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The Plains, Virginia 

I tried following this advice. But when my friend Jim Bodeen 
you

out experience. 

Jim caught me trying to be an equal rights advocate without 
truly probing the connections to my own life. Once he asked about 
my place in the story, I knew I needed to search for this answer. 
Thanks for the push. 

A long string of people and events helped me grow toward 
valuing equal rights. Pedaling through all fifty states and publish-
ing  in 2004 gave me confidence for the 

ht Into Gay America. Five weeks 
of riding introduced me to hundreds of new people. The major 
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characters appear in these pages. 
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FOREWORD

THE BOOK you hold in your hand right now is nothing short of a 
sacred journey. 

When Lars Clausen walked into my Washington DC office, 
dressed in road-worn yellow riding gear and pushing a three-foot 
wheel, I got a quick lesson in looking beyond first impressions.  
Instead of the circus act I might have expected, I was treated to the 
final day of his 1,000-mile tour and many of the stories that you'll 
read here in Straight Into Gay America. I shared in the questions of 
a straight man who longs for queer justice: Why does society 
judge so much against Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender 
(LGBT) people, and why do we listen so little to the everyday 
LGBT stories of love, care, and commitment? 

 As the National Executive Director of PFLAG (Parents, Fami-
lies and Friends of Lesbians and Gays) I represent people who 
long for justice and equality for their LGBT loved ones. As a 
brother with three gay siblings, I know what many families ex-
perience in their own coming out journey. As a gay man, I know 
what being different feels like and how it feels to be ostracized 
simply for being who you are, particularly by religious institu-
tions and the leaders they anoint.   

Lars Clausen's life is different from mine. He is an ordained 
pastor. He is married with two children. He has no known LGBT 
family members. And yet, he found himself on the road for five 
weeks, exposed and vulnerable to every passing car and person. 
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He carried a single question to as many people as he could, 

sty and includes intimate details 

Straight into Gay America

Let Your Life Speak, 
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Straight Into Gay America is a light for the journey ahead and a 
bridge across the divide between straight and gay. If you are 
LGBT, I hope this book motivates you to come out, to be all that 
you are, and to live in celebration of your unique and genuine self.  
If you are straight, I hope this book inspires you to join the fight 
for full equality for everyone in this country.  

Jody Michael Huckaby 
Executive Director of PFLAG 
www.pflag.org



INTRODUCTION

DURING 5 weeks and 1,000 miles of unicycling for lesbian, gay, 
bisexual and transgender (LGBT) equal rights: 

No one cited Biblical injunctions against me unicycling on the 
road.

No one studied the constitution to see what to do with my one 
wheel preference.

No one forced me to ride in a closet.  

ence between bicycling and unicycling, as a gift to be thankful for 
among all the standard wheel arrangements?   

I rode my unicycle to collect 

of gay people is all wrong. I rode as a pastor to argue a point. 
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With the ride done, I race toward another deadline. Rhetoric 
will soon ramp up for the 2006 midterm elections. Political and 
religious conversations about homosexuality promise to turn red 
hot again and polarize our country.
political capital. I have watched this happen before and this time I 
am ready. 

This time I have stories, because on this tour I asked the fol-
lowing questions: 

Now I speed through composing my rough draft, writing 
faster than I unicycled my 1,000 miles Straight Into Gay America. I 
want to do what I can as a progressive pastor on a one-wheeled 
cycle to make the case for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender 
equal rights. 

Printing out the first draft of my manuscript, I ask my poet-

his life, so much that he has a Poetry Pole in his front-yard garden, 
complete with thumbtacks for posting writing. Anyone can tack 

lished Weathered Pages, hundreds of poems selected from the ten-
year history of the pole.

I take my freshly printed pages and start the three-hour drive 

anticipating this meeting, I think back to other elders who have 

have shaped me. 
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ing for more. Whether from the center of society or from the 
edge, he weaves stories into fabric strong enough to test the 

turning pages, saying little as he reads. After awhile he stops 
and raises his head to speak.

sh is playing in theaters. 

and you was lying out in that gutter  
dying, and you had time to sing one song, 
one song people would remember 

that would let God know  
what you felt about your time  
here on earth, one song that would sum 

something different, something real,  

mind the two hours of death an
watching Cash lie drunk in the dirt as often as he sang on the 

real enough, and it does

ship anymore.  
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The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America I belong to just 
finished spending five years and more than a million dollars 
studying whether to sanction the blessing of same-sex unions 
and whether to allow the ordination of partnered gay and les-
bian pastors. They voted both proposals down.  

When Cash decided to play the Folsom Prison concert, he 
asked his managers to arrange th

I was raised in the Lutheran C
ngregations in Alaska and Michi-

clusionary rules contradict the gospel of Jesus and make  
sure me, but we feel the ten-

sion on Sunday mornings as she walks out the door with  
our kids in tow.  

got nothing left to lose; they understand his suffering and 
hope. I felt the same way about my thousand miles of riding 
out beyond the status quo. Ji

A year ago our family lived in a small Lutheran retreat cen-
ter where gay rights were the dominant issue of the winter 
community. The new directors of the village were appointed at 
the same time a new pastor was being selected. Of the three 
candidates, the village was overwhelming in its preference for 
one of these three, a man who happened to be gay. The direc-
tors chose differently from this pastor who so impressed the 
village. I wrote the new directors a letter of concern. 

reply, and it went downhill from there, closing with a quote 

And then there was my last call as a pastor, serving the 
campus of Michigan State University. The national board re-
viewed me in the spring of 2000, after my four years of minis-

to be more than a good reporter
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or those reviews saying I have to go. He cares about my life, 
not my good name.  

and right now this title scares 

still feel threatened when someone starts digging into my life. 

has gotten through to me.  

This conversation will have nothing to do with grammar. 

he bores for truth when he reads. I give him my story. I tell 
him what I saw at the movie. 

about all the injustices you came across  

and the changes you want,  

but change is dangerous.  

urrection story about trying on her own to do the sex change 
 become female, how he tried 

 in the emergency room after 
doctors screaming at the woman 

vailed at changing her sex. 
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Poetry Man sits for a long time.  
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All reporting comes through the story of your own life.  



SRAIGHT INTO GAY AMERICA

Part I 
NORTH



CHAPTER ONE

Into the Margin 

A GAY UNICYCLIST might understand  
more quickly than me how the danger 
of Virginia roads resembles gay America, 
how lack of safe space threatens life.  

Three weeks into this journey I begin unicycling in Maryland, 
in safety. Pedaling on One Wheel, alongside the 5:30 a.m. com-
mute near Frederick, I barely notice the traffic speeding past at 70 
miles-per-hour. Some good transportation planner built this 
Maryland highway with its grassy median and with shoulders big 
enough to park truck convoys. On this stretch my mind wanders 
freely, anticipating the final two weeks of unicycling Straight Into 
Gay America. 

Everything changes as I cross the Potomac River to Virginia. 
All the four-lane traffic converges upon an old bridge with no 
shoulder. Compression brakes of a big-rig roar behind me, the 
driver jamming down to my one-wheel speed. The trucker has no 
choice. Against opposing traffic she has no room to pass. I glance 
for the briefest second at the Potomac that I pedal above.  
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Otherwise, cycling at top speed to cross the bridge, I eye the 
grille of the giant Freightliner filling my rear-view mirror. 

Winding the first few curves into Virginia, the dozen inches of 
shoulder turn into four inches and then two. Every single car must 
consciously consent to pass me, calculate survival space before 
swinging around. Trucks pound their brakes and time their passes 
with opposing traffic. Long trailers press into me as I balance on 
One Wheel.  

One cell phone distraction, one ill-timed look
in the mirror to finish morning make-up,

Heartbeat rocketing,

I make ten minutes in Virginia  
then dive off the road and give up  
unicycling, too little space even to hitchhike  
out of this danger, 711 miles of unicycling Straight  

Into Gay America. I become nothing, tensed to bursting,  
quivering in the weeds and stickers at the side of the road. 
All my privileges of white skin, male features, economic 
power, do nothing for me here. The center of the road 

which I typically command, has become a killing field. 
Panic. Frustration. Anger. I turn to walk back, pushing 
One Wheel through gravel and grass,  
to a solitary EZ-Gas station half-a-mile back. 

Not until I buy coffee from the EZ-Gas  
and return outdoors, pacing on the asphalt  
parking lot, heart still pumping madly,
tension dominating my body,  
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watching traffic pouring by,  
do I begin to see connections, 
to see how being gay in America  
is like the lack of safe space 

on the shoulder of this road, 
how gay people must make decisions 
with every person they meet, 
calculating whether to trust 

that others will honor their life 
as transgender, lesbian, bisexual, or gay. 

Every legal right of cyclists matters  
not a bit when riders have no space 
to put their cycles, their bicycles, their unicycles, 

For the first three weeks of my tour, the margin of the road has 
provided me with safety.  This morning my ride reaches the line 
between life and death.  Equal rights have become survival rights. 
I want to make it through these next two weeks of riding.  I want 
to return safely to my family.  The parting at the start of this ride 
had been so painful. 

Son Kai grumps his way along the gravel road, this ten-mile 

 that will shuttle me downlake 
away from our remote community to the land of automobiles, air-
planes, cell phones and a unicycle tour. At the boat Kai follows 
suit with KariAnna, tears rolling as I pack my gear onto the ferry, 
beginning my five-week journey, Straight Into Gay America. 
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Holden, Washington.  Holden Village departure. 

Anne hugs the kids into herself, their mother hen. I watch 
from the ferry railing, impotent, voice gone, crying at what I am 
doing to her. Again. Foxes have holes, birds of the air have nests. I 
am flying the coop once more. How much I take for granted, my 
own blue pillow, the eight kisses for Kai each night, to mark his 
years, and the eleven for KariAnna. Of falling asleep with Anne 
after the pattern of another day, two bodies as one, two souls rest-
ing into each other. 
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Holden, Washington. Kai, KariAnna, and Anne. 

One Wheel 
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Alaska and I was back in Berkeley, finishing seminary. In those 
, we miscarried our first baby, 

bicycling through Europe, from Stockholm, Sweden, to the Rock 
of Gibraltar, and how when we tell the story to friends Anne 
tells of the night in Spain, four months into the trip, when I said 

ng. In three years  we could get 

for myself. I was crying for Lars, for what I was doing to his 

I tell this to Poetry Man. 

Poetry Man puts his glasses back on and returns to  
the manuscript. 

On the plane tonight, heading toward Vermont to begin the 
tour, I will sleep upright, six miles above earth's surface, putting 
thousands of miles between KariAnna's wet tears and my own, 

r hearts will ache with pain, 

At the Sea-Tac airport, Jennifer Ting meets me for just the sec-

nouncement about my tour in The Advocate
LGBT magazine), Jennifer had called up her videographer, Tan 

Jen went ahead and wrote me an eight-page proposal describ-

agement with the 2004 elections: Eleven states passed anti-gay 
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Not Straight-
forward
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Looking down at our parallel legs
I see Straight Into Gay America in clear  
perspective. Individual seats are a deception.  
Isolation is an illusion. 

 Sun shines on the New Jersey tarmac through cloudless 6:00 
a.m. sky. The TV monitor announces a coming high of 95 degrees. 
I change planes here to get to Burlington, Vermont. 

Not only am I leaving Anne and the kids for five weeks,  I also 

I have an eight-pound backpack that holds all my gear. Other than 
this first night I have planned in Burlington, I hope to journey day 
by day, staying each night at the invitation of someone along the 
way, creating my route according to the stories I follow, propelled 
by hospitality from one place to the next. The night on the plane 
felt long and lonely, separating from my family, transitioning into 
this wandering existence.

is a rich green of hardwood forest. Inside the airport, I notice an 
immediate difference from New Jersey; almost everyone here has 
white skin. Then I see one Asian woman, then an Asian couple. 
After a while an African-American woman walks past the bag-

ch racial mixture. The things I 
seek on this trip are less apparent than the color of skin. 

  Baggage arrives. At a seat near the baggage carousel I un-
pack two boxes of unicycle parts, arranging pieces like an altar 
around me for the beginning of my tour. Seat post, wheel, water 

stop to write. I stop right now so I will remember to stop all dur-
ing this journey. Jen asked me if I prayed the night before my ride. 
This is prayer. This is a great thanksgiving, and now lifting the 
elements, assembling the parts, I pray for five weeks of holy 
communing. I pray for safety; I want to show doubters that travel-
ers can still find grace on the shoulder of the road. 

first story. Born, raised, retired in Vermont, they tell of a Governor 
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th.
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Church Street, four young people, sitting on their possessions, tell 
me my unicycle is the coolest th
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th grade I told a boy in 
school I liked him. He told the others, and school turned into tor-

and an embarrassment to my mom. I remember when I told her 
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Poetry Man continues with the letter poem I composed as 
my response.  He reads slowly, driving the words more deeply 
into me. 

I came to the poetry workshop last night  
with nothing in writing except the mail in my back  

Then, at the end of class, in the way serendipity intrudes, 
te a letter poem. I walked 

back to Chalet Three, and here I sit, your thoughts pulled  
from my pocket, trying to gather my own for you.  

How old was I then, anyway?  Eighteen?  Twenty?  
The time we took that cross-country shortcut to finish  
our weeklong trek in the Sierras?  Remember  
that white-granite crevasse we started up,

down?  How we ended up taking off our backpacks, handing 
them up from ledge to ledge, and joining tandem hands  
to push and haul each other up impossible steepness  

until at last we came out on top, in bright high-altitude blue 
sky that felt closer and more wondrous than  
before the challenge of that chute? Remember in the  
afternoon, at the trailhead, after the hike was finished?   

and me the aspiring mechanic?   
And how, when more than an hour later we gave  
up, and sat in our car eating crackers and drinking  
from our water bottles, I had told you to go  
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the starter one last time, and that little green pickup  
turned right over and started running smooth? 

And I followed you in our red Pinto, and we spotted  
his car, and we drove home through Yosemite Valley.  
And how a week later when you talked to Don,  

from the trailhead to the auto shop in Bishop, and the me-
chanic there had voiced amazement over how it ever 

hese points are completely 

I grew up with no doubt of your love  
for me, of your hand being there to haul me up  
when I am in need, and hoping mine can always be there  
for you, no matter the size of the mysteries or the miracles. 

Strange then, how we two lovers of philosophy  
seem to grow increasingly fart
that you admired me learning from, the Air Force  
Academy, Cal Berkeley and seminary,  

all helped me see the holes in the center,  
and the hope in the ed
I studied revealed a conflicted core, even while Jesus  
the person became a stronger partner for my pathways. 

You would have preferred something other than my bicy-
cling across the USA in 1987. Same with my first job,  
first unicycle tour. Still, at the end of all journeys,  

you offered your congratulations.  
Now as I announce my next hope, to unicycle  
Straight Into Gay America, you let me know  

for a better future without listening to the shrill  

Know I feel both gift and question in your pushing.  
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Few others cause me such careful reflection; my own voice  
is always stronger because of yours. I wonder,  
though, from the center of this conversation,  
what you would want for me if I were gay.  

Would you want me not to be a pastor?   
Would you want me not to have your grandchildren?   
Will you treat those grandchildren differently  
if they grow up gay or lesbian,  

to cause their homosexuality
by my own efforts at inclus

passing gear above our heads to one another,  

At the end of this trail, will we find  

g about not getting too far out-
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1962: Dad holding me on his unicycle. 
             



CHAPTER TWO

Common Humanity 

A SCREAMING OUTBURST ends the first dinner of my trip. 
Dave has driven me across town to this gathering of eight people. 
Some are friends of friends, some have heard of my ride from the 
Internet. All are allies of LGBT rights. Conversation moves 
quickly as we sit on the porch, talking our way through dinner 
and homemade apple pie. 

Perhaps the extra glass of wine, perhaps the issues themselves, 
charge the explosion that follows the meal. As the conversation 
turns to political policy, we find ourselves aligning seven against 
one on our ideas of war, economy, jobs, and health, a Democrat 
versus Republican discussion in this liberal city. Even with full 
agreement on LGBT equal rights, the words about war and taxes 
and government policies ramp quickly. The Irish redhead comes 

e ganging up on him. Whenever 
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Common Woman
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Poetry Man stops me again. 
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night. He was eager to hear life might be about more than just 
measuring up. 

life seems to engage the struggle 
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Burlington, Vermont. With Dave. 



