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Reflections on a decade of LGBTQ2SIA+ inclusion in the ELCIC.

Queerly Beloved
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Zoe Say at a welcome back BBQ hosted by Lutheran Campus Ministry.
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The past year has been a 
significant one for the 
church. In the midst of 

a global pandemic, we’re all learning how 
to worship and support each other in new 
ways while rediscovering what it means to 
be God’s people today. 

Yet, we know from our story of faith 
that these moments of rediscovery have 
always been the mark of our call as God’s 
people. Through fires and floods, reforma- 
tions and transformations, we continue to 
be formed as children of God; expanding 
the horizons of our understanding of what it 
means to be the church in the 21st century. 

This year also brings to mind another 
significant moment in our shared history 
as a church: It was ten years ago that the 
ELCIC adopted the Human Sexuality State- 
ment in July 2011. 

The Statement permitted same-sex 
marriages, the ordination of queer clergy, 
and allowed churches to welcome mem- 
bers of the LGBTQ2SIA+ community (for 
an explanation of this acronym, see page 
14). It was this document that transformed 
and affirmed the lives of many within the 
ELCIC. 

As we reflect back on a decade of re- 
conciliation with LGBTQ2SIA+ people, we 
celebrate inclusion and affirmation while 
lamenting the ongoing legacy of homo- 
phobia, biphobia and transphobia within 
the church. As the ELCIC, we strive to wel- 
come all in God’s grace and love. However, 
our LGBTQ2SIA+ siblings have not always 
experienced this welcome. 

Prior to the adoption of the Human 

Sexuality Statement, many queer people 
were closeted within their congregations 
and spiritual lives. Those who dared to live 
openly as LGBTQ2SIA+ often lost their faith 
communities, seminary endorsements, or 
calls to ministry. 

There were even public cases in which 
pastors and churches were disciplined for 
their refusal to remain closeted, for actively 
supporting or calling LGBTQ2SIA+ leaders, 
or for marrying LGBTQ2SIA+ partners. We 
grieve this collective loss and the many lives 
negatively impacted by church doctrine. 

We also grieve the negative impact of 
the debates preceding the adoption of the 
Human Sexuality Statement. In National 
and Synodical conventions, in Church 
Council meetings, and in congregational 
settings, LGBTQ2SIA+ people heard their 
lives discussed as “sides” of a debate. 

Many survived these conversations, 
but others left the ELCIC. We mourn for the 
people and gifts we lost along the way, and 
we pray for those who continue to bear 
the scars.

IS IT SAFE HERE?
Until her 18th birthday, Hannah Wingerter, 
Our Saviour’s, Prince George, BC, grew  
up in a non-denominational church that 
believed you should “hate the sin, not the 
sinner.” 

She says that this phrase changed the 
way she saw herself, “I knew what a ‘homo- 
sexual’ was—that…it was one of the great- 
est ‘sins’ you could commit, and that I 
would probably be [lesbian] if I wasn’t a 
Christian.” 

Finn Boehm, Thirdspace, Waterloo, 
ON, never questioned God’s love for him, 
despite the things he’d heard from other 
Christians. He says, “There is a dangerous 
yet common narrative that being trans 
means that you are rejecting the way that 
God made you. 

“It was never a thought that I had until 
I started coming out to the people in my 
life. I had never considered [staying closet- 
ed] honouring myself [or that] my truth 
could be going against God’s will for me. 

“I am a child of God. This is me. How 

could this possibly be wrong? Everyone is 
made perfectly in God’s image and I was 
made trans. 

“It felt as though a disconnect existed 
between what I knew to be God’s love and 
acceptance for me and the message I was 
receiving from fellow Lutherans.” 

Rev. Margaret Propp, chaplain, Luther- 
an Campus Ministry, Calgary, meets regu- 
larly with students struggling to reconcile 
their faith and their sexuality or gender 
identity. Many of the young adults she en- 
counters come from non-affirming faith 
traditions.

“I’ve often reflected on how scary, 
and sometime unsafe it has been and 
continues to be for people who identify as 
LGBTQ2SIA+. I quickly learned that suicide 
rates amongst LGBTQ2SIA+ youth are 
among the highest of any specific demo- 
graphic,” she says. 

As one of her students said, “This mes- 
sage of grace, God’s unconditional love, is 
a matter of life and death!” 

Apart from higher suicide rates among 
queer and trans youth, we know that many 
LGBTQ2SIA+ people face violence and 
discrimination on a regular basis—even in 
our communities. In other countries, living 
openly as a queer or trans person can be a 
death sentence. 

Earlier this year, an openly gay pastor 
of the United Evangelical Lutheran Church 
in Argentina and Uruguay was killed in a 
suspected hate crime. The Rev. Fabián 
Kreischer was an advocate for people 
living with HIV and a champion of human 
rights. 

