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Introduction:

The European Forum is a network with 38 Christian LGBT- groups in 15 European countries. It was founded in Paris in 1982. Our main goal is to change the churches of Europe, - to promote equality and respect for lesbians, gays, bisexuals, transgender and other groups and individuals in the European churches.
In 2004 we published the book:  „Let Our Voices Be Heard! Christian Lesbians in Europe Telling their Stories“. Here 95 lesbians from 26 European countries are telling their biographical stories with a focus on the combination of being lesbian and Christian. A group which often sits between two chairs, or should I say between two church benches; too lesbian – or gay – for the Churches; too Christian for the LGBT world. And, it is with a good reason that many LGBT people are very sceptical towards church and religion. I would claim that many churches and religions have brought this upon themselves, through attitudes and actions.

But could it be that we could change this?  

Imagine there’s a Heaven!?
This is the alternative version of John Lennon’s imagination. Most of you probably know his famous song. At the European Forum conference, held as a part of the big Europride celebration in Oslo in June this summer, we had a couple of podium discussions about the situation in Eastern Europe, - with the title “Imagine there’s a Heaven!?”
This could also be a title for the hopes and dreams of many Christian lesbians and gay men. Not only the question if and a hope that there is a Heaven after this life, - but also the question, if there is such a place already here on earth. A place where each one of us can be the person we are, the way God has created us. Is there a place like this for us in the churches of Europe? Are the churches in Europe opening – or closing - the gates to Heaven on Earth for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender, - so called LGBT-people?.

In the process of making the book “Let Our Voices Be Heard!”, the lesbian woman in Greece who helped us fill in the questionnaire about the situation in the society and churches, sent her questionnaire back to me with the following comment to the question, whether “the church in her country is willing to bless lesbian couples”. She wrote: “I know this question is meant seriously, but for us her in Greece it sounds crazy. Is there really any church in this world which is willing to bless lesbian relationships?”

The answer to that question is definitely YES!

The book “Let Our Voices Be Heard!” clearly states so. Let’s listen to one of the texts from this book telling about the partnership celebration of Anne and Kerstin in Frankfurt, Germany:

“In summer 2002 Kerstin and I had our partnership registration in Frankfurt am Main and a blessing service in church. We wanted to do this as a very personal commitment between the two of us and at the same time as a political statement. Although we are not satisfied with the partnership law as it was passed in 2001, we wanted to use the right we were given. And we wanted to step out of the crowd of the many officially invisible and disregarded lesbian couples! For years I had said, “If I ever want to be married – only if it’s possible by law and in church as well”. We both felt that a blessing service meant a lot to us and besides this we wanted to take the chance to be visible and welcome in church, too.

First we didn’t really think about inviting many people or having a big party. But then we started discussing how disappointed our mums might be, if we didn’t even tell them before. So one night I called my mother to tell her that we were going to be married. One of the first things she said was: “Oh, let’s have a big party and I will do the wedding cake.” So this was decided. And the more people we told, the more people said they wouldn’t let us celebrate without them. In the end we knew that our families, our friends, even classmates and childhood friends we hadn’t seen for years would be there with us. And many more wrote cards and sent their good wishes, so did the grandparents who couldn’t travel all the way to Frankfurt.

We never really thought about how these people, coming from very different backgrounds and in many ways worlds apart would go together. Family members from rural and very conservative areas in Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg, gay and lesbian friends, colleagues from AIDS-Aid and theology students, guests coming from Germany, Norway, Turkey and Scotland... And maybe this was one of the most impressive and touching moments in my life when I realised how all these people who had been with me or Kerstin or both of us over the years held a big celebration together: Berlin dykes drinking vodka with our fathers; gay friends decorating tables with my mum; Kerstin and me dancing the first waltz with our mothers; bridesmaids between the age of 4 and 34, in dresses or jeans and T-shirt, walking the aisle with us; a lesbian friend holding the blessing service - and even people who have no or a rather negative relationship to church felt welcome and touched there in church with us.

So we had the big party – with the most various and colourful crowd of our loved ones supporting and celebrating us. And of course we had the wonderful wedding cake we also had been promised the moment we started telling people about our wedding plans - and my mother had decorated it all over with marzipan hearts and circles of women holding hands.”

This is a very happy story about a blessing service in church. But, in a European perspective they are not yet too many. I think that few lesbians, gays, bisexuals, transgender etc of our time experience churches as a protector of their human rights.

Let’s take a short trip around Europe to see how the situation is in the different churches concerning LGBT issues.

