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Lent and Mercy

By Alice Knowles, DignityUSA Vice President
Lent is a prayerful and integral part of the
spiritual calendar year. It is the time of reflection
and intention, as well as the purpose of our faith.
Pope Francis has pronounced a “Year of Mercy”
beginning on December 8, 2015. It is a year for
showing mercy and forgiveness.
For many, Lent is the
season of sacrificing
something in order to
be more mindful of
what one is giving up
or putting aside. It is
not about eating less
chocolate cake; it is
about
reminding
yourself that every
time you say “no” to
that cake, you are
praying.
You are
praying yourself closer
to God and your
intentions.
Some of us may remember praying the
Stations of the Cross on Fridays during Lent; maybe
some still do pray the stations. Some of us
remember fasting during Lent; maybe some still do
fast for Lent. Maybe you recall not eating meat on
Fridays. These were traditions and practices that
were both holy and sacred to our completing our
Lenten obligation.

This year, maybe Lent could be served by
acts of mercy. Dignity communities regularly
perform works of mercy. The communities support
food banks, homeless shelters, AIDS programs,
programs for children, and the sick and the grieving.
There are many opportunities for showing your love
of God and the joy of Easter. As people of faith, it
comes easy for us to act in charity. We often act on
our Christian ideals. Lent is a time to perform those
acts with intention.
Lent is the time to pay more attention to what
matters. It is the time to work purposefully for your
connection to God. It is the time to put your faith
first. Last month, Jeffrey Higgins, a cantor at a
catholic church, was fired from his position because
he is a married gay man. The Dignity/Washington
community lent itself as witness to Jeffrey, his
husband, his family and his community by being
present to support them outside of the Mother Seton
church. This witness was an act of mercy!
At the opening of the Year of Mercy, Pope
Francis said “Let us abandon all fear and dread, for
these do not befit men and women who are loved.
Instead, let us live the joy of encounter with the
grace that transforms all. Let us remember the joy
of acts of mercy. Let us perform those acts of mercy
because we know that we are loved by God.”
Wishing you a holy and peaceful Lent.

LGBTQ People Need Justice, not
Mercy, from Pope Francis
By Jamie Manson

(Reprinted
with
permission
from
the
author. Originally published January 20, 2016 in
National Catholic Reporter.)
It has been nearly two and a half years since
Pope Francis uttered his now-legendary "Who am I
to judge?" statement while aboard the papal plane.

Return to Table of Contents

Continued on page 2

Dateline

February 2016

-2Continuation of Justice, not Mercy from page 1

DignityUSA Board of Directors

Since that fateful in-flight press conference, I
have been told countless times, often by well-meaning
heterosexual Catholics, that I should find hope and
comfort in the pope because he has opened up the doors
to mercy for me and my lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and queer friends.
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But mercy, it seems to me, is not the door that
LGBTQ people need opened to them. Mercy is an act of
love, compassion or service given to those who sin or
are afflicted in some way. LGBTQ people, same-sex
relationships, and transgender persons are not sins or
afflictions.
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Some Catholics have tried to convince me that
the doors of mercy have a connecting corridor to the
doors of justice. "A change in tone can eventually effect
a change in teaching," I have heard more than once,
usually from folks with a much more privileged place in
the church than my out LGBTQ friends and I have.
But Pope Francis' refusal to speak out against
draconian anti-homosexuality laws during his recent
trip to three African nations, his continued
condemnations of same-sex marriage laws, his ongoing
glorification of heterosexual marriage; “God's
masterwork”, as he calls it, and the ceaseless firings of
LGBTQ employees of Catholic institutions, leave me
unconvinced that doors of mercy and justice are
somehow adjoined.
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The pope's latest statement on "homosexual
people" came last week in his new, book-length
interview with Andrea Tornielli, published under the
title The Name of God is Mercy.
When Tornielli asks him about his "Who am
I to judge?" statement, the pope reasserts that he
"was paraphrasing by heart the Catechism of the
Catholic Church where it says that these people
should be treated with delicacy and not be
marginalized."