CHAPTER THREE

A Riddle 

JUNE FIFTEENTH. Up at six, toast and two bowls of cereal,  I 
pedal through Burlington, heading east. Seeing the Main Street 
Barber sign on the way out, I stop for an opinion on my hair 

Jen has caught up to me and she is filming this encounter. She 

with short hair, especially with people who might listen if we can 

s ago, preparing to unicycle the 
fifty states in support of Inupiat 
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Richmond, Vermont.  NBC News. 
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NBC News catches me ten miles east of Burlington. Ole and 
Gus spend almost two hours with me, filming and talking. I ride 
through hay fields and truck farms, passing the small communi-
ties of Richmond, Jonesville, and Bolton while they film out the 
back of their Ford Explorer. They stop often, and we get time to 
visit without the camera rolling. Ole recounts a bit of the civil un-
ion history from the year 2000.  

that our state would be overrun by outsiders, that our legislature 
would be dominated by gays and lesbians. A lot of protest money 
and protest organizations came into Vermont from outside the 
state. Five years later people 

tween civil union certificates 
and marriage certificates. The single difference is the title; every 

Jen has stayed back in town to interview a woman we met yes-
terday. She catches up when Gus and Ole are almost finished. 

of me, framing in shots with Vermont barns in the background, 
signs announcing homemade honey, fresh eggs, maple syrup. 

like more than a unicyclist on break from the circus. 
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I ask Poetry Man if he remembers the story about  
Jesus when he goes up to the mountaintop with his disciples 

the disciples want to build tents up there and stay up on the 

Poetry Man nods.  

g thing. Whenever I get up on 

 top. Other times I ride a wide 

and the weather when you open the text.  

eyes on the track my wheel  

nose finding smells of farm fields  

and roadkill. I sweat a perfect balance  
between my exertion and the moment. 

until it arrives. 

things together enough to face coming back down and keep 

the book and get back to living
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A few more miles into the day I ask a bus driver for directions 
while he awaits his next run. He

thered is when I go to Florida 

my riding routine of eating all 
the food I want.  

bearded dad. 

bus station to beat up gay people. 

de the difference is working in 
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the food industry. I work with a lot of gay people. They're no dif-

Waterbury, Vermont.  Waterbury Wings. 

He tells me a few stories. I talk to his wife and daughter, too. 
Then Dad interjects again. 

side with three and four year-old children, carrying signs saying 
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around the block for a second view. I remember asking my friend, 

differently, at least for a moment, the weave of his life suddenly 
more complex, deeper than the coarse bravado of a carefully con-

derneath the everyday veneer, beyond their regular masks. This is 
what I used to wait for when I was a pastor. I know what to look 
for. I know what to do. Shut up. 

That young fag-beater who went to Vietnam and then circled 
around the block now has a grown daughter, looking anew at her 
father, maybe ready to come around the block one more time and 

 story, I know I ride for these 
times.

Rain begins falling. The bartender asks if I will show  
how I unicycle. I pedal over the floor of this old bar, floorboards 
creaking beneath my wheel, circling the pool table, accepting  
a beer he holds up to me while I unicycle. He tells us of a  

around the block. 

keep up with the opportunities. The last fifteen miles, south of 
Waterbury, I ride in pouring ra
loops around to visit. He tells me to stop at the Red Hen Bakery in 
the morning. 

talking to her on the phone yesterday, she offered to host me for 

she warned.  
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On the road in Vermont. 

The grade is worth the ride. Here in North Fayston, I pedal by 

the house is full with guests. Tw
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of clothes, the pair of biking shorts, shirt and socks that exactly 

riage ceremony? 
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Monpelier, Vermont.  Sara and Danielle.
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overnight with their family in Montpelier. The decision to start 
my ride in Vermont centers on this state becoming the first to en-
act civil unions for gay and lesbian people. Montpelier is the capi-
tal of the state where the decision was reached in the year 2000. I 
have been looking forward to spending time there. 

When everyone leaves, I sit back down at the kitchen table to 
write in my journal. In the background Ann-Marie is playing gui-
tar and singing a song she wrote to make it through this past year. 
Jen is sitting with her on the couch; afterwards I hear them talk-

  After they go to bed, I write in the silence that envelops the 
house. Half-an-hour later Jen comes walking down from her 

s asleep before I finish another 
page. In the morning I find her in the same spot. Later, when I ask 

Jen is behind her camera for hours each day, asking questions, 
to discover the stories for her 

documentary. Maybe the intensity of the conversations during the 

processes these conversations in he
also have the unicycle, giving me hours of solitude and reflection 

I stop often at sidewalk curbs or storefront benches to pull out my 
notebook and jot down ideas. 

The ride to Montpelier is short, and the weather has cleared, 
so I take time for more visits. Euan Bear, the editor of Vermont's 
LGBT newspaper Out in the Mountains, drives over from Burling-
ton to interview me at the lesbian-owned coffee shop in 
Waterbury, next door to yesterday's bar visit. Looking to be in her 
early fifties, the black bowler hat she wears fits her mixture of re-
alism and humor.  

Almost immediately Euan shows her ability to laugh  

sary. When my partner and I moved from Burlington  

after we moved we woke up one morning to a broken mailbox. 
We felt sure it was gay hatred until a neighbor told us our  
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stretch of road has always had mailboxes smashed in a juvenile 
game of 'mailbox baseball'. 

the end of the driveway one night and found that someone had 
painted a bight yellow letter L on the edge of the road at the end 

line painters which way the dotted line for the passing section 

nondiscrimination language passed in the legislature to explicitly 

eir homes when they come out. 



- 56 -   Straight into Gay America 

chosen committed
who you are
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ily be heard when they make the point that the struggle is for 
equal rights, not for special rights. 

Accusing the equal rights movement of being a special rights 
movement is one of the favorite anti-LGBT strategies. Despite all 
the rhetoric and all the temptation to believe it, the special rights 
claim falls flat. In my state of Washington there are still no protec-
tions against evicting tenants or firing employees when they are 
found out to be gay. A Texas law prohibiting same sex activity 

Federal Supreme Court. The special right this country was 
founded on in our Declaration of Independence was the special 
right to equal rights. 

Anti-discrimination laws for gender, race, religion, and dis-
ability have all evolved to address specific shortcomings in our 

underway for LGBT rights. And as white abolitionists helped the 
cause of black slaves, and as forward thinking men helped the 

allies play a part in the journey 
toward LGBT equal rights. 

My conversation with Euan starts me thinking about how to 
balance my motivation to unicycle for fun with this journey as an 
ally. So far, unicycling is a good way for me to work more deeply 

ney. Maybe I just need to stay open to hearing what comes my 
way. Conversations so far have surprised me with their depth and 

this ride. Perhaps as the jour-

My ride from Waterbury to Montpelier takes two hours. I par-
allel the Mad River, famous for canoeing. Road shoulders are 
wide enough I can focus on the farms, the houses, and the forests I 

the road for another conversation. Two older women are walking 
along the road. One waves, and I hop off to talk. They could be 

abama. The younger of the two 
has a quick answer when I ask about LGBT people. 
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Montpelier, Vermont.  Downtown.



  A Riddle  - 59 - 

Twenty years from now  
you will be more disappointed  
By the things you did not do,  
than by the things you did do, 

So throw off the bowlines,
set sail from the safe harbor 
Catch the trade winds in your sails.  
Explore. Dream. Discover.



CHAPTER FOUR

Death and Resurrection 

MONTPELIER. Someone yesterday boasted how small the city is, 

, shining gold. A few blocks of 

me. In front of their home, as  



Death and Resurrection 

promised, I find their landmark, six bright new front-yard tele-

small-town small-state feel here is different from anywhere else 

started trying. 
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Montpelier, Vermont.  Capitol Building.

each other. 
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what Mitch and Keith were tell-

 of race and 

d we watched how hard a time 
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When the visitors go home, Jen keeps film rolling. Sara and 
Danielle talk two more hours, here in their living room where 

over mushrooms, liturgy, and the 
look far different from one another. Sara has tight curls of blond 

despite different tastes, they reveal close hearts. 
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CHAPTER FIVE

Heteroflexibility

WILLIE GIVES directions when we 
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marriages and civil unions. Since 2000 he has led hundreds of civil 
unions here at Moose Lodge and around the state.  

at a civil union. A lot of cou-
ples never expected to live to see the day when they could pub-

remember in the morning, practici

the words again. The men were both crying, and everyone who 

until they get married. Homosexual people can live together fifty 
years, and then find it a miracle they can finally  

ual, still just a state-sanctioned 
civil union. 

At the last election Greg lost the Justice of the Peace position 
by four votes. Vermont has 1500 Justices throughout the state; un-
paid, elected, local government positions that hear tax appeals 
and oversee elections. The duties of the position have evolved 

ficiate marriages statewide. Civil Unions were included in 2000. 

portant part of my life. But without being a Justice of the Peace or 

online and get registered as a mini
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Waterbury, Vermont.  With Greg and Willie.
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As we drive away, my mind is stuck on the image of the 50-

the Air Force Academy, to my 

high-achieving students had returned to school from their intern-

minary the next fall, a full-scale 

package for a conforming pastor, creating a statement for each 

r genital sexual activity is 

us had family issues we hoped to uncover, to see how we could fit 

seminary campus, six of us gather
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Based on our two previous meetings, my candidacy committee 

The meeting lasted an hour. I explained reasons why Anne 
and I were choosing to live together. I explained how the previous 

of our wedding for the following June 23rd. I explained that sign-
ing this statement allowed me a way forward, but it closed the 
door on gay or lesbian students, unless they chose to lie to get past 
the gatekeepers.

I asked them to approve me without forcing me to sign. At the 
end, I felt positive about our meeting. My pastor mentor had come 
along for support and together we stepped out while the commit-
tee conferred in private. Ten minutes later we returned to the 
room to hear their decision. 

we are recommending your removal  

I still find it hard to return and retrieve all the emotions from 
this time. I remember attending worship at seminary the next day, 
the annual Founders Day worship, a traditional service with those 
presiding dressed in extravagant robes. Following a centuries old 
ritual, raising their hands to heav
found myself crying at the incongruity between this worship and 

prejudice of the church had just kicked me out. 
Everywhere before in my life, I had discovered connections 

between reasons and actions. Now the thread fell apart. Seminary 
had been teaching us about the freedom of the gospel, and how 
Jesus constantly had his attention on the outsiders, and how the 
gospel of love provided the pattern for our lives. Jesus demon-
strated this over and over agai
with the custom or tradition of the times, Jesus chose the outsider, 
the blind man, the sick woman, the tax collector, and the prosti-
tute. The only people Jesus had a hard time with were church and 
civil authorities. 
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Now the church was once again excluding outsiders, this time 
gay and lesbian pastors. For myself, I never claimed Anne and my 
living together was perfect. But we were trying, as best we could, 
to develop and honor our relationship to each other. During the 
whole process, not one committee leader would talk with us about 
the work we were seeking to do for our life together. We were 
simply rule breakers, non-conforming to the acceptable packaging 
of the Lutheran church. One of the professors in my evaluation 
group was even a favorite Christian Ethics teacher. A month later 

In the meantime, I felt  
all alone, me against rules,  
learning more about prejudice and packaging
than I ever wanted.  

The recommendation of my committee passed on to  
the full candidacy committee for their final recommendation. I 
spent two weeks on the phone with every committee member I 

me from seminary. 
When word came back from the full committee, I received an 

option. Get married quickly or leave the seminary at the end of 
the term. 

June 23rd

We spent hours with our mentor pastor, Steve Jackson. Both  
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Steve counseled me from his own experience at the edge of the 
church. I knew how hard it was for him to stay on that knife-edge 
between the inside and the outside of the church. His art back-
ground; his visits with despair; he stayed as a pastor only because 

sensed most deeply in the suffering and the mystery of the world. 

All Steve wanted was to hear stor
those places where people could see that gift and grace lay hidden 
under all our everyday assumptions. 

words felt like blessing while church was feeling like a curse. I 
knew he wanted company. 

but I heard her words differently. They reached  

in the tense times.  

 was the most regular thing in the 
world. Sometimes after half-a-year of this the kid would learn to 
make that sign when he or she was thirsty. Sometimes the kid 
would not.

edge of society they did not choos
tions of raising their special-needs child and all the decisions in-
volved in providing life-long care. So many challenges. Every-
thing from home behavior to dealing with state and federal agen-
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Maybe Anne views me as she does because her oldest brother 
is paranoid schizophrenic. She spent her teen years adjusting to 
the valedictorian son of the family moving home from graduate 
school to pace the hallway at night, tapping on the walls, trying to 
find the source of the signals that were spying on him. 

Whatever I learned at seminary about the edge of life, Anne 
learned just by getting out of bed each day. After fifteen years, this 
part of Anne is still rock solid. She still reminds me I have a lot to 
offer.

After a week of those conversations about whether or not to 
get married to stay in seminary, Anne and I walked to the Oak-
land County Courthouse. On November 5, 1989, we signed the 
piece of paper that transferred me into an acceptable category.  

tandem bicycle tour in Europe, and we had some gear, including a 
new tent. The night of signing the marriage certificate we set up 
our tent in the living room of our apartment. Anne cried all night 
long, tormented by the contradictions of our decisions.  

My final meeting with the candidacy committee took place 
one month later, in Los Angeles. We met in a hotel conference 
room near the airport; I remember the glass table and the white 
fabric of the chairs. The evaluators were all different people than 
from my previous meeting. And I was different. Taking my seat I 
held my marriage certificate in my palm, and I slapped it onto the 
table. I slapped it hard. 

was nothing. With this piece of paper I can be a pastor. Of course 

Amazingly, now that nothing remained to do or say, they 
seemed to understand. I went home with a verbal apology from 
the committee, and two weeks later a long letter of written apol-

internship year be moved to my fourth year to accommodate our 

Coming to classes at seminary turned into hard duty for the 
rest of the school year. Some gay and lesbian students were kicked 
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out. Others lied to stay in seminary, their only way to get through 
the hoops to ordination. My stomach turned in knots every time I 
crossed Grizzly Peak Road and entered seminary grounds. My 
anger did not leave. 

One final meeting. One final shock. At the end of the school 
year, barely a month before our wedding, the professors met to 
grant formal approval of fourth year internships for students. 
Anne and I had made our plans based on the recommendation of 
my Los Angeles committee. The faculty refused to grant approval. 
As the dean relayed to me,   

about your ability to do ministry.  
You have seemed so angry this year.  
They need you to return to seminary  
after your internship so they can evaluate  

nice and polite, leadership can ignore you. If you show frustration 
or anger, leadership gets anxious. Victims of injustice end up tak-
ing the blame for the discord. Martin Luther King Jr. played this 
out with the FBI. 

In the month before our wedding, Anne and I scrambled to re-
arrange all our plans for the coming two years, including intern-
ship and hospital chaplaincy.  

Two years later, returning to seminary for my last quarter of 
classes, I went to the familiar book-lined office of my advising 

a kind professor, and I liked him, but the biggest event of my life 
never made his radar screen. 

For years I could not share this story without all my emotions 
of anger and frustration boiling over. I warned people I felt like an 

nize this experience as the greatest gift I received at seminary, a 
taste of the edge. Without this experience I might never have 
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known life as an outsider. I might have stayed inside acceptable 
social categories.

If I had stayed within proper boundaries, I would have still 
trusted institutions, still assumed leadership will ultimately do the 
right thing, even if the process takes time. After seminary and af-
ter my forced marriage, I lost faith that organizations, even 
churches, will necessarily pursue justice. 

With Jen driving us back to Montpelier, I think of how often 
we replace love with rules. Two men have to wait 50 years to 
make a formal declaration of their love. Greg has to sign up as an 
online minister to keep officiating unions. Danielle is stymied in 
her efforts to register as a woman. She and Sara end up with a cer-
tificate of marriage instead of a civil union. 



CHAPTER SIX

BACK IN MONTPELIER, after our time at Moose Meadow 
Lodge, Jen and I order lunch at a Mexican restaurant. The owner 
apologizes after our waiter brings a burrito instead of the chicken 
enchiladas I asked for. It starts our conversation. 

weeks a group of cross-dressing men have dinner here. This is a 
safe place for them. 



All this, and we still have a whole month of journey ahead. Af-
ter the enchilada we find the Associated Press office to start the 
search for Civil Union footage Jen can use in her documentary. 