Because of time restrictions I will focus on four big Christian Churches in Europe: Protestant, Roman Catholic, Orthodox and Anglican.
Protestant Churches

We start with the protestant churches in Europe, to which for instance the Lutheran, the Reformed or Presbyterian, and the United Churches belong. These churches are dominant mainly in the North West European countries. Relatively spoken, these Churches are the most liberal ones when it comes to LGBT issues. But it is difficult to generalize their positions. In opposite to the Catholic Church they do not have a central leadership that decides for instance about the Lutheran or Reformed profile world wide. Decisions and attitudes depend on regional and/or national synods, bishop councils and even single bishops. 
The Lutheran churches are especially dominating in the Scandinavian countries, and they have quite an influence on the societies, and at the same time they are being very much influenced by the political and social society. These Churches have in the last 20 years become rather positive and open towards lesbians and gays, at least concerning Uchrist and work possibilities. Especially Denmark came quite far, since the Lutheran Church officially accepted blessing services for same sex partnerships already in 1997. Lesbians and gays everywhere in Denmark can have their partnership blessed in an official Church service. This is not the case in the Lutheran churches in Sweden, Norway and Finland.  There the possibility of blessing services and the ordination of lesbian and gay ministers living in partnership depend on region, bishop, bishop council and the position of the church hierarchy in general. In October 2005 the Lutheran Church of Sweden officially accepted blessing services, but left it to each single minister to decide if they want to perform such partnership blessings.  The problem today does not seem to be that a person is lesbian or gay or not, - but whether she or he lives in a registered partnership. The interesting thing is that for heterosexual couples it is said that they have to marry, - while for lesbian and gay couples, they should not be married…  However, the praxis of the last years shows that in reality several blessing services and appointments of lesbians and gays are done, even if it is against the official policy of the churches. For instance in Norway at least 10 lesbian and gay ministers have been ordained the last 5-7 years, even if they are living in registered partnerships. It can be seen as a good sign. 
On the other hand, we see that in Finland lesbian and gay ministers mostly do not live openly since they still fear to lose their jobs in church. Also in Latvia the position of the Lutheran Church is much more conservative than in Denmark, Sweden or Norway. Not only did they abolish the ordination of women but also lesbian and gay ministers and employers in church risk being withdrawn from their jobs. The minister Maris Sants had to experience that when he came out as gay in public. 

But also in Norway we see examples, where lesbians and gays who are living in registered partnerships do not get jobs as ministers even if they have the best qualifications. And in March this year, as the new bishop for Oslo should be elected, the big question of fight was what attitude towards lesbians and gays the new bishop should have. Even if the Oslo bishop area signalled quite clearly that they wanted a liberal bishop, the conservative government of Norway decided to appoint a conservative bishop. They claimed that the church people in the rest of Norway wanted a conservative bishop in Oslo.
In the reformed Churches in Europe the situation varies from the very open positions in the Netherlands where some of the reformed denominations have allowed same sex partnership blessings already at the beginning of the nineties, to the rather liberal positions in Germany and the German speaking Switzerland, to the more conservative Calvinist Reformed Church in France and the French speaking reformed Church in Switzerland. In France the Reformed Synod has decided in 2004 that open lesbians and gays are not allowed to work as ministers and that same sex partnerships will not be blessed in the churches even though French lesbians and gays can register their partnerships with the so called PACS (Parténariat Civil de Solidarité) since 1999.
Generally, the debates around the LGBT issues are still very controversial in the Reformed and United Churches in Europe. They are far away from reaching acceptable compromises.

Roman Catholic Church

We now “travel” to the Catholic Churches in Europe, which are mainly dominant in Southern Europe and in some Eastern European countries. The official position of the Catholic Church about any subject is decided by the Vatican. Therefore, there are no big differences between the different countries. Homosexuality is seen as sin, and homosexuals should live in celibacy or should be cured from their misled orientation through prayer, counselling and/or therapy. Openly living LGBT are not allowed to receive Eucharist or work in church, neither paid nor on a voluntary basis. It is official policy of the Vatican that lesbians and gays, who register their same sex partnership, lose their jobs whenever the Catholic Church finds out about it. Same sex partnership blessings are also not allowed in church. However, some catholic priests do it anyway. But they do it unofficially and at their own risk. One Italian priest was withdrawn from his parish after he had blessed a gay couple in a service. In Catholic dominated countries like Spain, Italy, Malta, Poland or Austria many priests express anti gay positions in public and use their authority in the media to do so.
Therefore, it is a rather positive surprise that a Catholic country like Spain has opened up marriage – with full rights – also for lesbian and gay couples in 2004. That means that Spain has tied or even passed Northern Europe and has become a sign of hope for the development of LGBT issues in all of Europe. Christian LGBT in Spain are also very happy about the development, but they clearly point out that it was a political decision. “As Christians we have to keep on working in order to have our love accepted by our churches. In Spain the Catholic Church is dominating and we all know what the Vatican thinks about this subject. Fortunately, many Christians who are distant to the church hierarchy think about it differently.”