"I am glad that we are talking about
'homosexual people' because before all else comes
the individual person, in his wholeness and dignity,"
the pope continues. "And people should not be
defined only by their sexual tendencies."
Francis then expresses his hope that
"homosexual people" will "come to confession, that
they stay close to the Lord, and that we pray all
together. You can advise them to pray, show
goodwill, show them the way, and accompany them
along it."

Though the words sound pastoral, the pope
remains vague about what ought to be confessed,
what it means to stay close to the Lord, and what
precisely "the way" should be for LGBTQ people.
Given the fact that the pope reasserts the
teaching of the catechism, given his previous
criticisms of marriage equality and same-sex
parenting, and given his ongoing insistence that
same-sex relationships are not sacramental, one is
left to deduce that he still hopes that LGBTQ people
will try to honor traditional church teachings: that is,
to refrain from sexual relationships and to not equate
our families with the traditional heterosexual model
of family.
Ultimately, the pope leaves us to assume that
LGBTQ people are in need of some type of mercy
and forgiveness that heterosexuals, by their very
natures, do not need.
As long as that is the disposition of the pope
and the church, we LGBTQ Catholics will always be
left to believe that, regardless of our gifts or the
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quality of love in our lives, in the eyes of the church
we will never be equal to our fellow straight Catholics.
And as long as that is the case, we will continue to be
marginalized by our church.
I do not mean to suggest that the pope's call to
increased delicacy and decreased marginalization does
not have the potential to ease the burden on some
LGBTQ persons, particularly those who are ostracized
by their family members or faith communities. I am
suggesting that "showing greater mercy" towards
LGBTQ Catholics will not get at the root of what ails
our relationship with the church. Why? Because
treating us with mercy presupposes that we, by our
very natures, are in a state of sin or affliction and are in
need of forgiveness.
The truth is, gays and lesbians do not need
mercy for falling in love with someone of the same
sex. My transgender friends do not need the church's
mercy for striving to become the persons they believe
God made them to be. LGBTQ couples do not need
forgiveness for being in loving relationships. These are
not sins. There is nothing to forgive.
If LGBTQ persons need mercy and forgiveness,
it is for reasons that are no different from the reasons
heterosexuals need mercy, like when we fail to be
generous, patient, supportive, respectful, kind,
compassionate, or faithful.
The irony here is that if anyone should be
asking for mercy, it is the Catholic hierarchy. The
institutional church should seek forgiveness from the
LGBTQ community for failing to speak out when we
are killed, beaten, or imprisoned, for taking our jobs
and our livelihoods, for denying us access to Jesus'
Eucharistic table, for attempting to thwart our
movements for equal protection under the law, and for
promoting teachings that have estranged us from our
faith, our communities, our families and, in some
cases, even our own beloved partners.
LGBTQ persons do not need mercy from the
church. We need justice. We need an institutional
church that has the courage to admit that all people,
regardless of sexual orientation, relationship status, or
gender identity, have the same potential for goodness,
wholeness, and a sacramental life. Until that day
comes, we will not achieve true dignity and full
equality in our church.
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DignityUSA presents at UN Press
Briefing
By Marianne Duddy-Burke, Executive Director

On Tuesday, January 12, 2016, I was very
proud to represent DignityUSA at a unique event held
for the Foreign Press Corps based at the United
Nations. The US State Department sponsored the first
ever information session on the intersection of LGBTI
Human Rights and faith. I spoke on how Catholicism
impacts the lives of LGBTI people, Catholic and nonCatholic alike.