Ross Sneyd will be interested in your ride. He covered the Civil 

gislature was holding hearings 
about Civil Unions, people watched on television or listened on 
radio, and suddenly they realized they needed to be present for 
these hearings. People just got in their cars and started driving. 

ators personally. All that made a 

were surprised by the hatred they heard toward gay and lesbian 

two more hours, writing in my journal, sending e-mails out  
to the hundreds who are following this ride and offering encour-

will host me. 

good photo of a river, the capitol building, even an old cemetery.

ople from all over the country 

ns made a big enough impact 

on five-inchers instead of my usual four-and-a-half.  

are the only ways to adjust speed. Also, because the pedals are 
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attached directly to the axle, I have no chain to allow for coasting. 
My 36-inch Coker wheel helps me get down the shoulder of the 
road, almost ten feet for every turn of the wheel, ten or eleven 
miles an hour. This wheel makes far better time than a standard 
twenty-inch unicycle. Five-inch cranks give me good torque for 

inch length. Short cranks help the feet spin faster and allow a 
higher speed. They work everywhere except for steep hills. 

The machinery of unicycling is part of the fun I have touring. I 

suggested building a seat cover to hold a twelve-inch inner tube. 
The day I first taped that tube onto the seat, I knew I had a chance 
of traveling far by unicycle: Riding on air makes all the difference. 
One problem was the seat kept popping every hundred or so 
miles, rubbed to pieces from my body pounding on it all day long. 
I tried duct taping the tube, inflating it more, inflating it less. I 
tried thorn-proof tubes. They were too hard.  

bought new tubes every other day as I rode cross-country. Finally, 
though, two years later, unicycling my 
author tour from Vancouver, Canada to Tijuana, Mexico, I solved 

a piece of polar fleece at home, 
r the winter. Wrapping the tube 

with the fleece, covering every exposed piece of rubber, and then 
swaddling the tube tightly with the material, I finally found suc-

seat tube. 
My other innovation is handlebars. Without them, unicycling 

uphill is like bicycling with no hands. No power. With handle-

the dump, the grips fit perfectly on the very first welding effort. 

dozens of windstorms and cranked over countless steep grades. 

cause the handlebars are positioned behind me. I welded them 



there to keep the front free for falls, the direction we unicyclists 
most often crash.  

   

Near Mendon, Vermont.

Passing the hundred-mile mark of this journey, I feel my body 
adjusting to the rhythm of the ride. Every time I look at my loaded 
unicycle I feel satisfied, knowing it carries all my supplies for the 
trip. Every time I pull out pen and paper, I feel rich. I can stop 
anywhere, anytime, and dive into stories. Today, pedaling along-
side the New England Central railroad track, sharing the route 
with a lazy river, the slopes remain gentle. Jen appears from 
around corners, filming riverbottom farmland, chest-high corn-
fields, dense forests, old barns and stone walls. I get nervous at 
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ing editorials in the local newspa

Northfield

hold woolen underwear and all sorts of outdoor gear. 



I tell him about the couple who lived together for fifty years 
and finally celebrated their civil union. He replies with a story 
about logging that was delayed because of a rare bat that turned 
out not to be anywhere near the land in question. We're talking 
now, even if our words go past one another. 

I tell him about the rights which Greg and Willy listed from 

and the federal rights still denied

He answers me with a story about a judge who was approved 
for the court despite glaring deficiencies. 

acre of land and then posted no 
ing had always happened. When a man came to fish she told him 

Rifle Man and I do our leaving on good terms, though he 

to a gun rack and find myself in
ing to talk about homosexuality here, each question serves as a 
lightning rod for issues from real estate to gun ownership. 

Back on the road, the shopkeeper's story of the woman and the 

permission for campers to tent on private property; the landowner 
must yield to passing campers. In return the campers must respect 
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as the gun shop owners fishing story. It sounds like a good civil 
union to me, providing for the needs of everyone. I wonder how 
many hours it would have taken at the gun rack for Rifle Man to 
share his thoughts on the connections. 

Twice more on the way to Rip's home, I hear the  

pedaling through Rutland County now, home of Take Back Ver-
mont signs, and something new, this open displeasure with the 
civil union law.  

Rutland, Vermont.  With Rip. 



.
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Virginia Ortiz in third grade, Sandy Tinderos in 5th grade, and 

understand how natural your girl 

ture.
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Maybe the extreme shyness of my youth was my own edge. 
Maybe it was my parents being immigrants, or maybe my parents 

the beauty of this world.  

others feel the same way. Her le

affirming people who later turn 

relationship dilemmas. For a gay pe
daily fare, figuring out who to ri





CHAPTER SEVEN

Talking at the Biblical Divide 

TAN ARRIVES
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Rutland, Vermont.  Grace Congregational UCC.

A dozen people gather at the back of church as soon as wor-
ship ends. Sylvia, dressed in black Sunday finery, actually kneels 
in front of One Wheel. Then she silently lays hands on it. We all 
stop to watch her. No words. No story behind this story she offers 
for us all to see. She stands and blesses me for the ride, hands me 
twenty dollars. No one ever laid hands on my unicycle before. 
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As we talk back and forth I realize Mark really is open to this 

hand to my head and flip a strand of hair.  

owder contests. Almost every-

the conversation to echo Mark. 
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threw water it was like manna from heaven. After that I never 
went thirsty again.  

Keith gets wistful every time we
a great way to meet people. I still remember all the hotels where 
people gave me room to stay and all the people who took me in to 

the gift vulnerability returns to the traveler. 

inch wheel. 
visits so far, I share how 

natural it feels for me to be overnighting with a gay or lesbian or 
bisexual or transgendered person. 

little money, Keith had gone to Hollywood as a young man. He 
loved acting, and he auditioned time after time for parts. I listen as 

did I never get a role, but everyone who auditioned with me never 
nfronting barriers he could not 

cross, he grew deeply discouraged and desperately broke. 

head into the desert and fade into my tears. And to make sure I 

ne finally talked me out of riding 
backwards. Another friend welded up a big set of handlebars I 

even a cook stove. I brought 
hundred dollars. 

ing, I came alive. After a few days on the road my whole life 
turned around. I started feeling like the luckiest guy in the world. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Street Smart 

SQUEEZED IN the backseat with my unicycle, I get a view of Tan 

Not Straightforward
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back downhill; then, when I got balanced, I could turn around on 
the road and pedal back into the challenge.

Tan and Jen. 

enough.

Woodstock, Vermont.
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Time
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the adventure and the rage, listening to the poetry of their  
language.

ian or transgender or straight. I 
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Little Man and Beauty Queen grab



- 108 -   Straight into Gay America 

we all look at the digital screen to see the pictures of this beautiful 
evening with beautiful people. 

address is still at Yahoo.

curity guard at Providence Hospital.  

his fifties. 

passed last year in Massachusetts.   
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North Hampton, Massachusetts.  Smith College.
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Another day on the road.
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immediately and not sit on the fence. We wrote an editorial in 

middle and the way they dealt with the issues. These were the 

their need to vote for civil un-

They did lose their elections. But they were at peace. Some of 

Civil Wars: A 

these remarkable people involved 

low the state a number of alternatives to work with. Rather than 

unconstitutional and turned the pr
Massachusetts has chosen differently from Vermont. Here the 

court ruled the old laws unconstitu

wonder whether the constitution 

my own personal view of black/white relations because of the 
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migrant Lutheran Church at 43rd Street and 3rd Avenue, just a few 
miles from Watts, in the heart of African-American neighbor-
hoods. When the nation viewed the 1991 beating of Rodney King 
and the subsequent Los Angeles Riots on television, I was looking 
at my Sunday morning neighborhood. 

Really, it was never our neighborhood: It was our Danish-
culture outpost. Ethnic food, language flying in native Danish or 
thickly-accented English; I remember cigarette smoke so thick it 
blurred the social hall when we packed in for the once-a-month 
Danish language worship, Danish meal, Danish singing, and Dan-
ish program. 

I remember, too, how every year or so a single black person or 
an entire black family would come to our Sunday morning Eng-
lish-language worship. I was young then, but my memory from 
one time is of a family standing on the church steps after worship 
and no one from our congregation talking with them. Despite 
nearly paralyzing shyness, I recall walking up those steps to shake 
their hands, and to greet them, of doing this all alone, trying to fill 
a void. They never returned. 

but I can confirm conversations I overheard at our outpost. The 
dad of one of my childhood friends spoke Danish-hued words 
about refusing to eat at black-op
ways dirty. Their service is sl
older man insisted of black pe

the United States some thirty 
years before, but he spoke with a harsh confidence about who be-
longed where. 

ter worship I rushed to the Sunday School room to sharpen ping-
pong skills with my brother Karl and with friends David and 

1968 did not turn my six-year-old life upside down.  
Not until I grew up did I start reading the speeches  

of King, learning about the long process of equal rights in this 
country for slaves, and then for the time after slavery, and  
for women and immigrants. Not until leaving the Air Force Acad-
emy in 1981 did I start studying and questioning the deep tradi-
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tion of war within our country. Not until bicycling across  
the United States in 1987 did I start looking more carefully at  
the genocide against native people that marks the conquest  
of this continent. All of this came after growing up and leaving 
my childhood church.

Moving on from my childhood church helped me learn about 
civil rights, but it also helped me better appreciate those Danes I 
grew up with. Most of them gave enormous energy to pulling up 
roots as young men and women to move from a country whose 
entire population was far less than the number of people living in 
their city of Los Angeles. Their life efforts focused more on becom-
ing part of the American order than on questioning the problems. 
Their goal was to succeed in this land, not to change it. What they 
wanted from church was a place for remembering roots.  

I often wonder what would have happened if my Danish eld-
ers had been a little more settled in this new land. Might they 
have claimed their justice roots more strongly? Their tradition in-
cludes one of the great church leaders of the 19th century, Nikolai 
Grundtvig. He was passionately involved in the reform of every-

for change took him all the way to the Danish Parliament where 
he helped draft a new constitution for Denmark. Status quo was 
never good enough for Grundtvig.  

process in Vermont. Times change, topics change, countries 
change, but the process toward equal rights continues. The ques-
tions remain the same. How will we deal with difference?  How 
will we build bigger circles of acceptance?   

When I remember the issues of my youth, and the Danes of 

doing, even when what I do seems strange to them. 

too. The surprising thing about pedaling a unicycle for equal 
rights is how people love the strangeness of me riding One Wheel. 
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Even if they struggle with LGBT difference or other kinds of dif-
ference, my One Wheel difference brings celebration instead of 
division.

gather everyday stories. With each passing day I appreciate One 
Wheel more. An hour after talking with David, I stop at a conven-
ience store and another conversati

three hundred pounds from the bench when he stands, but he re-
members how good he felt about himself during that ride. 

more interested in talking travel than LGBT rights. Rights are no 

of seven kids in my family. My si

sprints across a parking lot toward me with the grace of an Olym-

Instead I jump off and spend twenty minutes answering questions 
about her own dream of bicycling cross-country. 

For sure. I believe her. These dreams, these feel like the best 
times of our lives. 

Crossing the Connecticut River, 
sachusetts, the biggest city of the tour so far. The neat shops of 
small towns give way here to potholed pavement, dirty sidewalks, 

with broken-down brickwork just a few minutes further on. Four 
in the afternoon, once again I have no place to stay. Tan has called 

this evening. Earlier I telephoned the PFLAG (Parents, Families 
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and Friends of Lesbians and Gays) organization in town, but got 
only a message machine.  

Willie on the street is bare-chested in this 85-degree weather. 
Silver rings pierce his nipples. He stops me in the middle of 
downtown as I ride by. Twenty or so, tall, quick talking, he laughs 

love
t the dream for him and his wife 

For a few hours I take refuge in air-conditioned relief at the li-
brary, using a computer to write my journal, and send news to the 
growing numbers of people who are e-mailing to comment on my 
ride.

Still working on a place to stay, I ask this man of details  
for suggestions.   

I ride over to a brick building with only one small sign dis-

town and she meets me here with her camera, wondering what 
ll the warnings about gay bars I 

hold back popular acceptance of LG

ica, one of the only places in times past where gay people could 
count on refuge. 

Walking into this bar with its square counter, I see a dozen 
people sitting on bar stools. The bar man wears a muscle shirt and 
spends time working on his biceps. He might be a little older than 
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turned off unless someone wants to be interviewed. He slides a 

side with one person after another to film their stories. One man 
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Some very feminine men are here this evening, unabashed and 
unafraid of disparaging looks. 

ueezes my leg. We all laugh.  

place is refuge.
use this place is safe.  Maybe 

place where even outsiders felt safe to open up their lives. 

much the community has already endured. I remember back to 
Peg at the beginning of my trip and how she helped me think 
about suffering, how suffering can bring strength, how dealing 
with the contradictions of life can lead to wisdom. It would be 
great if there were no more suffering to talk about. In the mean-

pedal all alone.
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CHAPTER NINE

The Least Awful Alternative 

TWENTY MILES from Hartford, Connecticut, pedaling into the 
hot afternoon, I realize how tired I feel from the first week of trav-
eling. The weariness comes not from miles, but from the huge cas-
cade of words and experiences. Shaded church steps offer a rest-
ing place where I nap half-an-hour before resuming my ride south 
into Connecticut. All three of these first states have passed gay 

this spring, and will take effect near the end of the year.  
Asking three people in a row what they think of the new  

Response is tepid here compared to the energy in Vermont 
and Massachusetts, but five people this morning have also told 
me homosexuality is a sin. One is concerned the school district has 
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Marlborough, Connecticut.
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Reaching Hartford I stop for pictures of the river and end up 
talking with the park attendant. 

dipping into a pond whose surface reflects the pink and purple 
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but I can see how much action will arrive when the fair starts. To-
night, except for mosquitoes, I have the place to myself.  

Leaned up against a fence rail, resting after this busy week on 
the road, I wish I could call and share this with Anne. The Holden 
Village Retreat Center where we live prides itself on being a place 
apart. No phone. No e-mail. Only a boat and the mail connect us 
to the outside world. The first week of this trip has held so much 

miss my family. Now with a day of 
sabbatical to rest my mind, though
one message so far. Anne mailed a disc out by boat to a friend 
who forwarded it to me by e-mail. The letter told how the kids 
cried when I left, but it says th
mer schedule. Holden comes with a constant stream of playmates. 

dreds of guests make their baskets and weavings, tie-dye shirts 
and other craft projects. She wrote about the backpacking trips she 

e hoping for an overnight hike 
with the family when I return.  

Alone tonight I think about our last two years at Holden. The 
decision to live in this intentional community is a dream  

ing at Holden for a few weeks each year, bringing campus minis-
try students along from Michigan State to introduce them to the 
village and give them a service experience. When Anne found out 

Many Spokes, she thought living full time in the Holden commu-
nity would be good for our family. The two years have passed 

ries to last a lifetime: waking up to the sound of glacier fed Rail-
road Creek, fresh air scented by a forest of fir, cedar, and pine, and 
our eyes reaching to the peaks of the Cascade Mountains. Hiking 
or skiing takes us to every destination, no cars for two years.  

Unexpectedly, Holden also helped prepare our family for my 
ride Straight Into Gay America. Known for pushing the progres-
sive edge of the Lutheran Church, Holden has long welcomed 
LGBT people. When Holden started its search for a new pastor 
last winter, two women requested the search process include a 
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public invitation for partnered lesbian and gay pastors to apply. 
Although national church policy 
and gay pastors to serve parishes, Holden has policies of non-
discrimination and full-inclusion. What seemed like a simple re-
quest turned tense and complicated.  

tated to agree on full inclusion, some started to question the val-
ues Holden claims. It all looked familiar to me, a repeat of my 

activated as I had before.  
When the director of the board arrived at Holden, he set up a 

sentatives for the full-inclusion request. Reporting to the village 

until that evening, the group of people advocating for full-
g advocacy letters and posting 

group, centered on our cause. T
over to the institutional process.

e highest priority on outsiders. 

s in the center and heeding their 
needs first.   
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volunteers. They represented decades of experience in church and 
civic organizations, but they still ended up as the outsiders, hav-
ing to push to get their voice heard, having to settle for least aw-
ful. They are our experts, but they are not the insiders. 

At the fairground, the moon rises full and huge over the tree-
tops, making me think of full-moon nights at Holden, especially in 
the winter, when you can ski by moonlight without needing a 
flashlight. I wonder what Anne is doing this evening?  The time is 
three hours earlier in Washingt
friends.

Finding a place on the gravel parking lot that has no rocks, I 
roll myself into the Goodwill sheet, careful to cover myself against 
mosquitoes. Still, I wake every few hours to pour more repellant 

memory, waking at intervals to see the big circle of the moon 
beaming down on my campground. 