In Malta the Malta Gay Rights Movement reports that a questionnaire shows that 29,5 % of lesbians and gays were discriminated against by church institutions for instance by denying them confession or by calling them sick or even animals.
The Catholic Church in Poland, home of the former Pope, is very strong. They criticize sharply the planned same sex partnership law which got accepted in the Upper house of the parliament but has to be voted upon again also in the Lower House.

Father Jerzy Kloch, speaker of the Polish Church leadership claims that the law breaks the constitution and brings social harm to marriage, family and children’s education. “The church has stated its attitude to the subject very clearly in many meetings with the government, and we hope that such a law will not be introduced in Poland!”

In 2001 bishop Tadeusz Pieronek said the following about homosexuality: “It is like with a contagious disease. Nobody wants to discriminate against those people, but since we are worried about our own safety, we have to ask for boundaries and a certain isolation of these people.” And:

“Homosexual marriage and adoption of children through homosexuals lead to paralyzing of the societal order.”

Church organizations and representatives were also partly responsible, when the gay pride parade and the campaign “fight against homophobia” in Warsaw and Krakow were stopped in 2004 and were violently harassed against by conservative and right winged people.

An exception seems to be the Catholic Church in Belgium. LGBT people report very positively about Catholic parishes and also about the Church leadership. But also there the bishops officially disapprove of the sexual aspect of same sex relationships. When a cardinal claimed in an interview in 2004 that lesbians and gays were perverts and people with big problems, cardinal Daneels, president of the all the bishops in Belgium replied: “that is not the attitude of the Catholic Bishop Council in Belgium!” In many cases lesbians and gays report positive experiences with parishes, Catholic grassroots organisations, and even with some Catholic priests who are very supportive, welcome open LGBT for Eucharist and even do same sex partnership blessings – of course unofficially, in Belgium just as much as in other European countries.
Orthodox Churches
We now travel to the Orthodox Churches in Europe. In countries like Russia, Romania, Moldova, Serbia Montenegro and Greece where the Orthodox Churches are dominant LGBT people in church have a hard time. They are not allowed to go to Eucharist. They are not allowed to work in church, neither paid nor as volunteers. However, there are many lesbians and gays employed by the Orthodox Church, but they all do not live openly. Otherwise they would lose their jobs. Lesbians and gays are seen as perverts and sinful against God’s law. They are supposed to be “ruled by the devil” and “a dangerous sign of the apocalypse.” 
In Greece the organisation of Greek priests demanded that men who want to become priests have to undergo certain tests in order to prove that they are not homosexual, since families have to be protected against the “disease of Sodomy”. Father Efstathios Kollas, the leader of this organisation, has said: “Homosexuality is dangerous. Before Jesus Christ came to earth he had sent out an angel to kill homosexuals!” Fortunately this angel can’t have been to successful…
With positions like this it is not surprising that the Greek lesbian woman, that filled in the questionnaire for our book could not believe that same sex partnership blessings do exist somewhere in other churches of Europe and the world, as I mentioned before. She expressed the clear wish to hear everything about it. (
Anglican Church

As last stop we visit the Anglican Church which is the strongest church in Great Britain and also very strong in former Commonwealth Countries.
The Anglican Church world wide is divided over the subject of homosexuality, especially after the appointment of the openly gay theologian Gene Robinson as bishop in New Hampshire (USA), and after the decision of the Church of Westminster in Canada to accept same sex blessings in church services. Both incidents happened in 2003. The threat of conservative Anglican parishes and priests to leave the Anglican Church altogether has never ceased ever since. Some have actually left the church but that is a clear minority so far.

In the Anglican Church in Great Britain there are also many controversial debates and discussions about the subject of same sex blessings and the ordination of lesbian and gay priests. But personalities, like the former Anglican Archbishop of South Africa Desmond Tutu and others, support the struggle of LGBT people in the Anglican Churches world wide quite considerably. But there are still many other church representatives who are against equal rights for LGBT in the Anglican Church.