We give thanks for his life’s ministry Hannah Wingerter
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Finn Boehm
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among God’s people, and we pray that we 
might all continue in the spirit of his work 
by supporting campaigns to protect human 
rights in countries where queerness is crim- 
inalized or where LGBTQ2SIA+ persons 
lack legal protection.

BABY QUEERS WERE  
BAPTIZED HERE
Speaking life into ministry with and for 
LGBTQ2SIA+ people, Rev. Ralph Carl 
Wuschke invites us to look back on the 
long history of queer Lutheran “faith active 
in love.” Queer and trans people have 
always been among us, and we rejoice in 
the meaning of their embodied gospel. 

Rev. Wuschke recalls a significant en- 
counter with this gospel message in 1991. 
The Rev. Lionel Ketoala had a t-shirt made 
for Toronto Pride with a picture of his bap- 
tism at Christ, Thunder Bay, ON. Underneath 
the image were the words “Baby Queers 
Were Baptized Here.” 

Wuschke explains what this t-shirt 
meant to him, “For lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender or gender non-conforming 
Christians, God’s embrace in baptismal 
water is irrevocable. 

“We proclaimed our baptismal bles- 
sing to throngs of Pride spectators who’s 
only understanding of church was that reli-
gions “hate the gays.” We proclaimed it at 
church conventions where many delegates 
did not believe baptismal grace could be 
that expansive. 

“We were convinced that full inclusion 
of sexual and gender minorities was an 

expression of ecclesia semper reformanda, 
the church forever reforming. 

“The risk of all successful reformations 
and revolutions is that they begin to be- 
come codified, if not calcified when the 
fervour dies down. A Lutheran path to full 
inclusion turns on these points: God’s rad- 
ical community formed by baptism and 
the constantly reforming church in new 
contexts.”

AFFIRMING MINISTRIES:  
FINDING HEALING AND 
WHOLENESS
Across the ELCIC, there are many individ- 
uals, congregations and groups who con- 
tinue the reforming work started among 
the last several decades. 

By journeying with the LGBTQ2SIA+ 
community in their efforts to extend wel- 
come, grace and education, they embrace 
God’s radical and affirming community. 

When Hannah Wingerter left her child- 
hood church two years ago, she says, “I 
didn’t think that the word ‘church’ could 
elicit any immediate response from me 
other than ‘AAAAHHH! RUN VERY FAST!’ 
… A Lutheran church helped change that 
immediate response to something a little 
less intense.” 

When Hannah walked through the 
doors of Our Saviour’s for the first time, she 
felt lost and scared. “I honestly felt like I was 
walking right back into a room that I had 
barely managed to escape from,” she says. 

But as she met with Rev. Fleming 
Blishen to talk about God, faith, love and 
everything in between, she realized she’d 
found a space where she was truly safe to 
be herself.

She says, “At the time, my relationship 
with my parents was very rocky; they clung 
to homophobic ideology and their fear for 
my future manifested in frustration and 
anger. 

“I would call Pastor Fleming after 
fighting with my parents and cry as he re- 
minded me that I was loved by God and 
all of Our Saviour’s people. I was even able 
to stay with one of the congregation mem- 
bers for a time so I could have a break from 

the stress of living at home.” 
At Pastor Fleming’s invitation, Hannah 

began writing songs for services and em- 
barking on a deep spiritual journey with 
her Creator. 

“My soul underwent so much healing 
through this experience and the healing 
only continued when I was asked to help 
write an affirmation statement for Our 
Saviour’s Lutheran to become a Reconcil-
ing in Christ Congregation,” she says. 

“Being a part of this project meant I 
had an opportunity to contribute to mak- 
ing the Christian community and the com- 
munity of Prince George a safer space for 
everyone to be welcomed and loved.”

As a queer transgender person who 
follows a Hindu faith tradition, Shuby 
Bhattarai felt at odds with their religion and 
identity; as if the two couldn’t coexist. When 
Shuby discovered the Faith and Spirituality 
Centre on the University of Calgary campus 
and its program offerings, they started at- 
tending the Drum Circle and Simple Supper 
offered by Lutheran Campus Ministry. The 
idea of connecting to a community through 
music and conversation appealed to 
Shuby, though they were terrified of step- 
ping outside of their comfort zone.

They say, “I wasn’t sure if I would be a 
fish out of water taking part in events put 
on by Campus Ministry—but the people I 
met leading the programs were kind, sup- 
portive, and I found I could still relate to 
spiritual things when they were brought up. 

“There were personal moments of 
intercultural exchanges between my back- 
ground of Hinduism and their Christian 
beliefs. I loved them. 