At 4:30, with the sun lightening the sky, I get up and start to-
ward New London. At a large Baptist church, I spot a man outside 
the parsonage. Dressed in a smart blue shirt, he turns out to be the 
pastor. His name is David. 

 Old Testament was full of con-

change gears. 

looking haircut.
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Package me. Market me. 
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I call my mom and update her on my ride, telling her  
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I remember when I started eating with the fork in my left hand 
again, after I grew up and moved away from home. I remember, 
twenty years later, starting to relearn writing with my left hand, 
and how poorly I did at it, but how I stuck with it until I could 
read my name in my native hand.  

I still write with my right hand, bat with my left, golf  
with my right, and turn wrenches with the left. I grew up with  
a veneer of normalcy, but even which hand I use is a kind of com-
ing out story.

cling business, changing my pedal cranks from five inches to four-

the torque of the longer cranks. Now, heading for flat Long Island, 
this change will let me pedal faster. Paul, the store manager who 

married to a United Church of Christ minister. We talk about 
church, and he laughs to me about how the churches he knows 

y want fifty-year-old pastors to 

catch up on my journal.

heading for Orient, Long Island. On the sailing to New York I 

gives me a talking to. 

stays together twenty years and then splits, they should share 
their assets.  
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New London, Connecticut. Crossing to Long Island.
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personally. Turned out the war wasn't about freedom, but still, 

We talk about 9/11 and this era we live in, and whether he 
feels rights are being restricted. 

stapo. If a guy asks me if he can look at my bag, sure, he can look 

for what I said to the officer, I told him to fuck off, too. No one 

me, staining my uniform on my way to visit my Mom. It was shit. 
that

what they told us when we went to fight, and we believed it. And 



STRAIGHT INTO GAY AMERICA

Part II 
CENTRAL



CHAPTER TEN

Standing Through the Fear 

DOCKING AT Orient I start unicycling through the hayfields, 
wineries and sod farms of this rural eastern end of Long Island. 
Houses are few. On this Wednesday evening I find Orient United 
Church of Christ. The OPEN AND AFFIRMING sign on their 

mark about churches hiring pastors to manage their endowment 

 decision to publicly embrace 
LGBT people.

When I knock on the door of the adjacent house, Pastor Ann 
answers the door. Conversation tu
tion to join their church council meeting, and finally a soft bed to 
sleep in overnight.
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Orient, New York. 

Ann started serving this congregation five years ago. Turns 
out the church approved their Open and Affirming status only 
two months ago. At the council meeting I ask what brought the 
church to this new place. Ann has already told me of the gay cou-
ples who have summer cottages here in tiny Orient. One of the 

were the biggest help. By the time we knew they were a couple, 

our national church has available, but not many people came  
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Diane preached that sermon, they told about their lives and what 
Open and Affirming would mean to them. That was the day I re-

Before I leave in the morning Ann calls ahead to Sayville, sixty 
miles ahead, and arranges a place for Thursday night with mem-

pedal onwards, my thoughts return to packaging and haircuts. 

ve asked since starting this 

ther about making a good first impression for the documentary, 
some of them concede a haircut might help. The lesbian couple at 
Orient church made a good first impression, slipping in under 

nfirmed, by the time people dis-

 in under the radar, give us 

I ride through ten miles of construction this morning, dodging 
potholes and pacing myself to the flow of flag bearers who stop 
and start traffic. I have energy for the road. I have energy for sto-
ries. But I have no more energy for trying to manipulate the line of 

returning to a closet. If I have to choose, I choose the margin.  

Idealism perhaps. A forced marriage certificate definitely. A 
muted voice as a pastor for sure. Time now to try to live my voice, 
to see if my voice is enough, or if Jen and Tan are right, that pack-
aging makes a critical difference. In our sound byte society, I 
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Times like these I especially like the Jesus  
story. He chose the narrow path, the real margin,  
the real conflict with reigning powers.  
He lasted three years and ended up dead

on a cross. And the story goes he found  
his life worthwhile and purpose filled, 
so much so his story turned immortal.
No matter how far I veer toward the edge, 

compared to the story that guy left in his wake. 

ter the phone call to Jen, a car 
stops ahead of me, and a woman rushes out, waving frantic hands 
and hollering at me. I jump off my unicycle and she runs at me, 

s. She and her family lived in 

local road. 
We catch up on our lives over a long lunch. She reminds me of 

for the edge, even from the pulpit. Her memories refresh me in the 
wake of changing my promise to Jen. 

Angeles, where I knew only that the supermarket was my food 

perience, I saw the damages done 
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learned more about accepting diffe

seminary, my time in Nome also shaped me for this tour. 

indigenous life. The full freezer and the generosity of the Inupiat 
people fulfilled those expectations
tough. I ended up in the challeng
ful, damaged, story of Inupiat culture. An elder in Nome called 

ning at first contact with the explorers and continuing through 
forced schooling, the prohibitio

church, people sang and wept. Each time I preached how we are 
all held in bigger hands. At the end of that spring I felt the holes 
and the questions as well as the hand of God. I spent my own year 
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man and his wife drove out to the country to enjoy the return 
of the sun and the end of the bitter cold. She went for a walk 
and he jogged ahead around a corner and had a massive heart 
attack. When she caught up she found him lying on the  
road, dead. 

. By the end of spring only a 
husk of myself remained, burned from the inside out. You know 

depression.

me. Everyone there knew sufferin
were the family members of the ones who had died. These 
kinds of deaths and suffering ha

new ordination 

already born and then we lost twins. Six months later,  
on an early Sunday morning, 
before church to give a couple
just lost their baby, eight mo
dropped them off at their home and then went to church to 

lized how close the date was  

posed to be in control of a good
so many of these members in their times of speechless grief. 

was fidgeting or anxious to fill 
up the silence. 

finished the service with the 

of God, which passes all understanding, guard our hearts and 

that service an elder came up to
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reliance
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States before coming to seminary, and finding the sacred eve-
rywhere, not just in churches. 

afraid of getting shut down

g right or wrong. Start be-

Straight Into Gay America. 

you needed.  

been back in Nome, my head full of
I find the United Church of Christ congregation and refocus on 
the present. Ann directed me here to meet Val, the pastor, a part-
nered lesbian. This congregation 
and inclusion of LGBT people. I meet Val with a sense of amaze-
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Known as a getaway for LGBT people, Fire Island Pines lies 
across the bay from Sayville, one of a number of small villages on 
the reef that are part of Fire Island National Park.  
Gordon drops me off at the ferry dock, and I approach the line 
where a hundred or so people wait to board. Almost all of these 
are gay men, openly holding and kissing their partners, com-
pletely comfortable. 

Fire Island, New York 

Stepping into the line I feel strangely ill-at-ease, apprehensive. 
outsider. Visions of a sex-crazed 

party island enter my imagination.  

Unwelcome thoughts surface  
for the first time on this ride.  

I register the feelings, force myself to wait  
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for the boat loading. This is the first  
time on this trip I have the least uneasiness.  
The last time I remember experiencing this anxiety,  
I was visiting in Fairbanks, Alaska, just twenty years old 

seeing calendars of naked men on the walls  

would come again, but here it is, forcing me to recollect  
the first time meeting a man I knew was gay. 

Sometime on the second afternoon  
of that Fairbanks stay, Everett asks me,  

In the bedroom I discover the pictures  
and posters on the walls, male models without clothes,  
the first time I see such things.  
I find the pan and return to the kitchen.

Just the morning before Everett had pulled his blue Ranchero 
to the side of the highway to offer me a ride  
to the Air Force Base in Alaska where, as an Air Force Acad-
emy cadet, I qualified for free stand-by flights.  

On the way to the base I tell my college  
summer story of hitchhiking through Alaska.
I reach the halfway point of my story  
and tell how I am living on two dollars

a day, and with apples costing forty cents each  
in Fairbanks, I am heading south towards Anchorage  
and cheaper groceries. A moment later, he asks if I cook.   
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and I could use help prepping food.
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Once boarded, our little ferryboat starts chugging toward Fire 
Island Pines. The conversation and shouts and laughter in the boat 
increase to match the noisy engine. After twenty minutes of cross-
ing, we arrive and people grab their luggage, scattering onto the 
forested island. The dock is soon empty. Some party. Fire Island 
Pines is a collection of a few stores, restaurants, bars, and dance 
rooms. The rest of the island feels like a tree house.  

Raised boardwalks connect every place on this sandy island. 
Like Holden Village, I see no cars. People walk everywhere. I ex-
plore for awhile, looking at the vacation homes hiding in the for-
est. There's almost nothing commercial on the island, just the es-
tablishments where the ferry landed. Thursday night on Fire Is-
land Pines is almost completely dead.   

seven-dollar beer, then take the 

fifteenth wedding anniversary.  
I am sending a postcard home to the family every day. Now, 

sipping the beer, I pull out fifteen postcards I bought especially 
for Anne. Starting with 1990 I write a card with my remembrances 
of our wedding and honeymoon that year. In 1991 we moved to 

On the boat for the ride home, comfortable this time, I feel 
sheepish for my feelings. I write the last four postcards as we chug 
across the water, and set them inside my journal for mailing to-
morrow. Anne and I fell in love through letters. Writing these 
postcards brings back the memories of our long distance courtship 
between Minnesota and California.  

all in the fridge for when you wa
for your water bottles. Have a wonderful ride. Thanks for what 

I fall asleep, missing Anne and the kids. 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

New York City Pride 

NEW YORK CITY. 
At 5:30 a.m. I start from Sayville on the last sixty miles toward 

Manhattan Island and the most crowded streets in the United 
States. Orient had hayfields and summer homes. Sayville felt like 
suburbs. Now I ride through homes packed tighter and tighter, 
through traffic that grows ever busier. Through Brooklyn. Into 
Queens. Jamaica Road. Broadway. Now the road is covered by 
train tracks, the latticework of steel squeezes cars even closer to-
gether. Yellow taxicabs outnumber private cars. Horns become a 
Morse code of signaling, seemingly from habit more than frustra-
tion. Today is a day of pure unicycling, focused on the challenges 
of the road, the traffic, the train of miles that takes me from the tip 
of Long Island to the heart of Manhattan.  

The New York City energy I remember from three years ago is 
still here, cars multiplying like insects, lanes narrowing to the 
width of trails, cars honking encouragement, people hollering at 
me with excitement. I judge green lights, grab onto light posts, bus 
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signs, whatever I can find when I have to wait for traffic. The only 
thing I miss is my riding partner Robert, who rode with me when 
I unicycled across the whole country three years ago and we 
reached this destination together. A man yells my name from his 
car across the street, just before I cross the Brooklyn Bridge into 
Manhattan. He turns around to park and jumps out to introduce 
himself. He is David Stone, long distance unicyclist who'd been e-
mailing me three years ago during the cross-country tour. He 
opens the back of his minivan to show me his own Coker unicycle, 
just like mine. What are those chances? 

Riding up the wooden pedestrian boardwalk to the top of the 
Brooklyn Bridge, I stop in the middle of all this buzz to rest and 
view Manhattan. 

Three years ago I had this same view, closing in on my goal of 

place like it for intensity of uni-

stead of individual car by car encounters, Manhattan made me 
feel like an ant in a colony, absorbed by the flow of this entire vi-
brating community. I never tired while riding in Manhattan; the 
streets kept every sense tuned outside my pumping legs and la-
boring body.  

the financial district greet me as friends this time. Down the 
rd

Avenue and head north. This time, instead of a date with a 
monument, I have an invitation to meet a man named Clay.  

Hi Mr. Clausen, 
 I just read the article about your unicycle trip across 

America in the ADVOCATE magazine and just wanted to let 
you know how much I admire and respect this challenge 
you're undertaking. It's great to see that one person can feel 
that doing one special thing he believes in can make such a 
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I want to invite you to stay with me and observe my life. 
I'm a 44-year-old art restorer living in the East Village section 
of Manhattan. I work at home and love what I do. I've been 
HIV positive for about 14 years now and am very healthy. I 
owe a lot of this to my spirituality, and believe that my diag-
nosis was actually a gift, something that made me see life in a 
different way. I was actually sick with symptoms back in 1991 
and now I'm healthy and symptom free. 

for a number of years, counseling people over the phone, and 
found it very rewarding. I'm currently looking for somewhere 
to volunteer, where I could be useful in a more personal role. 

Thank you for taking the time to read my letter, my best to 
your family, and if I don't see you on your journey, I wish you 
the best of luck and a lot of joy. And thanks again for doing it! 

wall, the place credited for starting the LGBT civil rights move-
ment back in 1969. 

If you make it, we would definitely make a trip to 
Stonewall since it's only a fifteen minute walk (probably 
five minutes by unicycle if it's not rush hour!) from where I 

and areas as well. 

York accent, slow words, each one surrounded with thoughtful-

the porch steps, making it easy to find his address. These East Side 
apartments are stacked together, wall to wall, five and more sto-
ries high. Wiry, less tall than I am, I instantly like this guy. He 

tiny studio. I guess the whole apartment is just ten by thirty feet. 
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he invites. The other end of the studio has a couch, a TV, and  
just enough floor space to do si

sink is in the kitchen.  

is where I spend all my time. I eat here. I work here. Sometimes I 
d pencils and pastels decorate the 

wall space so Clay can reach for his supplies. He resurrects an-
tique posters.

With a scrap of an original poster and the history surrounding 
it, Clay recreates the circuses, conventions, and events of a hun-

already told me three times how lucky he feels to have this apart-

door pays seventeen-fifty. 

Manhattan, New York. Clay 
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Clay pours ice water for us,
and we sit at the table where everything  
happens, the slow cadence of his story  
begins a four-day roll.

They were always for the boys.
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I was biding time,  
telling no one, 

until I turned sixteen 
and moved away from Long  Island,  
here to Manhattan. I love New York.  
In the beginning I lived  

on just a couple dollars a day 
I worked in a bathhouse sometimes. 
I did all kinds of work to survive.

because of curiosity, but being gay has been  

to see it. Couples walking the street, holding 

hands, walking with children, nice. So many gay men  
have no goals. So many gay men, still partying,  
long past the age when the wild life normally
winds down. If they could see a goal 

like a family, maybe 
it would help. 
I want 
kids.

HIV. I cried  
for a month when I learned.  

You saw people giving up before your very eyes. 
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Death got to seem normal,  
but I have attitude. I was sick in 1991,  

remedies and pharmaceuticals all help. 

I go days without thinking about HIV.  
I have no symptoms. Young people today  

will keep them safe, forgetting safety, counting on drugs.

but I pray all the time. I plan  

r, I fall in love with the city and 

for the Pride Parade. I stand in the kitchen watching Clay on the 
floor, bent over his work, using his art skills.  

out positive encouragement. 

raight pastor out riding for gay 

Jen has returned to the tour for more filming, this time with 

fore entering parade day. Clay takes the couch. I claim the floor. 



- 160 -  Straight into Gay America 

Manhattan, New York.  Painting the banner.
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Oppression damages far more than the target group. What if 
LGBT rights had never been questioned? What if people could 
have spent 50 years working on something other than gaining of-
ficial recognition in Massachusetts for the love of these two red-
shirted men? What if LGBT rights were here now? What if the po-
litical force of this parade could turn to world hunger, global 
peace, sustainable living, safety for all children?   

out on this parade. This is a day to soak in experience. I wave 
farewell to the newlyweds and continue my pre-parade walk, dis-
covering who else I share this day with. 

Walking by the Dykes on Bikes, they invite me to ride my uni-
cycle between two rows of Harleys. Hundreds and hundreds have 
arrived for the parade. A dyke snaps a picture. A man nearby 

laughs again. 
My own place in the parade is at the end of the religious and 

spiritual section. Straight Into Gay America follows the Queer 
Dharma Buddhist group, the St. Francis Xavier Catholic Church, 
the largest LGBT focused synagogue in the world and dozens of 
other religious organizations reaping the benefits of living out 

 The Metropolitan Community Church of New York hands 
out stickers ahead of us. Yellow printing on round red stickers 
says GOD MADE ME GAY, or GOD MADE ME LESBIAN, 

sticker fits. When everyone else heads straight down the three-
mile parade route, I start a queer route, circling, figure-eighting, 
back and forth, riding in place when the parade stops.  

Families with kids are watching the parade, young men on 
testosterone afterburners stand bare-chested, shouting words to 
every moving thing. People hold banners, snap pictures, stack 
sidewalks. The one thing I almost miss are the protestors, the ones 
who get so much television time to contrast with the drag queens.  