The other invited presenters were Bishop
Joseph Tolton of The Fellowship Global, who spoke
about his work in a number of African nations, and
MCC Pastor and Director of Asian Pacific Initiative
Rev. Dr. Ngeo, Boon Lin, who spoke about his work
in Malaysia, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and various parts of
China. The briefing was well attended, with reporters
from Russia, Taiwan, South Korea, the Caribbean,
Voice of America, and Africa. Former DignityUSA
Secretary Tom McLoughlin and Director of Media
Relations Jeff Stone, both members of Dignity/New
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York, also attended.
Following our presentations, reporters asked
questions about Biblical interpretation, whether
Catholic tradition is really immutable, the issue of
cultural imperialism, the place of gay and genderqueer people in native African cultures, and the ways
culture and religion intersect in maintaining
oppressive structures. After the close of the official
session, reporters and presenters engaged in informal
conversation about the possibilities for future coverage
of this issue.
This briefing was held to provide international
journalists with solid background on LGBTI and faith
issues. It provided an unprecedented opportunity to
influence global reporting on our lives, our beliefs, our
accomplishments, and our struggles. I hope that it will
help shape coverage for years to come.
The State Department graciously provided us
with a video of the entire briefing, which is posted on
DignityUSA’s website. Please feel free to view it here.
DignityUSA testimony begins at 13:30.
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Me? On the DignityUSA Board?

By Marie Sweeney, DignityUSA Board Member
A little over a year ago, someone approached
me requesting that I consider running for the
DignityUSA board. I was flattered but sure the board
didn't need me. After praying about it, I realized the
passion I know for Dignity’s work could be
channeled in a new way. The problem was that I
didn't have skills in business, marketing, fundraising,
etc. that were sought. I have a rich lived faith
experience, a passion for inclusion, and a
willingness to communicate the work and mission of
DignityUSA. Another thing that the board needed
was the perspective of our allies, and that's me! I
didn't realize that, however, until I started talking to
other Dignity members, especially other board
members. My big reservation was time, because I
have a special-needs brother in another state. Much
of the board’s work is done online, so it can be done
from almost anywhere. The "work" is better
described as "service," and there always seems to be
enough time to serve.

If you have passion for the mission of
DignityUSA, have gratitude for the Catholic voice
Dignity provides for the majority of US Catholics in
all matters GLBTQI, and have a desire to collaborate
with other volunteer servants, don't even wait to be
asked. Ask some of your Dignity friends, but only
those who can be honest with you, how they think
your gifts might be used for the Dignity movement.
And if someone asks you about board service, for
heaven’s sake, consider it! The board works, of
course, but it also laughs, and members genuinely
care for one another. Serving for me is not a burden,
but the opportunity of a lifetime. To explore
DignityUSA board membership further, contact any
board member you already know. If needed, they
can also direct you to others on the Nominations
Committee.

Join us in Dallas!
The Board of DignityUSA welcomes all our
members to join us for our Spring Board Meeting from
February 26-28 at the Dallas Fort Worth Hilton Garden
Inn South in Dallas, Texas. The meeting will begin at
Friday February 26 at 6:30 pm and will be held in the
Magnolia room of the hotel. Board meetings are held
monthly via conference call, excepting three face-toface meetings.
“We look forward to sharing Eucharist and
getting to know each local community,” says Lewis
Speaks-Tanner, DignityUSA Board President. Board
meetings are a great opportunity to learn about the
local, national and international work of our movement
and we invite our members to join us and learn about
the exciting work of Dignity.
Your Board is committed to connecting with
Chapters, Faith Communities and Members throughout
the country and eagerly seeks to meet our members. In
2016, we will be visiting Dignity Communities in
Dallas, Texas, Boston Massachusetts and Indianapolis
Indiana. Watch for upcoming Board meetings hosted
in your region! For more information, please contact
Bob Butts, Secretary, DignityUSA at
secretary@dignityusa.org
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DignityUSA Continues to Celebrate
our Mission
As we begin a new calendar year,
DignityUSA continues to celebrate the commitment
of our members and allies to ensure the financial
resources needed to continue our ministry, outreach,
and leadership as the go-to LGBTQ Catholic voice
for justice and inclusion.
During the final weeks of 2015, through our
Advent Appeal and other contributions, DignityUSA
received over $12,000 in contributions. Included in
this Appeal result is $250 we received as part of the
“Give the Gift of Dignity” program we introduced in
December. We also received a special gift of $1000
that came from a Donor Advised Fund at the
Columbus Foundation through the efforts of
DignityUSA board member Marie Sweeney. Thanks
to all who contributed directly or facilitated gifts
given by family members or friends.
Also during this final month of the calendar
year, DignityUSA was the beneficiary of a $59,000
gift from the estate of Tom Cunningham, a longstanding leader and member of our organization.
This wonderful gift is a reminder to all of us of the
opportunity we have to remember DignityUSA in
our estate planning. The Legacy Circle brochure you
received in the Advent Appeal mailing provides
information on how to make a gift using this format.