“Once, they took the time to listen to 
me and began incorporating asking people 
to share their pronouns in our sharing 
circles. This was a touching moment for 
me, knowing they were always striving for 
inclusivity. They affirmed me and my ident- 
ity. All were always welcome.” 

Shuby points to the importance of 
listening to the LGBTQ2SIA+ community 
and building our ministries with them. If 
we are truly committed to a ministry of wel- 
come, then we must do more than declare 

Rev. Ralph Carl Wuschke
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“All Are Welcome” on our church signs. 
Finn Boehm says, “Yes, we have wel- 

come statements but many are vague. They 
say all are welcome, but it’s hard not to 
wonder if that really includes us—are we 
welcome as well? 

“Specific words of invitation do more 
to reassure those who need it most. 

“Some churches like Thirdspace in 
Waterloo have specific and inclusive 
Welcome Statements. ‘You are welcome 
here. Regardless of your race, your age, 
your gender identity or expression, your 
marital status, physical and mental ability, 
your sexual orientation, country of origin, 
economic and religious status, you will be 
honoured here.’”

The power of welcome can be truly 
transformative for our LGBTQ2SIA+ sib- 
lings, but it can also transform the way 
other people within the church relate to 
themselves and their faith. We all need to 
feel safe and accepted by our communi-
ties, and this acceptance can mirror the 
love and grace we receive from God. 

Finn continues, “Growing up I was 
comfortable in my church. It was a space 
and a community that I had been a part of 

since I was born. Once I acknowledged 
this part of myself, something felt different. 

“So many thoughts crossed my mind 
of how will people react? Will I be accept-
ed? Am I still welcome? This fear of rejec- 
tion was terrifying. Not rejecting from God 
but rejection from the church. 

“I started going to Thirdspace as a 
young adult after I had started transition-
ing. I felt more confident that I would be 
safe and accepted there because of their 
clear messages. 

“Since attending Thirdspace I have 
felt welcomed and affirmed by both Pastor 
Anne Anderson and the congregation as a 
whole. 

“In 2019 I had a renaming ceremony 
during service. It felt official, that this re- 
ligion that I had grown up in was saying 
‘we see you, we in this building acknow- 
ledge you as a child of God.’ I had been 
baptised and confirmed under a different 
name but now I, as Finn, as my true self, 
have been welcomed.”

A ministry of affirmation can also ex- 
tend beyond church walls. We are grateful 
to Bishop Susan for her timely letter to the 
minister of justice expressing the ELCIC’s 

Resources you may  
find helpful

A few important dates:
• International Day against Homophobia,  
 Transphobia, and Biphobia: May 17
• Commemoration of LGBTQ2SIA+  
 Pride: June
• LGBTQ2SIA+ History Month: October
• National Coming Out Day: Oct 11
• Spirit Day (Anti-Bullying): Third Thursday  
 in October
• Trans Day of Remembrance - Nov 20

Books
• Transforming: The Bible & the Lives of  
 Transgender Christians, Austen Hartke,  
 Westminster John Knox Press (2018) 
• Outside the lines: How Embracing  
 Queerness Will Transform Your Faith,  
 Mihee Kim-Kort, Fortress Press (2018)
• Rescuing Jesus: How people of Colour,  
 Women, & Queer Christians are  
 Reclaiming Evangelicalism, Deborah  
 Jian Lee, Beacon Press (2016)
• Our Lives Matter: A Womanist Queer  
 Theology, Pamela R. Lightsey, Wipf &  
 Stock Publishers (2015)

Websites
• Reconciling Works: Lutherans for Full  
 Participation 
 https://www.reconcilingworks.org/
• Pflag Canada 
 https://pflagcanada.ca
• Extraordinary Lutheran Ministries 
  & Proclaim 
  https://www.elm.org
• Queer Theology 
 https://www.queertheology.com

Media
• Netflix: Queer Eye, Preaching Out Loud,  
 Season 5: Episode 1, Pastor Noah Hepler  
 (2020)
• Documentary film: For the Bible tells  
 me so, Daniel Karslake (2007)

Pastor Margaret Propp walking in the Calgary Pride Parade.

PH
O

TO
 B

Y 
RO

B
ER

T 
M

A
SS

E
Y 

PH
O

TO
G

R
A

PH
Y.



APRIL/MAY 2021     Canada Lutheran     www.canadalutheran.ca14

COVER STORY

support for Bill C-6: An Act to amend the 
Criminal Code (conversion therapy) dated 
Nov. 4, 2020. 

We are grateful for her continued will- 
ingness to support those who have been 
harmed by this practice within the church 
and for her continued support and advo- 
cacy on behalf of the LGBTQ2SIA+ 
community.