While I do see hundreds of queens today, I count only four 
tiny knots of angry poster-holding protestors. The largest group 
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has seven people. In all, I see no more than two dozen gay-bashers 
in this sea of 100,000 people. As a man tells me during a conversa-

Manhattan, New York.  Pride Parade.

of these ragged little groups. I catch a few words as I pedal my 
circles. The joy of this celebration has an inverse effect on the pro-
testors; they spit hatred from reddened faces and over-stressed 
voice boxes. Tiny Jen stands close to them and points her camera, 

proves how much these angry words hurt souls. At the third of 
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Jen, we all want to see conflict. 

it squeezes through narrow Christ
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Manhattan, New York. Dykes on Bikes.

Manhattan, New York. Straight Into Gay America. 
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Sometimes intersex people are added to the acronym, these 
one in a thousand or so people born with ambiguous genitals so 
the decision of male or female biology is not clear at the time of 
birth. Sometimes Q is added for queer. Sometimes another Q for 
questioning. Sometimes people like me get included with an A for 

the state liaison for GLBT affairs rattled off their current acronym, 

short book.
Unicycling home from this parade, I want to add S for 

Straight. Can I join the list of categories, instead of being the one 
single category against which all others are judged? LGBTQIQAS 

of War and Peace. And still, not one combination says anything 
hopes or dreams. That takes the 

The more days I ride, the more I rebel at the arrogance  
 the pastor in me. The best  

part of my training at seminary always emphasized the mysteri-
esence is often murky and un-
and outsiders.  The Hebrew tra-

dition emphasizes strangers should be treated as kin.  Jesus really 
did hang out with prostitutes, tax collectors, sick and unclean 

minder that life has twists and turns, not much to call straight. A 

Poetry Man has suddenly stoppe



CHAPTER TWELVE

E-Coli and Jesus 

A WEEK PASSES before I return to Poetry Man. He is making 
tea in the kitchen when I arrive, 

ings. There at the counter, measur

about your story being the truth
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time at seminary I argued if we all believed we could see a little 
green elf-man in the corner of the classroom, and if we all wor-
shiped that elf, that would be our God. My professor got really 
agitated in his disagreement with me. 

story to us by a retired pas-
tor, how for many years he had no longer believed what he 
preached, but he kept coming back each Sunday to speak his 
words, because they were the belief of the community. The 
teacher described this as a beautiful sacrifice, the poignancy of 
living in a community bigger than ourselves. I remember think-
ing it was pretty pathetic, losing his voice. I wondered how this 

all the depression among clergy. 

Poetry Man checks the tea,

ef, the things they hang on 
to so they can keep hanging on. I told you about some of the 
people I buried. Pastors spend a lot of time helping build safe 

people need a literal Bible. 
Some people need Jesus to be the only way. Some need church 
to be a cozy social club. Others need heaven to be a physical 
forty acres, somewhere in the sky.

poured our tea. Instead of heading for the living room sofa, as 
we always do, he pulls back a chair from the big rectangular 
kitchen table. I do the same, sitting down, facing him across 
the oak surface. 

bicycled across the country, the Grand Canyon was on my 
 an open air rim-side worship 

service. The preacher gave a sermon about a lighthouse, and 
how the light was like Jesus, a beacon in the storm of life. He 
never mentioned the Grand Canyon, even with us sitting on the 
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rim, right there, looking at all the colors and the contours, and 
all those millions of years of ea

into the Grand Canyon?  
st onto the Navajo Nation 

mythology and our science and survive these next hundred 

ssage from God that makes 

ing old rules and letting gr
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rode a thousand miles to see if I could follow compassion from 
outside the system. 

Poetry Man lets my words settle,

Remember how you told me you wanted to be a reporter on 

only survives for three years once

hard to tell that story, and 
t really want to hear how death 

and life are so close to each ot

He shifts in his seat and adds, 

phone as I drive home from 

 his incredible patience. When 
his chance comes he dives in. 



E-Coli and Jesus  - 171 - 

Writing the ride. 
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My unicycle continues to be

the community as part of my 

e-coli

e-coli



E-Coli and Jesus  - 173 - 

E-coli

E-coli
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E-coli

e-coli

e-coli

E-coli

e-coli

e-coli

e-coli
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the gay marriage debate runs its course; will some leader cre-
ate a new religious worldview for our planet; will a crucifixion 
become a transformation?  What are the effects of my unicy-
cling in a Pride Parade? 
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Larry King Live



E-Coli and Jesus  - 177 - 

Redemption helps us understand 

if if
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in an endless procession 
on this shining wet road,
geometries of people make lines of motion 
from beneath umbrellas. Each pedal forward  

confirms the organic connection between my insides  
and everything surrounding. Making love. Inches separate my 
line between life and death. This is no stroll through Central 
Park, no casual encounter between rubber 

and road. Out of the square, like a kayak  
finding still water after rapids, I know now  
this orgasmic joy, how unicycling is making love.  
A mile later, still glowing from Times Square,  

I pay the price for the twelve miles  
of loops I rode in yesterday's parade. My pedal  
wobbles out of a stripped crank socket on 37th Street  
and 7th Avenue. Stranded, I begin walking. 

 and we start a conversation 
about my tour. 
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As I walk the crowded streets, I think back on this day of con-

over and over again. I feel real physical relief when I recall what 
he shared. What a balm, what a contrast to the simplistic judg-
mentalism of so much Christianity today. I could sit all day in his 
presence, hearing him explain the core Christian principles of 
love, compassion, diversity, and inclusion; hearing him describe 
how hard this journey always has been and always will be, hear-
ing him commend everyone to walk or pedal a road of compas-
sion for the bettering of our world. When I find a guide to trust, 
my journey feels more possible. 

After Big Man slaps my shoulder farewell, I keep walking my 
unicycle home toward Clay, through these big crowds of Manhat-
tan. On 16th St. a bright voice speaks at me from the level of my 
handlebars. 

hind intricate dreadlocks, her ebony face the kind magazine cov-
ers love. We are walking in the same direction, but when I explain 
my ride, our sentiments diverge. 

like her voice and enjoy seeing her smile.  

then comes closer.  
with gays if they just keep 

I tell her about the two men I met yesterday at the parade, to-
gether for fifty years, married just 

that they are now automatically 
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same sex partner, but when you got really sick your parents could 

homosexuality, but many of them understand same-sex attraction 
relationships regardless of the 

walk straight onwards, marveling at the honesty of sidewalk en-



- 182 -  Straight into Gay America 

but not women. After the interview, she ended up walking with 
us for a block, asking questions the whole time. 

swers are attractive, and feel easier, but how understanding  
and compassion are what the world needs. Dean Cameron is  
the antidote I need for so much of the simplistic judgment,  
which comes from many religious leaders, which squashes  
honest questions. 

It takes longer to skip the sound bytes,  
to hear life stories until they come alive,
and to work instead on weaving the rich  
tapestry of compassion and understanding.  

Compassion looks for less preaching  
and more listening, more believing, 
more doing, following the crazy
Christian, human, worldly belief that no person  

in this world matters more than any other,  
and no person in this world matters less.

and all like him who salt earth 

with possibilities for justice.
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and for 7th Avenue in Manhattan. 
After forty blocks and directions

from a dozen people, I finally find a bike shop to get me ready 
for tomorrow's departure. A bike shop employee loans me a tool 
overnight, trusting me, an out-of-towner, with an expensive pedal 

words are true.

lier in the day. Clay is out late 

wake up tomorrow morning, alone, once again not knowing my 
next destination. 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THREE YEARS AGO the heat challenged me in New Jersey, but 
as I enter the state today I feel like a boiling radiator. Most of this 
day I ride on the same highways I unicycled for my 50-state ride. 

slowly, and stare out the window at the baking hot pavement. Fin-
ishing the coffee, I order a second one and stall awhile longer be-
fore returning to the scorching pavement. By noon I have to stop 
riding every three to five miles because my legs turn noodly and 
my body feels on the verge of boiling over.  

I rest under tree shade, inside convenience stores, wherever I 
can find a chance to lower my body temperature. Rain was falling 
when I started from Manhattan this morning at six. It stopped by 
the time I reached New Jersey, but the humidity still feels like 100 



percent. Temperature displays on bank signs all read 95 degrees. 

exclaims in wonder, asking questions, explaining to

traffic. Priorities. 

a religious seminary on my 
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tual life, sticking with or moving on from organized church, lets 

ing how to contact pastors and get these stories. Now I have an 
answer.

Arriving on campus after two more overheated rest  
stops, a lemonade, a cola, and a water, I step gratefully into  

Wheel. Exhausted, I take a shower and fall asleep. Even after a 

round me as I walk across the seminary grounds. The director 

senior pastor is supportive. I work with the national group for full 

these pastors who keep disguises and those who can live openly. 

was convinced gays were pushing a radical agenda. In my senior 

signing people up for their advo
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about in the Bible. And the Greeks had a tradition of same-sex acts 
between teachers and students. I can agree with the Apostle Paul 

only a mile from a college cam-

w blocks into town with T1180. 

who want to know about LGBT people would just come to one of 

ference whether the parents are gay or lesbian or heterosexual. 
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Martin Luther of my own traditio

so little maddened by the injustices of our culture and our 

nse from outside of the church 
structure than it does from inside.  

Mom would shout from the kitchen 

 as best we could before we 
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after we became engaged. Anne was her family communicator 
too, but it took a long time for her to learn the family secrets, a 
long time to understand the dynamics of depression that weave 
through her family. Her aunt and uncle cared for her during the 
summer of her seventh year, while her mom received electro-
shock therapy for depression.  

Anne tells how all during her childhood she would wake up 
and create a list of reasons to get up for the day. If she had events 
to look forward to, she could keep the depression away. She 
learned the family secret when she was in her twenties. She was in 
counseling then, very insecure, very underweight, slowly putting 
together the missing pieces of her life. That was when she learned 
her grandmother had committed suicide. She learned it had hap-
pened when her own mother was seven. She made the connection 

hospitalization and treatment. She credits that counselor with 

counselor with saving her life. 
I suppose if some people had known the issues Anne and I 

carry in our lives, they might have cautioned us about pursuing 
our relationship. Or I suppose we 

ending everything was fine. In-
stead we followed the advice of poet Robert Bly and a line he 

d is, there you will find your 

my childhood journey while I was growing up. I was always try-
ing to bring the garage and the 
how much of a fixer I had become in all my endeavors, whether 
with people or issues. I was always trying to analyze situations 
and bring the disparate parts together into some new harmony, 
surrogate efforts to make my mom and dad love each other. 

all my years of growing up, fixing was an automatic reflex. 
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working for justice from inside th





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Saying and Believing 

CROSSING the line  
into Pennsylvania, I enter my sixth  
state: Vermont, Massachusetts, Connecticut,  
New York, New Jersey, and now Pennsylvania.  

Gay pride parade in New York. Seminary
in New Jersey. State officials in Vermont.  
A different home each day. A different bed  
each night. Conversations. Word upon word 

upon word, little levers, prying up experiences  
of queer life in America today.  
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Pedaling away from the seminary, breathing hot humid air, 
pushing my legs hard, the last two days start falling into perspec-
tive, seeking their place among the stories and the people of my 
life. Slowly, I regain balance, knowing I have come far enough 
now that no abstract arguments about the evils of homosexuality 
or its dangers to society, or its threat to religion, can take away the 
many queer intersections that have so far graced my ride. 

My odometer clicks five hundred miles. The thousand-mile 
goal still feels possible. I still carry energy for listening.  
I worried about turning angry or rabid in my advocacy for  
queer rights, responding to the cascade of stories from this  

feel like a test. Now the miles begin to restore my patience. I  
feel ready for more stories. 

Just an hour ago, back in New Jersey, I received my destina-
ice organization returned my mes-

sage after I left the seminary. One conversation led to another and 

vitt had the idea: tracts of 
houses, affordably built, land on corners set aside for stores and 

building their first two exhibit 

in 1952 and has swept the country ever since. 
Getting to this strange landmark looks easy according to the 

map I check after crossing into Pennsylvania. The ride becomes a 

miles through forested undeveloped land, riding on a little-used 
highway, guessing my directions. Tan is driving alongside of me, 
catching up at photo-op corners for background footage. She 

Michael, the priest at St. Paul
space for the night. He also provides room for a weekly gathering 

been here yesterday when they 
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churches down for ten years, and go into the streets to tell homo-

Professor Powell saying those words, he was challenging a group 

the street. 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Eyes Wide Open Exhibit.
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jetliner or interstate, landing directly in air-conditioned insulated 
comfort to see only glory. My journey sees scars. 

 Today on the lawn of the Liberty Bell Visitor Center,  
1,745 pairs of boots create dozens of perfect lines, marking the 
death of each American soldier in Iraq. Thicker columns of  
civilian shoes, stacked and nameless, recognize the 30,000 or 
100,000 or God only knows what number of uncounted, unre-
corded, civilian deaths have happened since the invasion of Iraq. 

tion. I talk with Marq Ander-
son, the leader of this project.  

bian. If ten percent of us are gay, then maybe a hundred-and-fifty 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. War Deaths. 
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Later in the day, walking by the Visitor Center again, the sign 
announcing the number of dead has changed from 1,745 to 1,746. 
Another family is now grieving. On a nearby lawn, a demonstra-
tion is beginning by the Avenging The Ancestors Committee 
(ATAC.) According to their research, the exact site of the Liberty 
Bell Monument is a location where George Washington once kept 
slaves. The group wants recognition of this history included in the 
monument displays. 

scars when our spiritual, political, and cultural lives are filled with 
so much air-conditioning, so much insulated comfort?

At a park bench, resting in hot air, I talk with a Park Ranger, a 
toothless old African-American man sitting on the next bench. We 
can see monuments from where we sit. I ask him about queer 
rights.

He points to Independence Hall across  

this is such a hot and polarizing  

Sometimes people tell me the issue 
is sex. Others blame the media.  
Most say they have no idea.  
This elder says simply,  

between saying and believing.

Standing in a public restroom, facing the wall, the man two 
stalls down asks if he saw me unicycling yesterday in Jersey. 
Turns out he did. I hear about his nephew, 25 years with AIDS, 
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dad violently opposed; but when the choice came down to keep-

an inclusive place to help raise their children. 

also serves on the national or-

 inclusion. From the national 

ing at the microphone, ranting ab
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And I remember looking past the speaker at the hundreds of peo-
ple seated behind him. The vast majority of those people, they 
understand inclusion. The Episcopal Church has arrived when it 
comes to inclusion.

friendships. How many straight married guys even know what 

I ask Roger why he thinks the Episcopal Church is doing well 
he Episcopal church is tradition-

got a large number of wealthy 

have an obligation to serve, an obligation to be a voice for the 

After sandwiches we meet Dian at the Congregation Beth 

was the only straight person in this congregation. Then I got a 

congregation was just five years old.
more comfortable here than anywhere else. I've been active ever 
since. We have children. We have couples. We have single people. 

A copy of the Beth Ahovah newsletter catches my eye, cele-
brating the 30th anniversary of the congregation. I read of a mem-
ber describing the difference between being a gay-friendly con-

gay people here, we can talk ab
This day is stove-top hot. A seven-dollar downtown milk-

shake barely makes a dent toward refreshment. Tan and I con-
tinue our tour. Families, individuals, everyone I ask, respond that 
queer people deserve equal rights. 

For dinner my friend Nathan has driven in from Reading to 
visit. His girlfriend lives here in Philly, and she offers an invita-
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Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Maura and Nathan. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Amish Buggies 

NEAR WAGONTOWN, Pennsylvania, three young boys herd 
milk cows across the street to another pasture. I stop at this farm; 
it includes a family bakery. Out front the horse stands ready, 
hitched to the buggy. Kids run around in dark-blue homemade 
clothes. Girls wear bonnets. The older sister sells the baked goods, 
jams, and fresh produce. They sneak stares at me and One Wheel, 
none of them talking unless I ask a question, keeping their tradi-
tions despite the stream of Subarus and SUVs arriving from the 
housing developments that encroach more and more closely on 
this farm. 
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I buy the pack, and as I eat the first of them, the farmer shows 

pace of the land. 

his customers. 

ers can put their land in a spe-

He asks how fast I unicycle. 

I wait for him to ask about my ride, and when he does I ask 

people are the elephant in the room
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A few miles later, eating lunch at the White Horse Inn our 

At the next table, a retired man eating lunch with his wife puts 

When I ride on, the land grows more rural. Amish farms be-
come more common. These Amish are as visible an example of 
tradition as I expect to find anywhere, their roots forming in those 

ation. Like queer culture, their 
history holds persecution and judgment. 

