In gay communities where isolation had been 
the hallmark, the importance of this institution cannot be over estimated. It went 
far beyond church news, covering the whole emerging community and became a 
springboard for other publications.”18 MCC San Diego, the third MCC congregation 
to be organized in California, combined a Christian evangelical purpose with 
openness to become the early center of gay social, cultural, and political activities.19 

The early success of MCC San Diego led to the creation of Dignity, a gay, 
Catholic group. Patrick Nidorf formed the organization in 1969 as a venue for 
members to openly discuss sexuality and faith. Although the group quickly 
moved to Los Angeles to meet greater demand, many gay Catholics remained 
in San Diego.20 McArron, a Catholic expelled from a seminary following 
accusations, attended MCC. He stated, “When I attended MCC it had a Catholic 
feel to it. I believe that was due to the early church leadership having a Catholic 
background.”21 In 1972, McArron was informed about a Dignity advertisement in 
the National Catholic Reporter (NPR). He wrote the organization and visited with the 
president of Dignity in Los Angeles: “I informed him that I knew of no one in San 
Diego who was gay and Catholic. After assuring me that he would take care of that 
minor detail, I returned to San Diego all fired up and filled with enthusiasm.”22 
On May 30, 1972, the San Diego chapter of Dignity had its first meeting with an 
attendance of twelve, including two former nuns, and soon began to hold masses 
at Old Town’s Cardijn Center.23

Could one be a practicing homosexual and Roman Catholic at the same 
time? McArron believed that MCC had demonstrated the ability to integrate 
homosexuality and Christianity. It would be a challenge to integrate 
homosexuality and Catholicism, particularly given the fact that the Roman 
Catholic Church continued to oppose such practices as birth control. Yet this was 
the chasm Dignity sought to bridge, at least in theory.24 Its mission statement read: 
“We work for the development of sexual theology leading to the reform of its 
teachings and practices regarding human sexuality, and for the acceptance of gay, 
lesbian, bisexual and transgender peoples as full and equal members of the one 
Christ.”25 Unlike MCC, which detached itself from established traditions, Dignity 
sought to reform the Catholic Church from within. 

Members of Dignity gradually came to realize that their reform efforts would 
have little effect. Their mission statement was rejected by the Roman Catholic 
Church and, in 1975, the Vatican produced a “Declaration on Certain Questions 
Concerning Sexual Ethics.” It stated: “At the present time there are those 
who…have begun to judge indulgently, and even excuse completely, homosexual 
relations between certain people. This they do in opposition to the constant 
teaching of the Magisterium and to the moral sense of the Christian people.”26 
Nevertheless, members of Dignity felt a need to maintain a bond to the institution 
that had defined their faith for millennia. By 1979, Dignity, like its predecessor 
MCC, was not a reforming organization but a community of gay Catholics who 
affirmed the possibility of integrating their traditional faith with homosexuality. 

In the end, Dignity did not reform the institutional church but, like MCC, 
attempted to create new spiritual homes for gay Christians. Dignity San Diego 
established communities where Catholics could be openly gay and re-establish 
their “dignity.”27 McArron explained, “Initially, Dignity was organized to 
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bring gays and lesbians in communication and open discussion to help create 
a community.”28 The organization sought to relieve the loneliness often felt by 
GLBT Catholics and to “reinforce their sense of self-acceptance and dignity 
and encourage full participation in the life of the Church and society.”29 Social 
psychologists Donileen R. Loseke and James C. Cavendish suggested that Dignity was 
more a “support group” for sexually marginalized Catholics than a reformation.30 

While MCC was content to create a new environment detached from 
mainstream influences, Dignity tacitly sought and needed a relationship with 
its mother church. Catholic parishioners relied upon the Church to receive the 
Eucharist, last rites and other blessings. Off-duty priests, known as chaplains, 
visited Dignity meetings and served the Eucharist regularly through the year and 
less frequently during the summer. McAaron explained: “Why am I doing this? 
If we, the GLBT community, walk away from the R[oman] C[atholic] C[hurch] 
we feel we would lose credibility. We want to remain with the identity of a RCC 
organization.”31 According to some, it was more complicated to be a gay Catholic 
than to be a GLBT Christian. MCC leader David Farell attempted to describe 
Dignity members’ relationship to the Catholic Church: “You know, I really love my 
mother. She doesn’t know me real well. And I know she’d be freaked out by some 
aspects of my life. But I could never simply reject her . . . It’s like my relationship 
with the church. I have to live with her and she has to live with me.”32