committee members, Ashley Schrode and Richard
Starley, who bring unique talents and backgrounds.
The committee continues to focus on activities
and resources to advance the growth of our
organization. We plan to conduct a webinar in the next
few months that will provide resources and a tutorial
on fundraising approaches, including how to do the
“ask,” or how to approach individuals or organizations
to request their financial support. The committee also
plans to post fundraising resources, such as a guide to
conducting a house party or how to organize a personal
campaign fundraising Facebook page for DignityUSA
which may be timed to a special birthday or running in
a marathon, etc. Your ideas are welcome too!
Thank you again to all who contributed during
the Advent Appeal and during this past year! Because
of you, and the added support of many who contribute
their time and talent, we are able to take on the
challenges of our mission and continue our
partnerships within Equally Blessed and with our other
partners in church justice work. We are happy to report
our total as of publication is $13,555, which is 135%
of our budgeted goal of $10,000.
(Click the calendar to see the full sized copy)

Going Forward
So what’s ahead for us as we continue to
provide our voice, leadership and support? What
resources are needed to continue our work, such as
the support DignityUSA and the local Washington
D.C. chapter provided to Jeffrey Higgins, who was
recently fired from his cantor role by directive of the
Archdiocese of Washington, D.C., to the pastor at
Mother Seton Parish in Germantown, MD; and
Marianne Duddy-Burke’s participation in the recent
January 14 U.N. Foreign Press Corps briefing on the
intersection of faith and LGBTQ human rights which
brought our insights and experience to a global
audience?
The Development Committee of
DignityUSA board has recently welcomed new
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Northeast Regional Teleconference Call

Faith Community and Chapter Services Survey

Slated for February

If you have not already completed the Faith
Community and Chapter Services Survey, there’s still
time!
The Chapter and Faith Community Services
Committee has created a survey to help DignityUSA
Chapter and Faith Community leaders express their
needs. Here is an opportunity for chapter leaders to
help us better understand their needs and how the
national organization can be a helpful resource
through an online survey. It is our hope that this
survey will give our leadership a better idea of needs
in our individual faith communities.
The survey was launched on January 1 and
should be completed by February 28. The link to the
survey
is:
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/
chapterservices2015. Please contact Bob Butts if you
have any further questions.

The Chapter and Faith Community Services
Committee will be hosting a conference call to meet,
greet and listen to faith communities located in the
Northeast. Leaders and members from Dignity
communities in Boston, New York, Philadelphia,
Washington, D.C., Pittsburgh, Buffalo and Rochester
will be personally invited to participate in a
teleconference with committee members. “It is our hope
to connect and hear from communities on these calls, so
we can share ideas and insights from our faith
communities,” says Mike Hogan, committee member.
“Many of us miss regional meetings and we felt this was
a way to connect the exciting events happening at our
national movement with individuals,” says Hogan.
We ask all Chapter and Faith Community leaders
to watch for this invitation in their email boxes. For
more information, please contact Bob Butts.

Anniversaries
Dignity/Austin
37 years

Dignity/Dallas
41 years

Dignity/San Francisco
43 years
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Jerry and Veronica Colfer Award

Dignity Washington:
Dignity/Washington Welcomes a new
Communications Coordinator
Dignity/Washington has exciting news! It has
hired
member
Martín
Witchger
as
its
Communications Coordinator. Martín is also
currently the Associate Digital Campaigns Manager
for the League of Conservation Voters where he
manages online advocacy and social media to engage
Latino communities to take action on environmental
and climate issues. He is also a young adult leader of
the Dignity/Washington Young Adult Group and was
recently co-chair of DignityUSA’s Young Adult
Caucus. This is a new position for the chapter and
will be essential in helping share news and
announcements of happenings of the community to
and among its members across all platforms of
communications including social media, website,
email newsletter, and the bulletin. Martín will also
help build relationships with other community and
ally organizations and the local media in the
Washington, D.C. area to share about Dignity/
Washington and to amplify the important voices of
LGBTQ Catholics in the broader community.