Anabaptists were the forerunners of the Amish. With their 
emphasis on baptizing only consenting adults, and on forming 
free-churches in individual homes, Anabaptists conflicted with 
the more structured churches. Some city-states even hired bounty 
hunters to arrest these Anabaptists who threatened the order of 
the day. 

Mennonites splintered off from the Anabaptists in 1632. Then 
in 1693, frustrated that Mennonites were becoming too lax, the 
Amish formed under the leadership of Jacob Amman. They tight-
ened the discipline of shunning, even prohibiting the spouse of a 
shunned person from eating or sleeping with his or her partner 
until the offender reformed. 

Along with rigid internal standards, the Amish continued to 
suffer the external religious persecution so common to minority 
religious groups. High taxes, high rents, inflation, wars, and  

The first records of Amish immigration to the United States are 

Amish have been persecuted for their pacifist stance against war. 
over whether their buggies must 

have reflectors. 
After lunch I see the first horses clip-clopping on the road, 

pulling buggies with bonneted families. When a buggy appears in 
my rear-view mirror I pull onto a side road and pedal circles until 
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the horse and driver pass, tucking in behind. I follow at a distance 
until soon it turns off on a gravel side road, toward a farmhouse 
where there will be no electricity. 

White Horse, Pennsylvania.  Amish Country.

No car for this buggy driver, and no electricity, whether he 
wants it or not. Step beyond the bounds of the system and judg-

him, but judgment pervades the long history of his tradition. 
Amish individuals have been shunned internally by their own 
communities and pressured externally by governments for paci-
fism and unlit buggies. And before the Anabaptists were hunted 
for bounty in Europe, Martin Luther received a death sentence for 
defying the Catholic Church. Later 
damned Jews and Turks and sided with the princes during a con-
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flict with the peasants. Fifteen hundred years before that, Jesus 
was crucified.  

So much persecution has happened in the name of Jesus and 
the church. No wonder churches are one of the hardest places for 
many queer people to enter, even today. We speak the language of 
love, but we are steeped in the habits of judgment, the patterns of 
the status quo. Jacob Amman might have been a mutant gene in 
his time. Just like Martin Luther. Just like Jesus.  

Back in Michigan, Professor Lenski showed me about the con-
stant interaction between the standard cells and the mutations. 
This day of Amish experience makes me feel the power of the 
status quo. Then another buggy pulls in front of me, shined and 

and automobile rear view mirrors made to fit the buggy. The 
driver might be sixteen.  

think of being tagged by a unicycle, but I take a chance on the 
driver of this spit-shined rig, picking up my pace to follow closely. 
For a full six miles I track him, enjoying the changing cadence of 
the horseshoes, easing for uphills and tapping faster on the way 
back down. When he reaches the town of Intercourse he turns on 
his blinker and stops to wait for traffic in the left turn lane. I grab 
onto the streetlight post while I wait for the green.  

changes and he makes his left turn.  

Amish tradition where some young people have time to experi-

to the ways of the Amish. Or maybe he has a mutant gene inside, 
something that will shape him for his whole life. I watch his 
buggy for a moment before I continue. Whether this young man 
chooses to stay in his tradition or
structures and with judgment. Mayb
for stepping outside. 
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On this Saturday afternoon, Intercourse is jammed with traffic 
heading for an Amish tourist center: a collection of shops, buggy 
rides, and food vendors filled with visitors and surrounded by 
acres of parked cars.

I stop for lemonade, feeling the stark contrast of Amish com-
mercialization compared to my visit at the Whoopie farm earlier 
in the day. Visitors here come from far and wide. The first two I 
talk to both speak for gay rights. The third shakes his head,  

I ask him why, and hear as I have so often, the  

I laugh to myself at his mix-up of the plumbing metaphor. 

me after capturing more country footage. 

I keep talking, surprised when he tells me of having gay and 
lesbian friends who are every bit as good as his other friends. I tell 
him about people I met in Vermont who now, because of civil un-
ions have rights to hospital visitation, inheritance, and taxation 
equality. This time he nods his head affirmatively.  

matter how loudly they believe homosexuality is wrong, who 
doesn't also believe at some deep level everyone deserves equal 

ny failings, the idea of equal 
rights seems deeply planted. The old park ranger at the Liberty 

Back on the unicycle I leave Intercourse, pedal through a town 

unicycle barely squeezes into the backseat of her rented Dodge 

A few miles earlier I rode by a hand-painted sign at a buggy 

conditioned car gives welcome relief. 
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Whenever my travels get me within a few hundred miles of 
Nathan, he always makes the effort to find me. People remark 
about my travels, but 
toured with a traveling theater, earned his Ph.D., directed a public 
theater and now leads a college theater program in his second 
teaching position. The journey has had rough places, but he never 
lost faith in the purpose for his life. Seeing him together with 

Tan has the camera out for dinner. She records film almost 

she laughs. After dinner, she keeps the camera rolling and we talk 
about queer life in America.

the theater. So much of theater has gay people involved. This goes 

the porch. Maura and Nathan holding hands, seated together on 
the swing. 

men. Otherwise your gender could cross. All the old plays had 
s. In Elizabethan times you have 

and actresses were true outsiders to society. This has shaped the 
ant to invite an actor into your 

good home. Only in the last few decades have actors and actresses 

other. It would be a whole different situation if we were two men 
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my colleagues died of cancer. My colleague was very devoted to 

runners of our society a generation
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

L

Glory, Glory, Hallelujah
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dents. There were some students I believed were gay, and they've 

eyes.

me, so lovingly, so insistently, that



she shared so openly and so clearly, I walk outside and start  
my day's ride. 

Mountville, Pennsylvania.  Metropolitan Community Church. 
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Next to the name of the church are three small letters, MCC. I 
can hardly believe what I see. In this small town, and in this re-
gion where Biblical condemnation feels prevalent, my ride rolls 
into its first church of the Metropolitan Community Church de-
nomination. Known internationally for its focus on queer inclu-
sion, the denomination started in Los Angeles in 1968. Ever since 
then, the MCC has been growing and providing affirmation that 
Christian faith and homosexuality can exist together. The front 

I phone Tan and she drives back from York. Lots of singing. 

 one of the members. I look 
around at families of all kinds, including the standard husband, 
wife, and children. The common bond here is not the form of mar-
riage but the love between partners.  

with a difference, a refusal to tie love and judgment together. The 

looking into my tradition for what I could use for my life, this dif-

Keeping love and judgment separate seems to be that one core 
quality, that one vital characteristic whose presence or absence 
breeds all the variations of spirituality, faith, religion, church. 

Churches often talk a good line  
about unconditional love. Christians,  
and others too, can speak of grace  
and inclusion. But in our depths,

acceptance comes hard.  

offers the illusion of sanity,
the pattern of predictability.  



We judge to exclude.
We judge to hang on. 

th



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

P
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Faith Starts When Shit Happens. 
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what comes next, how instead of easy street,  
and the blessings we expect for the Son of God, 
Jesus gets sent into the wilderness. 
Immediately.

According to the gospel of Mark, this is not an RV excursion 
into a desert resort. This is the Son of God, beloved, doing eve-
rything right, and now, shit happens. This is not supposed to 
happen to Jesus, ending up  

near death, fasting for forty days, tempted by the devil, 
all the time in the world to think about his river outing.  
How did the greatest blessing turn into the greatest curse? 
What went wrong? What to do now? 

to land on my left shoulder instead of my right shoulder,  
I must have done  

one minute you bless me, the next you nearly kill  

Jesus chose differently. 

Wilderness is the end of the predictable God,  
my favorite story in all of Scripture,  
the beginning of faith, the little crack  
in all the sanitized, controlled, predictable  
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brickwork that has tangled around Jesus over these last  
two-thousand years. Crucifixion was supposed to break  

certainly  
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for the last twelve years. The disciples shoot a gaze 
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about my unicycle. When I get my turn to ask my gay rights ques-
tion, there's a quick, curt wish for a good ride before they pour 
muscle into their cranks to speed away from me.  

Further down the road a grandpa is standing at the roadside, 
set to take my picture. He shouts an invitation to join the family 
reunion in the yard. Someone hollers an offer of a beer. I stop and 

time I don't mention why I'm riding.  

Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.  On the battlefield.

closets. A certain threshold of opposition 
makes it feel easier to shut up than to speak out.  
Who knows what I miss 
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by not sharing my ride with these people?  
Maybe these are allies who would be thankful  
to hear of my journey. Perhaps gay family  
members live here, or maybe these people have friends  

to tell me of. Tired from the religious litany of judgment  
I've absorbed this afternoon, I share only light conversation, 
thank them for the Budweiser, and return  
to One Wheel for the last ten miles to Gettysburg.  

the Assembly of God Church this morning. Tan is talking to a les-
bian couple when I find her. Their house too is packed to the raf-

on housing.   
We talk to more folks here in town, but for the first time in 

have holes. Birds of the air have nests. But the Son of Man has 

sleep.

We find a tiny eight-room motel a mile east of town, and I 
hand over my VISA card, buying a bed for the first time on this 

from the turning of my wheel. 

jumbo sparklers. Enough of this preaching to myself. Enjoy  
the ride. 

Tan had me dress up in her cow costume she carries with her 
every time she travels. She gets a costumed picture taken in each 
new place, and thought it was a good idea for me, too. Now she 
pulls out duct tape, holding the sparklers in her hands, walking 
toward my unicycle. 
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STRAIGHT INTO GAY AMERICA

Part III 
SOUTH



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Death Road 

GETTYSBURG. 
Jen thought this battlefield would offer great Fourth of July 

of the road, stay in line with the direction of the hospitality, and 
see where we end up each day. The last anchor point was New 
York City. The next one is Lynchburg, with Soulforce, and with 
Jerry Falwell at Thomas Road Baptist Church. But here we are in 
Gettysburg, stories have led the way. The tale here is history. I 
pedal through endless cannons, picket fences, and monuments. Of 
the 172,000 soldiers who gathered to fight at Gettysburg on the 
three first days of July in 1863, 51,000 became casualties.
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choice.
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Economic expansion for the North was another problem; worker 
strikes and rebellions had been growing in Northern factories 
since the 1830s. Of the thirty million people living in the North 
and the South in 1861, 623,000 died and another 471,000 were 
wounded during the Civil War. In this land dedicated to the 
proposition all men are created equal, over a million people, one 
of every thirty Americans, fell in combat.  

If equal rights are not present, the margins often end up 
threatening the existing balance of power. Resolving the issue of 
slavery threw the entire nation into turmoil. I feel this lesson as I 
stand here in Gettysburg. Recovering a balance point between the 
margin and the center was Abraham
the war. In August 1862 he replied to a New York Times
could save the Union without freeing any slave, I would do it; and 
if I could save it by freeing all the slaves, I would do it; and if I 
could do it by freeing some and leaving others alone, I would also 

urg Address in elementary 
avery I struggle with the most. 

solution?  Did that choice set the stage for the civil rights struggles 
that continue even today?  Or did his focus on saving the Union 
keep our land from total disinteg

it must have been to face the 
decisions made during the Civil War.  

Times, 
that the quest for queer rights is

mentators who argue for the status quo today are even right, but I 

laration of Independence I celebrate on this 4th
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Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.  Pennsylvania Memorial.

In the queer community the death count is less than it was in 
the Civil War, but it exists: high rates of suicide; the persistent re-
currence of hate crimes; the chopping short of dreams, creativity, 
and productivity. No monument like Gettysburg exists to mark 
the numbers of these fallen. Most people can still just put on their 
helmets and ride away. On the issue of queer rights, most people 
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Virginia Roads.

Only one other time was I run off the road. It too happened in 
Virginia, while I rode north into the Appalachians, headed for 
Kentucky so I could add it to my tally of fifty states. Leaving 
Claypool Hills in morning fog, I ascended into the mountains on 
highway 460, with the two-foot-wide shoulder disappearing and 
the fog increasing. Just out of town the speed limit increased to 
sixty, and I found myself pedaling a corner with trucks on one 
side of me, a rock face on the other, and no shoulder between the 
two. More than 5,000 miles into my journey, I was stopped for the 
first and only time. 

As Tan drives me into Leesburg, I remember these difficulties 
with Virginia. This time feels different. I have listened to so many 
stories of rights, prejudices, and so
help seeing how the system is involved in my predicament. Either 
someone, somewhere in the Virginia Department of Transporta-
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tion has consciously decided to make no room for bicyclists on 
their state roads, or else officials simply neglect the minority con-
cerns of pedestrians and cyclists. Whatever the reason, these mar-
gins are deadly to One Wheel. 

Three years ago, unicycling through all fifty states, I found a 

denly makes me feel far from my family. I feel scared of putting 
jury or death for this ride, of 

risking the family reunion I long for more each day. 
I feel more angry today than three years ago, forced to quit for 

my own safety on a road I have every right to ride, forced to 
choose my family rather than risk 
provision for my passage. But I have a way out. When I need to 
escape the road for the sake of my safety, I join the crowd, hop in 
a car, and become like everyone else. I feel more angry today be-
cause I know for queer people feeling threatened by an unsafe 
margin, escape often means hiding in a closet. 

becoming a good friend. On her own road of life, despite starring 
in her documentary, Not Straightforward
mom she is lesbian. Her unsafe coming-out journey is much more 
difficult than my morning on Virginia roads. 

Back in Massachusetts, Tan had stayed up almost all night, 
talking with a PFLAG mom about parent-child relationships, 
about what it was like for Eileen to have her son come out to her, 

weary from the road. For these two women, this conversation was 
life and death. I understand this better now. I understand why 
Eileen and many others keep their little struggling PFLAG chap-
ters open, and why others start advocacy and assistance organiza-
tions throughout the country. They keep the turnouts and the rest 
areas open along our unsafe highways. 

Even as I pedal Straight Into Gay America and discover these 
stories, Dad keeps e-mailing that 

le in the mainstream make this 

Dad and I seem to be diverging more and more. Safety, 
whether on roads or in society, feels like such a basic right to me. 
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The more experiences I report on, the more arguments he 

feel safer knowing acceptance is a basic right, instead of being 
subject to religious or cultural standards?  

All these stories seem to be driving the wedge in deeper between 

longer possible.

Welcome to Virginia

came to set a man at odds agains

ing. I need more miles to let this ride keep working on me. What 
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does it mean to honor this Straight Into Gay America experience? 
How do I keep the commandment to honor my father and my 
mother? This is my taste of the coming out struggle so many queer 
people face. 

.  Once we get off Highway 15 
Tan stops in front of a convenience store. I pull One Wheel out 

is an immigrant from Germany. 

tape. The woman makes sure to say she is speaking for herself and 

call on my cell phone. 

tape from the visitor center. If 

side walker.
ad is full of gravel trucks. 

when we were growing up. Everyo
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Tan will leave this evening and head back for Seattle. Tomor-

roads all alone. 

ever on his six-foot frame. This

spend an evening together.  

close to a racing heart and near 
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In the morning I pedal south from Culpepper. Dave returns to 
West Virginia. Tan has already driven back to the Baltimore air-
port for her flight home to Seattle. I ride all alone again. 

south, but I feel tired from the very first pedal stroke. The over-
heating from yesterday takes its toll. The stress must have its part, 
too. Weary like this, I count miles, something I hate to do. My 
odometer records each revolution, but with mind and body so 
tired, the miles accumulate with aggravating slowness. The re-
mains of tropical storm Cindy are on their way too, making the 
weather even more oppressive. I slog through until lunchtime, 
taking a nap along the way.  

In Barbourville, I buy food at a convenience store, the only 
visible commerce anywhere. The attendant flips burgers on a grill 
as small as a pizza box, eight quarter-pound patties at a time. Or-
dering a double, I take it outside to eat under a covered picnic ta-
ble. Then another nap, using the table for a bed. Each time I wake 
up I look at my watch, then fall back asleep, too tired to get 
started. An hour later I shake myself awake and walk back into 
the convenience store for another lemonade. 