In the 1970s, Integrity and Lutherans Concerned began working for the 
normalization of homosexuality within mainstream denominations. Integrity, an 
affiliate of the Episcopal Church of the United States of America, was founded 
in 1975 by Louie Crew in San Francisco. Lutherans Concerned, an organization 
within the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America (ELCA) was formed in 1978.33 
These groups differed from MCC and Dignity because they sought to include 
homosexual Christians within their churches without any distinction. They 
sought nothing less than the removal of the qualifier homosexual from the term 
homosexual Christian. Locally, the chapters remained very small.34 

Integrity and Lutherans Concerned expanded the agenda of the GLBT Christian 
movement. It was no longer enough to create independent gay spaces; GLBT 
Christians now wanted to reform existing mainstream denominations. One 
unnamed Lutherans Concerned member stated that their goal was to remove 
the taboo status of homosexual from GLBT Christianity:  “…We are trying to 
change the attitude toward the homosexual as someone utterly different from the 
heterosexual.”35 By the late 1970s, the reform language focused on the possibility 
of gay, or rather openly gay, leadership in mainstream denominations. Notable 
discussions followed the ordination of an openly lesbian priest, Ellen Barrett, in 
New York in 1977. During the visit of Integrity’s President John Lawrence to San 
Diego in 1979, Episcopalians began to talk about the possibility of openly gay 
priests. Although Lutherans Concerned and Integrity forced their denominations 
to clarify their policies toward these issues, immediate reform did not occur and 
has not occurred to the present. 

In 1979, MCC, Dignity, Integrity, and Lutherans Concerned worked together to 
create the Ministries United for Gay Understanding. In addition to ministering to 
their own members on issues such as harassment of gays, the coalition worked to 
promote public understanding of GLBT Christianity through meetings – including 
a local GLBT ecumenical council in 1979 – and radio and television shows. While 
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the addition of Integrity and Lutherans Concerned brought GLBT concepts 
of Christianity to mainstream denominations, it was the groups who created 
uniquely gay spaces, MCC and Dignity, who led the coalition’s outreach to the 
public.36 The nominal reception was cold. MCC’s efforts to broadcast on Christian 
television and radio met with cancellations, forcing them into legal battles over 
breach of contract. Two developments at this time began to distract attention from 
the “gay Christian” cause. Increasingly the issues of homosexual rights were being 
folded into the larger civil rights movement. Meanwhile, the conservative backlash 
against homosexual rights led by popular singer Anita Bryant and the Religious 
Right reached its zenith.37

By 1979, the confluence of homosexuality and the Christian faith in San Diego 
was firmly rooted. Beginning as a conceptual issue in the late 1960s, the idea of gay 
Christianity moved from creating gay spaces at MCC and Dignity to arguing for 
normalization in established churches by Integrity and Lutherans Concerned. The 
early movement then culminated in a united front to promote gay understanding 
among members of the public.38 How much did this movement accomplish? 
Not only did both MCC and Integrity open new local chapters in 1979 and 1980 
respectively but, even more important, these GLBT Christian institutions survived 
a conservative backlash during the 1980s and the loss of many members to AIDS.

The formative years of the GLBT Christian movements discussed in this 
paper are important and raise other significant issues. All four of the groups 
studied, or their related successors, are still active in 2007, and they have variously 
struggled and succeeded. There have been problems of leadership, difficulties 
finding places of worship, political opposition, and theological controversy.  Some 
churches’ opposition is as firm as ever; others continue to work on policies of 
inclusion.  Much remains to be studied. There are other gay Christian and Jewish 
organizations, gays who remained within their churches, and varying policies of 
churches regarding gay membership and leadership. It is clear from this research 
that the interactions of gays with their churches, and of the churches with their gay 
members, have and will continue to play pivotal roles in a movement important in 
San Diego, the nation, and the world.
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