(Martín Witchger, Dignity/Washington’s
communications coordinator.)

new

At the beginning of January, Dignity/
Washington awarded the community’s Jerry and
Veronica Colfer Award to the Human Rights
Campaign. The HRC, particularly director of Latino
and Catholic Initiatives, Lisbeth Melendez-Rivera,
who assisted us with logistics, allowed Dignity/
Washington to use their lawn to display the Dignity/
Washington banner half a block from St. Matthew’s
Cathedral where Pope Francis addressed bishops
during his visit to Washington, D.C. This award is
named for Jerry and Veronica Colfer, the Chapter’s
beloved supporters, who were long time members of
the community, provided funds for the mortgage when
the Dignity Center was purchased, and made a major
bequest to Dignity/Washington in their estate. It is
presented to a non-Dignity/Washington individual or
group in recognition of special service to our
community.

(Above: Jake Hudson and Larry Ranly of Dignity/
Washington at the HRC building in September; top
right: Dignity/Washington Treasurer Jake Hudson,
President Daniel Barutta, and Secretary Tom Bower
awarding Lisbeth Melendez-Rivera of HRC the
community’s Colfer Award.)
Continued on page 9

Return to Table of Contents

Dateline

January 2016

-9-

Continuation of Dignity/Washington news from page 8

Peaceful Witness for Jeffrey Higgins
On Sunday January 10, DignityUSA and
Dignity/Washington organized a peaceful witness to
stand up to the local firing of a parish employee after
the Archdiocese of Washington found out he had
married his husband. Jeffrey Higgins was a cantor at
Mother Seton Catholic Church in Germantown,
Maryland and is the latest in an unfortunate series of
dozens of firings of church workers over recent years
because they were gay or had married their same-sex
partner. The witness in support of Jeffrey brought
together a group of about twenty Catholics who
stood outside the rural Maryland parish throughout
the morning as parishioners came to and from Mass.
It was broadly covered by local media. Members of
Dignity/Washington were joined by Jeffrey’s
husband Robert, his parents, and others. You can
read more about Jeffrey, the rally, and local media
reports here.

(Rally to support Jeffrey Higgins (far right), who was
fired by a Maryland parish for marrying his husband.)

Seasonal Services
Dignity/Washington will begin the Lenten
Season with an annual collaboration with its host
church, St. Margaret’s Episcopal, for a joint service on
Ash Wednesday. Two of its pr esider s, will also
graciously lead a Lenten Reflection Series on Tuesday
nights beginning on February 16, using theologian and
author Karen Armstrong's "Ten Steps to a
Compassionate Life" to focus the discussion.

Continued on page 10
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Continuation of Dignity/Washington News from page 9

Drag Bingo
Dignity/Washington was featured at a Drag Bingo Night at the local gay sports bar, Nellie’s. A fun group
of about twenty Dignity/Washington members attended and enjoyed the bingo, entertainment and fellowship, as
well as the unique outreach opportunity to be known and share about Dignity to the broader community. A portion
of the sales of beer benefited Dignity/Washington. Special thanks was given to Dignity/Washington Vice President Vin Testa for making this great event happen.

To all of our Faith Communities:
We encourage you to send us articles and pictures of your events! We would like to see what everyone is
up to around the country and around the world, and what issues are affecting each local community.
The Dateline submission deadline is the 20th of each month, but nothing says you cannot submit earlier!
Pictures are always appreciated too!
Please send all submissions to Sam Reeder. Questions about the publication are also welcome.
We look forward to seeing a broader representation on these pages.
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Plan for a great summer in 2017! Save yourself some money!

Pre-registration reserves you a spot at DignityUSA’s next national assembly, July 6-9, 2017 in Boston,
Massachusetts, and gets you a discount on registration rates. Make a $100 deposit now to be sure you can be part of
this exciting gathering. We have a Place at the Table for you!
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