She follows outside, asking how I can ride in this weather. I 

is crazy thing for any special 
reason, I hesitate to tell her. This place fits every one of the stereo-

rights.

expected.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

With directions to the Charlottesville library, I head toward 
downtown. At the very center is the county courthouse. Laid out 
in 1762, the historical sign reports that Thomas Jefferson, James 
Madison, and James Monroe used to gather here together. Two 

Mel White of Soulforce has been on the phone with me these 
last few days, encouraging me toward Lynchburg. A queer 
advocate for decades, Mel gained fame for writing his book 
Stranger at the Gate and then founding Soulforce to try to stop 
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spiritual violence against queer people. After coming out and 
writing Stranger at the Gate, he and partner Gary Nixon moved  

tending each Sunday and standing in silent protest during  
the worship whenever defamatory remarks were made against 
queer people.

My own spirit needs the recharge of meeting Mel and Gary. 
Their story feels like a planet with its own gravity,  
drawing me in from a far distance. Tonight though, Mel has  

if I need a place to stay. 

I write for an hour at the library and then Sara picks me up on 

same time. Meeting Sara, I rea

the sidewalk with a transgender 

other human being with a story. 

unicycle, not as an oddity, but as a relative to her love of biking. 

got a lot of bike lanes and bike trails in town. Out of town, though, 

Packing my unicycle into the back

e back in the countryside, her 
duplex unit surrounded by a forest
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learned Sara is just four months from retiring from her water 

Charlottesville, Virginia.  Sara 
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worth all the trouble unless I really, really knew it was the only 

this journey. 



- 256 -   Straight into Gay America 

On that first evening of learning the news, Joan neither ac-
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would do. 

Halfway, Virginia
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preachers, Jerry Falwell. Even sh
tempt me away from these next few days.  

Most mornings I get up and sneak out the door alone, quietly 

surprises me by coming out of he
going to join you for your first few miles. I can guide you out of 

south out of Charlottesville. My strategy for the road today is to 
follow Route 29, the four lane divided highway that goes directly 

Indeed, I leave Charlottesville on an eight-foot-wide shoulder, 
and when it lasts for more than a mile, I begin savoring this little 
piece of tar, this little bit of my own piece of creation. I consciously 
sense the freeing of my mind, allowing me to focus on more than 
just avoiding becoming road kill.

so gracious. Author, pastor, father, non-violent activist and advo-

institutional insider to making an effective contribution from out-
side of the established church.  

Mel used to ghostwrite for famous evangelical preachers, in-
am, Jerry Falwell, and others. 

came out publicly, his announcement made national news.  
Those who once gave him highest praise soon shunned him.  

Stranger at the Gate: To Be Gay and Chris-
tian in America d expert on religion  
in America today and the damage it so often causes to queer peo-

find a future on the edge. 
Mel has already offered to drive out from Lynchburg and give 

me a ride into town. The remains of tropical storm Christina are 



As long as I can ride a few feet away from the spray of trucks,  

I get thirty minutes of riding with the joy of a sufficient shoul-
der. Then at mile six, my eight-foot shoulder drops to two feet. 
Two miles further on, the white shoulder stripe is running  
right down the edge of the tar, stealing away every inch of my 
safe passage. 

Perhaps if I had the spiritual maturity of Mel, or the non-

kly, so loudly, so fervently at 

return to judging whether cars and trucks have room to pass. 

chance riding this road. 
With a good shoulder, I can sometimes ride the whole  

day and barely notice the pedals turning on my unicycle. Now, 
instead, my legs and body feel tense. They have accumulated  
the dangers of these last two days. The eighteen-wheelers do 
nothing wrong in their passage. Still, my eyes glare at them.  
Then the rain begins. 

Three miles farther on I stop and buy cold grapefruit juice at a 

rest and country homes for the 

taurant in Lovingston for a late breakfast. The only café I find 

With choices down to McDonalds or a grocery store, I choose 
donuts and fresh fruit. Sitting outside by the shopping cart rack, 
chewing each bite slowly, I study the clouds and watch the rain-
drops. They keep falling. 

ing as long as my patience allows, I walk across the parking lot 
and start asking drivers waiting in

agrees I can throw my unicycle 
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in the back. I squeeze One Wheel in between boxes of satellite TV 
dishes.

does the paint on the right front panel. The driver looks all of a 

ing and ask his thoughts. 

work best when we become vulnerable. I still feel amazed by the 

how will we discover our common 

eration of fear and at long last began coming out on the streets to 

from an apartment was shocked to see her neighbor standing next 
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CHAPTER TWENTY

Soulforce

WELCOME LARS
The  vinyl banner is staked out in foot-high letters as we ap-

Bronzed statues of deer stand in
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Lynchburg, Virginia.  Gary and Mel.
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e is tied up in deciding who 
gets saved and who gets damned

ing. Their preachers needed 
a new group to focus their attack against and to spur their fear-
based fundraising. They made a strategic decision to choose ho-

ganizations.  

of gay marriage. And Virginia 

the process of amending our state constitution. It goes even fur-
ther than the one-man, one-woman 

d pass for Marine officers with 
their short-cropped hair, manicured home, and regimented cup-
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Left Behind
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in the closet. And then there are those gay students who attend, 

y tells them their homosexuality 

Relig-
ion Gone Bad: Hidden Dangers from the Christian Right.

awakening led to the Salem witch 



- 268 -   Straight into Gay America 

stroying us because it splits everything into camps of good against 

Lynchburg, Virginia.  Catching up on the journal.

ad Baptist Church or out to the 
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all the external homophobia that permeates the soil  
of this place. Trading words on homosexuality in the Bible 
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start catching up on events. Back in the car I drive so she can take 

view.

on and government get stirred 
together in such detrimental co
with all the shots she can manage.  

so much contrived order, and such
ence. Perhaps honest conversation is
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students, and perhaps even few of the faculty have much sense of 
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fear. The fight against evil was so clear, and the Americans arrived 

ing, waiting to turn into Hitler as
laxes.

watched college students challenge hierarchy and ultimately end 
a war. Is this where our difference comes from? Is our difference 

growing up? Or is it something else? 
Whatever causes our differences, Dad and I fit the two molds 

gures who hold authority. I fall 
ry, which believes in paying our 

dues to create strong communities, which in turn develop strong 
individuals.  

If Dad were here at the dinner table tonight, our conversation 
would be very different. Yet this long conversation Dad and I are 
continuing through the years seems to be the same one Mel White 
is having with preacher Jerry Falwell, seems to be the same one 

spair, and suicide that come from trying to banish homosexuality. 

Dad and I. Mel White and Jerry Falwell. Year after year. 

him rolling on his story of coming out, and how his parents have 

the Episcopal church. He told of 

good ally. At the end of the session, a participant came up to him 
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lieving a good wife would cure him. He had kids and served them 

alone. Mel was lucky his wife knew his orientation and supported 
him through all the years of this suffering. At the end of his rope, 

than fight it, their partnership of love for each other and for their 
children remained strong. Their love and respect for each other 
continues to this day. 

Stranger at the Gate

ghostwriter was gay. They had trusted their deepest secrets to a 

to share his story with them came to nothing.  

truth as he understands it. Soulforce organizes around the non-
violent principles of Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr., with the 
goal of stopping spiritual violence. Parallel to this work of institu-
tional change is the commitment to provide safe refuge for those 

all the institutional confrontation, this is the work of personal 
story, and this work has saved countless lives. Once trapped in 

of understanding for others still 
contradictions. 

also married at the time they met. In the midst of the most difficult 

his way to the choir loft. 
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and the joy of figuring out their partnership. Their public face 
gives a picture of the suffering and the possibilities for many other 
gay people. Small wonder these two are so revered in the queer 
community.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Moral? Majority? 

ONE OF THE hard parts of living in the queer closet is  
the remarks that swirl around, which closeted people take in si-
lence. When Soulforce started, Mel chose a visible way to  
stand up. He and Gary moved from Laguna Beach, California,  
to a little house directly across the street from Thomas Road Bap-

church. Whenever Falwell spoke condemnatory words about ho-
mosexuals, Mel and Gary stood in silence until the subject 
changed.

When Falwell announced he was moving the church out to 

home for their headquarters. Still, Mel shows up to church each 

of dress clothes to wear to church. Instead I leave an hour before 
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the others, so I can arrive by unicycle. In biking shorts, purple t-
shirt, and bright yellow safety vest, I get a cordial welcome 
amongst all the suits, dresses, and Sunday hats. When Gary and 
Jake and Jen and Tan arrive we take a seat near the front. Tan 
heads up to the balcony to see if she can film. 

Mark Twain would have had some choice words about  
the TV camera jocks parading up and down the aisles, and the 
choir fluttering in like sky-colored doves. The arrival of the 

and he would have penned choice words about the bodyguard so 
close to his side.

the family talking about what a good sermon it is, all about love 

stands no hypocrisy. 

skepticism. Looking around I see happy faces, and Jerry himself 
has the look of a roly-poly grandpa. It feels easy to get sucked into 

t from the pulpit, wanting to 
recognize an usher who has been helping in the aisles for fifty 

. My wife says I eat like a bird 

Nine Points for Christian Living is the sermon topic for the 
morning. Strategies for being a better you. Jerry points to the row 
of unwed mothers as one example of people Thomas Road has 

After the points on meditation and prayers, the next points 
cover service and helping the less fortunate. A piece of me is glad 

sses, but another part of me feels 

blacksmith shop and then pounded into a new shape, buffed to 
high polish and then put on display in the store.  
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queer people who have been hated by churches come to mind, the 
ones who have been offered the possibility of becoming good 

exclusionary conditions. 

I feel my agitation growing, but worship ends before I get 

ber Sunday, and a line of new believers starts forming to greet 
Jerry and the bodyguard up by the pulpit. 

Tan follows me, holding her camera. She has filmed so far 
without getting stopped, but now the bodyguard comes over to 
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gave themselves over to unnatural sexual relations. There can 
be no mistaking that these passages condemn same-sex rela-

The Christian Alliance for Progress can label themselves 

one of the marks of the liberal ch

g that maintains the rules-based 

are fearful of the one great thing 
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psychology and culture. Just because Playboy writes about politics 

Washington, D.C.
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ment, White House, Capitol Building, we keep trudging through 

Washington, D.C.  At the capitol.
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us to meet at an Italian restaurant in the gay section of town. A  
lawyer turned church musician, Darron has chosen quality of life 
rather quantity of income. Tremendously popular at church, at 

Rip, back in Vermont.  

en telling how he feels more 
moved to activism now than he used to.  

gay organists in church?  Church would be much quieter. There 

Spinning ideas together we imagine organizing a month of si-
lence in unwelcoming churches. Or what if allies pledged to with-
hold their gifts and their presence one month out of each year, un-
til full acceptance is granted? 

so much to do. I know that tonight, somewhere, a young person is 
going through the same hell I suffered through for fifteen years. 

thing to help that pain. This 

Darron himself has been through the wringer, both at home 
and at his church. His Dad is a pastor, and remained condemna-
tory of Darron for many years, until Darron finally pushed the 

th

my parents loved them. Every time my mom and I talk, she asks 

Darron has suffered at church t
ey asked the pastor to remove 

Darron from his music position. 

accept women pastors yet, or women in leadership positions in 
the church. Even less do they accept queer leadership. 
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ball and I try to squeeze it. Every day I squeeze it ten times. Then I 
start standing up ten times a day. Then I start walking to the bath-

When we finish talking Helen shows me my room. Barbie and 

long time, letting her stories soak in.  

ide the predominant flow. The 

. Only the hard work of people 

 with the military, even with 

In some small ways, Dad and I are living out this tension be-

 busing. In fourth grade I be-

just two little kids who liked to play together, oblivious to the 
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tures. Tonight I fall asleep with the image of Helen relearning to 

Washington D.C.

remains until I return to Holden, to sleep in my own bed with 
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Getting directions from people as I make my way back to the 
capitol, I talk with one old man who appears to live on the street 
corner where I find him. “Live and let live,” he tells me. “You got 
to be who you is.” It’s the short version of Helen’s talk with me 
last night. 

And it’s the short version of my visit at the Task Force, also 
known as the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force. I get some 
time with the intern there, whose name is John. He’s from Michi-
gan State University where I was once a campus pastor. 

With the same determination as Helen, he describes helping to 
organize action in South Dakota. The state has a ballot measure 
coming up to prohibit gay marriage. “We’re going to lose that bat-
tle,” he tells me with the maturity of an elder statesman. “But 
we’re in this for the long haul. We’re organizing now so we’ll 
have more strength there in the future.” 

I ask him what gives courage for this work. “You have to real-
ize the fight for rights of GLBT people is the fastest growing social 
justice movement in the history of this country. It’s only fifty years 
old,” he says. “The younger generation is already there. It’s only a 
matter of time until GLBT people have full equal rights.” 

Outside again after talking with John, the day is blazing hot, 
95 degrees and humid. The papers are reporting on the heat, so 
apparently this is unusual, even for summertime DC. I stop at a 
Starbucks for a large iced coffee, a new addition to my survival list 
of cold drinks to help me through this heat: lemonade, water, pop, 
chocolate milk, iced tea. I drink more calories than I eat.  

I get Dad on the phone while I savor the cold coffee. We stay 
off my “gay agenda” and  I have a good time sharing about the 
DC riding I’m doing. Each day I take a spin around the Capitol 
Mall and explore a different part of the town. Yesterday I was at 
the Museum of the American Indian, spending hours soaking in 
the art and history, and remembering our family’s years in Nome, 
Alaska.

At the end of the conversation, though, we can’t help taking 
jabs at each other. Dad gives me his political report. “George  
Bush is looking pretty good these days,” he tells me. “It looks  
like the budget is coming along well now.” And he tells about an 
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interview he heard with General Myers about the steady progress 
in Iraq. 

at all. Maybe this idea that 
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going house-to-house with the little motel room Tan and I had 
shared the night before the 4th

queer ride, all the way around. My

I walk forty minutes to reach the 

Ringing the bell gets me a long wait and a chance to meet Eddie 

he growls, turning back toward 

left to find a fix before Jen and 

Jose Two takes my unicycle. I follow him inside and he starts 
working. Then Jose Three comes 

r fifteen years. There are so 
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speaking English. I tell them what I can about my ride. We smile 
back and forth a lot as Jose Two lights the torch and brazes my 

Washington D.C.  With Jose for repairs.

We end up face to face as if 
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formed Jewish Headquarters. Finding a place near DuPont Circle 
for lunch, I catch them up on the ride. 

Virgina.  Seeking safety.
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After updating the seat post story, I tell them about the news 
in the papers this week. Reverend Willie Wils
made the front page this week. W
coming Million More Movement march, the tenth anniversary 
remembrance of the Million Man March on the Washington Mall. 

come in all aspects of this ma
raised tensions and concern. 

homophobic because everybody here got something wrong with 

it to her. 

and encourage congregations to work toward laws allowing for 
gay marriage.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Centers of Hope 

RABBI Michael Namath is the first interview on our Beltway list. 
He works as Program Director for the Religious Action Center of 

the conversation quickly.
e creator has created. We be-

Rabbi Namath reminds me of my meeting with Dean Cam-

created gay, or lesbian, 
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Jewish. Christian. Eastern. Hunting-gathering traditions. Athe-
ist. Wherever I find compassion I discover the same attitude to-
ward life, with compassion at the core. Rabbi Namath gives me a 

Civil Rights Movement of 1964 and 1965 held some of their most 

I ask this Rabbi Namath why gay rights are important to him. 

We were involved last year in trying to defeat the effort for the 
constitutional amendment about marriage. I ended up as the point 

dren, and for other children, too. I want to be part of making a bet-

st here in thankful relief. My 

his Civil Rights historical room, than I felt back with Jerry Falwell 

the only way to salvation puts him and his followers in a very 
small box. According to fundamen
how much compassion or how deep his faithfulness to Judaism, 
Rabbi Namath will always be an outsider, unless he converts and 

outsiders until they convert to 

tinctions between insiders and outsiders. Rabbi Namath is giving 
his life to make the circle big enough for everyone.  

process, so different from my own. He seems patient and willing 
to work within the institutional 
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job that would have made Dad happy, a job Mom could explain to 
her friends when they asked what I was up to.  

so historic to the Civil Rights 

knows where to go to work every day. I start each day without 

ginning to stitch my journey together, hoping in the truth that the 
world needs all kinds, that impatience and individuality has its 

this experience once the pedaling 
is finished. I have no assurances.  