 
WHERE DO WE  
GO FROM HERE? 
Anniversaries are excellent opportunities 
to look back, but they also encourage us 
to reassert the promises and commitments 
we’ve made. It’s up to all of us to decide 
how the ELCIC will welcome and affirm 
our LGBTQ2SIA+ neighbours and siblings 
in Christ—not only for the next ten years, 
but beyond! 

“Ten years after becoming an affirm- 
ing church is no time to rest on our laurels,” 
Wuschke says. “It’s an opportunity to ask, 
who in our midst is not experiencing God’s 
baptismal promises today? What would 
counter the natural tendency to codify the 
2011 status quo? 

“Consider this. Acceptance of LGBT- 
Q2SIA+ persons is not the endgame. Can 
we affirm that without these persons in  
our communities, there is a lack? Their per- 
spectives and gifts make the church more 
complete.

Second, queer youth are more likely 
to be bullied by peers or pressured into 
conversion therapy by conservative relig- 
ious parents. This spiritual and psychologi-
cal violence often leads to depression and 
suicide. Support anti-bullying programs 
and legislation to ban conversion therapy. 

Third, the achievements of past 
decades have led me to realize being an 
old, white, cisgender, gay man comes with 
privilege. I need to ask, who is not experi- 
encing Christ’s baptismal love today? Non- 
binary or genderqueer young adults? Trans 
persons, especially those who are BIPOC 
(Black, Indigenous, People of Colour)?” 

Responding to this call, the ELCIC 
continues to work towards redressing sys- 

temic harms. At the 2019 ELCIC National 
Convention, delegates voted to form a task 
force to address the ways homophobia, 
biphobia, and transphobia persist within 
our own denomination. 

Learning from our past mistakes, lean- 
ing in the grace and love of God, we are 
called to learn and grow together in our 
affirmation and love of our unique gifted- 
ness within the body of Christ. As a church 
we must strive to not repeat the harmful 
actions and theologies of our past that con- 
tinue to be weaponized to harm the LGBTQ- 
2SIA+ community. 

“I’ve lost people along the way, people 
who couldn’t or wouldn’t support me. I 
never felt as though I lost God though,” 
says Finn Boehm. 

”The church, the people in the build- 
ing are missing something in God’s call to 
love thy neighbour. The world is not always 
a welcoming place but the church can be, 
and it should be; we should be. 

“Everyone needs to be welcomed, 
honoured, respected and loved. We are all 
beloved children of God. It’s easy to say 
that our churches affirm LGBTQ2SIA+ 
people but do you know how those in your 
own congregation feel?” 

Maybe the journey to reconciliation is 
new in your congregation or maybe it feels 
it needs to be renewed. 

Wherever you are on this path of affir- 
mation, we encourage you to continue the 
journey we began as a family of faith a dec- 
ade ago—exploring what it might mean 
for you or your congregation to name in 
worship, word and witness LGBTQ2SIA+ 
children of God as beloved.

This article is collaborative effort with 
reflections by Shuby Bhattarai (they/
them/theirs), Finn Boehm( he/him/his), 
Rev. Margaret Propp (she/her/hers), 
Hannah Wingerter (she/her/hers) and 
Rev. Ralph Carl Wuschke (he/him/his). 
It was edited by Danika Jorgensen-
Skakum (she/her/hers) and Rev. 
Lindsey Jorgensen-Skakum (they/
them/theirs), Holy Spirit, Edmonton. 

L–Lesbian: a term that describes a woman 
who is attracted to women. 

G–Gay: a term that describes a man who 
is attracted to men. Also used by some 
women. 

B–Bisexual: a term that describes some- 
one attracted to their same gender and to 
another gender. 

T–Transgender (Trans): an umbrella term 
used to describe a spectrum of people 
who experience a disconnect between 
their sex and their gender identity or whose 
sex and gender identity are incongruent 
with the one they were assigned at birth. 

Q–Queer: for some, a reclaimed term 
used by members of the LGBTQ2SIA+ 
community to describe people who ident- 
ify as non-heterosexual, transgender, or 
who exist outside of the gender binary. 
Due to its historical use as a derogatory 
term, it is not embraced or used by all 
members of the community. 

2S–Two-Spirit: an umbrella term tradition- 
ally used by some Indigenous peoples to 
recognize individuals who identify with a 
spectrum of gender identities/sexual 
orientations.

I–Intersex: an umbrella term used to 
describe a spectrum of people who have 
a combination of chromosomes, gonads, 
hormones, internal sex organs and genitals 
that differs from the assumed gender 
binary. 

A–Asexual: A term that describes a spec- 
trum of people who may feel no sexual 
attraction towards people of any gender, 
and / or people who may or may not de- 
sire some level of romantic relationship 
with people. 

+ : The addition of the + recognizes the 
diversity of unnamed identities the abbrev- 
iation often comes to represent as well. 

An acronym of  
affirmation: LGBTQ2SIA+