The last reports say that the Anglican Church in the UK - after the new partnership law starts to work at the end of 2005 - will allow lesbians and gays, who register their partnership, to work as ministers! The only thing these lesbian and gay ministers have to do, is to sign a piece of paper, promising that they will not have sex in their relationship…

What can we do?

After this short overview about the situation of LGBT issues in four big Christian Churches in Europe, we have to conclude that the situation in many of the Churches in Europe is absolutely not satisfying concerning attitudes, blessings, ordination and work possibilities for lesbians and gays. It is still a long way to go until lesbians and gays, - and also bisexuals, transgender and other groups of people – can live free and openly in their churches.

And some of you might say that it is just nonsense to keep working to change the churches. 
But, we can also conclude that many positive and hopeful developments in European Churches have happened. More churches are open to ordain lesbian and gay ministers, employ LGBT people, and approve of same sex partnership blessings in church services. Not all these positive developments happened at official church leadership levels, though. Grassroots organisations, single parishes and some priests came much further than for instance the official conservative positions in the Catholic and Orthodox Churches. However, most of the positive developments in the churches happened in reaction to earlier decisions in the different national socio political spheres like same sex partnership registration or same sex marriage laws in many West European countries, or like the process of the national adoptions of the EU anti-discrimination law from 1997 and its directive against discrimination at the work place in 2000. 
To be able to have an influence on the Churches, we have to be visible, also in the churches. In some countries we are represented by European Forum member groups which are very visible and active, but we also see the clear need to be visible and active on an international Church level. Therefore we in the European Forum have applied to the World Council of Churches (WCC) to hold a workshop about the topic of “homosexuality and church” at the huge WCC general assembly which takes place in Brazil in February 2006. And WCC has actually put us on the official workshop program with the theme “Diversity as a base for Unity”. Many LGBT people have been engaged in the work towards WCC and also towards the Conference of European Churches (CEC). Our hope is that open and respectful talks, exchange of information and experiences will result in changes in the future.

We also seek a closer relationship with ILGA. In many countries church organisations and political organisations are very closely linked institutions of power. We also see that many church leaders do all they can to influence the attitudes of the politicians concerning for instance stopping the partnership laws and the Anti discrimination laws from being realized. Hence, we see the necessity that also we as LGBT people, cooperate concerning church- and political work. 

What we also clearly see, is that the situation for lesbians and gays in the churches of Southern – and Eastern Europe is the most difficult. In comparison to their everyday life, some of us are already living in Heaven… There is already being done a lot of work there; amongst others several ILGA groups are doing a very good job. We in the European Forum would like to intensify the work to make the situation better in the churches in Eastern Europe, - in cooperation with Christian LGBT people there, but also hopefully together with the local ILGA groups, and also with Amnesty International groups working for the rights of LGBT people in the relevant countries. Right now we are fundraising for a pilot project, where we want to first offer for instance courses in theological argumentation training to give LGBT activists a “tool bag” to meet the theological arguments of the Church officials, in dialogue – where possible -, but also in media and public speeches. We will start together with LGBT activists in Moldova, Serbia/Montenegro, and probably Romania, where they have made a lot of experiences we can use. We will evaluate and learn from the experiences with the pilot project, before we want to develop a main project including several Eastern European countries and churches. We hope to arrange these courses in connection with the ILGA world, ILGA Europe and the European Forum conferences next year, to also enhance the efficiency of networking. But, we need your help! So, let’s join forces to change the churches of Europe. 
The 95 lesbians from all over Europe in our book “Let Our Voices Be Heard!” tell about those little and bigger successes in their churches and their personal experiences of hope and trust in spite of all doubts, questions and times of crises. They tell about strength, creativity and joy in Christian celebrations, services and other supportive activities where people helped and supported one another regardless of their sexual orientations. They tell about grassroots organisations and LGBT Christian groups, like the member groups of the European Forum, that helped them in trouble and despair and that have actually achieved changes in the attitudes of church officials. Those stories that you can read in our book are encouraging to go on with our struggle.

Step by step, we’ll work;

· to make the churches a home for all people who are searching for it, 
· to develop a Christian community which accepts people the way they are, 
· towards a society where the Churches are not the opponents of, but fighters for diversity and equality.

I would like to end with a quotation – unfortunately I don’t any longer have the person’s name, but the words keep dwelling on my mind:

“Never stop believing

that a small group of committed and engaged people

can change the world, - 
in fact, 

it is the only thing which ever has!”

Paris, October 2005
copyright Randi O. Solberg