As we pass out the door and return to the hot DC afternoon, 

have the choice to live in fear, and we have the choice to live in 

The words fit our next encounter, this one with a gay Southern 

rules. Steven Baines serves on the National Gay and Lesbian Task 
so holds the office of Director 

for Interfaith Outreach for another advocacy organization, People 

Steven is good with words, in the best of his Baptist tradition. 
He tells the familiar story of knowing he was gay at an early age 
and believing his life was a terrible sin. He talks about the sore 

ing to be healed from homosexuality, of falling asleep in prayer 
and waking up still kneeled at the si
cidal times and then of finally coming to accept himself for who 
he is, a gay man loved by God. 

 as a little boy, but I always 
knew I was gay. I grew up believing in my sin. I tried and tried to 
pray it away. I joined Exodus (a movement to convert homosexual 
people to heterosexuality) for a year, but I am gay to the core, and 
now I know God created me this way. I can finally celebrate this. I 
can finally celebrate my love, and I will work until the day when 
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everyone can celebrate the love and fidelity between two men or 
two women, as much as we honor the love of women partnered 

A preacher since the age of seventeen, Steven tells of his love 
for the church, and the conflict of falling in love with another man. 
A while later he was outed to his church, turned in for being gay. 
In the fundamentalist emphasis between insiders and outsiders, 
he ended up on the outside. The church took away his job as a 
pastor. This happened ten years ago.  

day life. So many people think homosexuality is just about sex. 

we talk about our day, and we care for each other, and we have a 
life together. 

some kids still go through the same thing I did. Someday I want 

Steven spends much of his time giving public speeches. He 

questions about my path and my place will always be with me, 
but maybe the rabbi and the preacher go home some nights, too, 

trust in the right places, if their own insights are trustworthy. 

 faith and doubt, blended with 
enough hope to continue the journey. 

ity to want to be anywhere near it
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fundamentalist condemnation.  
Dad wonders why I lift up certain queer couples as examples 

an eye for compassion, and the courage to follow where it leads.  

r organization in this city. All 

office, sweating in my cycling gear, holding a helmet in one hand 
and a writing pad in the other, I am more queer than these people. 

more tradition can a person get t

minance has resulted in some of 

mix of insider and outsider stories, of occupying the mainstream 
sometimes, and suffering persec

rooted firmly in his tradition. 

mainstream and the edge of the road.  
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Washington D.C. With Bishop Medardo Gomez. 
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But theology tries to speak of a God  
who created all things,

Phil says we are called to do the same.

hear the stories, recognize the call 

When I speak with Bishop Gomez, I batter Spanish words, 
like I did with the Salvadoran welders yesterday. 

Two years ago Bishop Gomez was on a boat  

and it changed his life. Last time we visited, 

and hope and justice, and the hundreds of poems  

by which he's trying to speak his new reality.  

weld on my seat. I unicycle up and down 

I ask a Spanish speaker to tell  
this bishop the purpose of my ride.  
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

TWO HOURS
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Over mouth-watering greens, two kinds of chicken, and the 
best potato salad of the trip, I sit among almost one hundred oth-
ers, hearing reports from the committees, all a prelude to the dis-
cussion time. People have come in large numbers to respond to 
the anti-woman, anti-lesbian sermon preached the weekend be-
fore. Some say Wilson is using the anti-gay card to rally fear and 
boost participation, just as the pr
the Marriage Amendment during the election. Whatever the rea-
son, this group feels deeply upset.  

tions. A man stands to retell an experience from when he was four 
years old. His grandmother took him to the store and the shop-

front door. Take your little pickaninny out back and come in the 

The group drafts a resolution. It asks for an apology from Rev. 
Wilson, and also his resignation as executive director of the Mil-
lion More Movement. This is DC, where people breathe politics. 
Channel 5 News gives a twenty-minute deadline for receiving an 
e-mail to make the nightly news. Four young men dash to a side 
room with a computer. 

As the meeting ends, one organi

Jen brings out her camera after the meeting and we start hear-
ing stories. A vibrant woman in her twenties describes the catego-
ries she occupies.

identify with the Unitarian Universalists rather than traditional 
black Christianity. Not to mention I am actually African-

seminary so I can work with youth. We all must develop a strong 
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Jen and Ann spend waiting for the bus, One Wheel and I arrive 
first at PFLAG. 

having started just three months earlier. 

the interview. 

We begin our interview and he talks about his selection as the 

 eight children, he was the second 
son of four to come out to his parents as gay. 

But, as the second of us gay kids, by the time I sat her down to tell 
her I had something important to say to her, she was relieved it 

country are the core of PFLAG and he hopes these will strengthen 
FLAG when our family started 

conversation time, even with the camera rolling. He tells about his 

tween the justice our faith calls 

e the only resource for children 

provide a safe place. Not all chur

the gospel is about. 
chapters across the country, 
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Five hundred chapters. More than 200,000 members. A golden 
national reputation for delivering life-saving care to the gay com-

ganization, but it was the edge that got this place started, a mutant 
cell that stood up to change the culture.  

In 1972 Mortie Manford was beaten at a gay rights protest. The 
police stood by, doing nothing to stop the violence. Two months 
later his mother Jeanne marched alongside her son in the New 

started a whole movement. As she marched that day, lesbian and 

refusal to bow to the accepted 
mainstream violence of the time. Mainstream. Edge. Then and 

overflowing with business, but he reminds me of Jesus, stopping 
his agenda easily, inviting in th
home. If we had more time I could learn lots about how the main-
stream and the edge benefit each other. Eventually we wrap it up. 

white nine-story structure that pr
until equality is achieved. As HR

small bunch of smart political organizers running a highly suc-
cessful political action committee and lobby to a large bunch of 
smart political organizers running 



Sponsorship is another confirmation of mainstream status. Sup-
porters include Chase Bank, Citi Bank, Volvo, American Airlines, 
Hilton hotels, Nike shoes and Shell oil. At their annual dinners, 

each time. Former Vice Presi-
dent Walter Mondale spoke to HRC in 1982, generating national 

express my solidarity with the gay and lesbian community in their 
struggle for civil and human rights
Gore has addressed HRC. President Clinton became the first 
president ever to officially address an LGBT organization. Elie 
Wiesel was the keynote speaker in 1989. The Nobel Peace Prize 
winning author and holocaust surv

HRC takes a broad approach to
largest gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender civil rights organi-
zation, the Human Rights Campaign provides a national voice on 
GLBT issues. HRC effectively lobbies Congress, mobilizes grass-
roots action in diverse communities, invests strategically to elect a 
fair-minded Congress, and increases public understanding 

porting people in their coming out is one of the most important 

the HRC lobby to speak with us. 

ered from the shoulder of the road, to know politicians, major 
corporations, and hundreds of thousands of HRC members share 

Poetry Man has told me time after time after time, pushing my 

whole department for that very project. 
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After the interviews, Jen and Ann and I walk together to the 

to Seattle to begin working with ninety hours of tapes, trying to 

ed. This ride is winding down. 

Washington D.C. Boxed unicycle..



Total Mileage:   1024 miles.  
Total Days:   35 days.  
Total States:   8 states. 

After a shower to wash away the sweat from this last ride, I 
begin disassembling my unicycle 

pieces around me to assemble my unicycle next to the baggage 
claim conveyor, and it had felt like an altar. Now the process of 
packing brings a quiet liturgy of thanks: 

to every car and truck that safely passed me by, 
to every convenience store and restaurant
that kept the air cool and the drinks cold, 
to all the visitor centers, their maps and directions, 

to all the hosts who opened homes, churches,  
offices and organizations to help gather  
these everyday stories of life in LGBT America, 
to the ones who prayed for safety and adventure.  

Eight pounds of gear in my backpack. Two boxes taped up for 
the trip home. One has my wheel in it. The other holds the seat 

traveling this way, but now, looking at my gear, looking back at 
the thousand miles and the five weeks, I feel amazed at how such 
a small pile of goods yielded such rich treasure. 

Train. Plane. Boat. Bus. Two days later I arrive home, stepping 
off the bus to a greeting from one hundred people. The Straight 
Into Gay America banner I mailed home from New York City  
is held high by a group of friends. Others have cross-dressed  
for my welcome home. A gay cheerleading section waves pom-
poms and leads a chant for me. Kai and KariAnna unicycle  
with friends, waving rainbow flags. Anne walks up through the 
crowd and we share a long and silent embrace in the middle of 
this wild welcome. 
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For the rest of the day Anne and I walk hand in hand as much 

Holden, Washington.  Returning home.



much about each other. I trust this process of our reconnecting, 
even though we are different from five weeks ago.  

Those times when an eye-catching woman grabs my passing 
eye and excites a sexual thought, I always come back to this. Imag-
ining some stray orgasmic blast, of what it would be like to have 
sex without the wrapping of the stories that Anne and I have built 

have none of the honeymoon lovemaking from above the arctic 
circle of Norway to the Rock of Gibraltar in Spain, or the regular 
nights, or all the creative places and new ways Anne and I have 

clean up with. Back at the beginning of it all we took that half-year 
honeymoon for adventure, and we told everyone our bigger rea-
son. We strapped ourselves on a tandem for half-a-year to build 

stories to see us through hard times. Passing arousals have none 
of our accumulated experience, no
of sync and come through, and none of the times like tonight, 

my arm over her backside, hers on mine. All here. Tonight is not 
the night to wonder how life would be different if my story and 
my sex had wrapped itself into life with a man instead of here 
with Anne, how it would be so much more difficult to receive a 
public blessing for this way we touch and this way our physical 
bodies knit our spirits and our commitments together. Tonight we 
rest in one another, savoring the places our bodies touch and 
warm each other, and the cool skin in the places where we do not 
touch. Our breathing slows together. Somewhere in the night, one 
of our hands reaches out, automatically, begins absorbing the 
other through slow touch, we come inside each other again, filling 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Shoulder Blur 

T
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is living in Chelan, Washington now, where I work for a com-
pany, helping other authors create web sites for their books. One 
Wheel hangs from a hook on the back porch, a memory from 
summer. Dad has joined me for the trip, giving us time to talk on 
the twenty-hour drive.  

ed about riding Straight Into 
Gay America. 

the importance of words. He would write and rewrite and wait for 

book and then put it on a shelf for five years. You can wait and see 

gaard remark go. 
11:00 p.m. now on Highway 6 in Utah. The Denver conference 

Dad brings up queer justice for maybe the fifth time on the trip. 

I have four days of patient conversation going into this eve-
ning. I expect no difference now. 

they should have equal rights, but I think we can agree we should 
be promoting heterosexuality. Our pastors who represent us 

periencing decreasing popula-

except for immigration. We should have equal rights for everyone, 
but we should not be encouraging homosexuality. I think every-
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We move the car from the gas pump over to a parking space, 
pull out our bagful of snacks and drinks. Dad pours coffee from 
his Thermos. 



EPILOGUE

TWO WEEKS after the Straight Into Gay America Tour I board a 
plane again and head to the East Coast. Randi Reitan has paid my 
ticket and convinced me I must make this trip to Orlando, Florida. 

 of the Evangelical Lutheran 

for this invitation, some recognition that unicycling at the edge of 
the road might have some usefulness toward changing an organi-
zation. Another part of me feels out of place. Memories of institu-
tional tension course through my body, tightening muscles even 

In Orlando I arrive at the Marriott Convention Center, where 
over 1,000 people have gathered for this second of the five 
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e-coli
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conversations, other people visit, laugh, and tell stories. I grab an 
ice water and sit next to a man with a wheelchair and an oxygen 
bottle.

tells me a complicated story of having served in a synod position. 
Even when it was revealed he was gay, most other clergy and 

In the evening, a Goodsoil party begins. Dozens of us cram 
into the hotel room. People talk loudly, glad for the closeness of 
this company. I receive an introduction and an invitation to tell a 

a nice crowd. I can say anything I want here. People seem thank-
ful a straight pastor would be out on the road for five weeks, rid-
ing for queer rights.  

I share how the Christians I met, no matter what they say 
about homosexuality, almost all finish their statements with the 

A few people laugh. I laugh along with them, but I continue 

selves say these words and believe them and live them out, it 
would be very difficult to exclude queer people, or any people 

country believe deeply in equal 

again, and how so many people who had not thought about  
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ter a fitful sleep I wake early to fly home. Two days later the 
ELCA assembly votes down ordination for partnered gay and les-
bian pastors, and votes down the blessing of same sex unions  
in churches. 

Bishop Hansen gives the mainstream report, declaring the as-
sembly a success, claiming the ELCA is a church that can tackle 

The edge of the church is tense. Some Goodsoil members have 
hers will stay in the Lutheran 

the assembly I receive an e-mail from Randi, who had paid my 
ticket to the assembly. It contains a copy of her letter to the editor 
of the Minneapolis Star. 

sues surrounding that issue in our church as our denomina-
tion spent the last four years studying homosexuality. It was a 
difficult time as the church discussed our son and all in the 
gay community as subjects in a research project. But we held 
on to the hope that through education, the day of acceptance 
and understanding would dawn. 

This August, at the national assembly, the Lutherans voted 
to keep in place their discriminating policies. They tried to 
open the door a little by stating the bishops don't have to dis-
cipline a congregation that calls an openly gay noncelibate 
pastor, but what remains is simply discrimination. It teaches 
society to view our son and all in the gay community as either 
sick and sinful based on their sexual orientation or as lesser 
children of God.

but for us the pain is just too great and we have grown weary 

church that lives in Christ's teachings.  

hard to leave behind our heritage in this church. Phil's family 
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has Lutheran clergy in all generations. His great-grandfather 
preached in Swedish many years ago in Minneapolis; both his 
grandfathers were pastors here for many years; his father 
started as a pastor at Oak Knoll Lutheran Church, and his 
brother's first parish was in Minnesota after graduating from 
Luther Seminary. 

My family life centered around our small Lutheran church 
in northern Minnesota. My dad was a surgeon and he wanted 
us to experience the mission field, so he took our family to 
Madagascar for a summer while he did surgery at Manamboro 
Lutheran Hospital. My mom was one of the pillars of our con-
gregation, as well as leading programs on the conference level. 
There was never a Sunday morning our family wasn't sitting 
in the fifth row on the left side in our little white church. 

When it was time for me to go off to college, my dad said I 
could pick any college as long as it was Lutheran. Phil and I 
met and fell in love at that Lutheran college. We wanted to 
start our marriage in service and we spent a year teaching on 
the mission field in Chieng Mai, Thailand, through a Lutheran 
organization.

With thankful hearts, we brought our four dear children to 
the baptismal font and raised them in the Lutheran Church. 

To leave this church, which was at the core of our family, 
is one of the most painful things we have done. But we can no 
longer worship in a church that treats God's beloved gay chil-
dren as sick and sinful based on their sexual orientation. 

We can no longer sing songs of justice on Sunday morning, 
knowing the injustice this church lives each and every day 
with its policies against God's beloved gay community. We 
can no longer hear pastors preach of God's love for all people 
when the church policy treats its beloved gay members as 
lesser children of God. We can no longer hear words of love 
and concern spoken to us in private but never hear them spo-
ken from the pulpit or never see the hierarchy of the church 
lead with justice. 

We have prayed for guidance; we have met privately with 
the presiding bishop, many other bishops, pastors and lay 
leaders; we have stood vigil at church conventions, written 
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hundreds of letters; we have helped with educational forums 
and luncheons; we have flown in speakers and held benefits in 
our home. We have tried at every level to see change come to 
this church that nourished our family for generations.  

We are weary of fighting a battle that never should have 
taken place in God's House.  

We know without a doubt our gay son is God's beloved. 
He is precious in God's House. Now we must find a church 
home that truly understands that most basic truth. 

I print the letter out, fold it into my pocket and walk over to 
the lake near our house. Sitting on a bench, I read the letter again. 

e that never should have taken 

Now the writing is done. For most of a year, I have risen at 

have endured this process, giving 
playing enough basketball with them, or evening card games.

Stories swirled in my head all during the writing. Randi, Jake, 
Dave, Sara, Danielle. Back at the beginning of the journey, assem-

Rip, Burgundy Face, Clay, B32. I 
discovered the stories the gay college student from Minnesota 

Mel, Gary, Jody. 

the conversations have ended. Even with our disagreements, we 
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 Every morning he wakes up to 



WHAT YOU CAN DO TO HELP

Join an Advocacy Organization: 

PFLAG:  Parents, Families & Friends of Lesbians and Gays 
www.pflag.org

National Gay and Lesbian Task Force
www.thetaskforce.org

HRC:  Human Rights Campaign 
www.hrc.org

Soulforce:  Stopping Spiritual Violence 
www.soulforce.org

Goodsoil:  For Lutheran Christians 
www.goodsoil.org 

Visit www.straightintogayamerica.com

Take your own journey for equal rights.
Enjoy the ride! 
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