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Call to Worship & Litanies
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Welcome! 
By Minister James Admans


(they/them)

 

An extravagant welcome to you, my friends, to Beyond Worship! My name is Minister James Admans (they/them), and my drag name is Marge Erin Johnson (she/her). I’m a preacher, activist, and drag queen located in New York City.

 

What does it mean to be welcoming?

The term ONA is an abbreviation for Open And Affirming, which is a designation that churches in the United Church of Christ, a mainline Protestant denomination, proclaim that their community is welcoming to all people with particular attention to the LGBTQIA2S+ community.

I write this introduction from the perspective of someone with lifelong involvement in the United Church of Christ. The UCC has just less than a million members in the United States and over 4,000 churches across the country. At the time of writing this section, there are over 1,700 churches in the UCC that have designated ONA status for themselves. Being ONA means being a welcoming congregation, particularly to the LGBTQIA2S+ community that has historically been oppressed by the Church as a whole, but many congregations include other marginalized groups in their ONA statements. Being an ONA church means that the congregation has made a public response and a commitment, usually by congregation-wide vote, to become inclusive and welcoming to queer and trans people so that they may fully participate in the life of the church. Declaring ONA status is also a form of repentance for the Church’s historical anti-queer sins. This cultural shift may bring us closer together in community and allow us to grow closer to God. 

 

Becoming Open & Affirming

 

Becoming an ONA church is not an easy process even for churches in a denomination that is known for its progressive values, such as the UCC. By utilizing the traditional and often recommended materials, such as those by the Institute for Welcoming Resources, the ONA process can last anywhere from six months to several years. The length of the process depends on the existing culture of the church. Assessments of conflict history and power analysis in communities are considered necessary steps for a thorough process.

Pursuing ONA status is a conversational and covenant-based process. Usually, a team or committee leads a congregation. They assess the values and strongly held beliefs of the church, engage in conversation and theological reflection, and coordinate educational opportunities. Eventually, the team will write a draft of their welcoming statement. This is followed by an exploratory survey that is sent to the congregation to determine whether they would approve the statement via congregation-wide vote. An official vote is not recommended unless the survey yields at least 75-85% responses in support of adopting the statement.

The journey of becoming an ONA congregation is one where the entire community is invested in the process. This includes members who are cisgender and heterosexual. Although becoming an ONA church may start with just a few people, the framing of the process being community-wide is important. Being an ONA church affects everyone in the church, not just the queer and transgender members. The role of an ONA committee or team is leading a church through the process of theologically deciding who they are together and how they will welcome people into their spaces. 

 

Theological Significance of ONA

 

The UCC is known to follow the example of Jesus and to be motivated by faith to engage in the pursuit of safety and justice for the “least of these” (Matthew 25:40). Being an ONA church is just one way to work towards that vision through the inclusion and affirmation of LGBTQIA2S+ people. Being ONA is more than just a designation or a title to print on a church sign. Being ONA is a continuous commitment to openness, learning, affirming, inclusion, and being a space of belonging for all people. Continuous learning is especially important. For example, some churches may have become ONA in the ’90s and welcomed white cisgender gay men and lesbians without giving much attention to the transgender and nonbinary communities or those who are queer/transgender and BIPOC. A true commitment to ONA requires an ongoing philosophy of cultural humility where the congregation recognizes that there is always more to learn and better ways to engage in allyship. 

Many people think of ONA as simply being inclusive. Although being “open” is absolutely part of the journey, one of the common pitfalls of ONA is forgetting about what it means to be affirming. In sum, being affirming means to support, recognize, validate, and encourage queer and trans people in their faith journeys. Additionally, ONA churches must not only minister to the queer and trans community. They must also take into consideration that LGBTQIA2S+ people have contributions that they can make to the church if they choose to do so. Being an ONA church means acknowledging and making space for queer and transgender people to flourish in their faith, which means full participation in the life of the church in its ministries, fellowship, leadership, worship, sacraments, and more. Being limited to openness often means stopping at inclusion, which can lead to assimilation into cisgender and heterosexual church culture. Being affirming allows for a reshaping of the overall church identity and a reevaluating what it means to be in community together. Being affirming requires centering the voices, theologies, and justice concerns of the LGBTQIA2S+ community. 

 

Bring In Beyond Worship!

 

Beyond Worship came to fruition after Fort Washington Collegiate Church (FWCC) made the Spirit-led decision that the church needed to live into what it means to be Open and Affirming (ONA). Fort Washington Collegiate Church has been an ONA church for many years. They hold both ONA and “Room For All” designations—RFA being the equivalent of ONA in its dual denomination, the Reformed Church in America (RCA). FWCC has had queer ministers, marched in the Heritage of Pride Parade in New York City, hosted monthly queer theology bible studies, and had a thriving LGBTQIA+ ministry called Beyond Labels. When the leaders and ministers at Fort Washington Collegiate Church came to the realization that we still had more work to do, we applied for a grant through the Calvin Institute of Christian Worship. We were already open, and in many ways, we were affirming. Nonetheless, we found a need to be on the growing edge of what it means to be an ONA congregation. So, we queered the church’s heart and center—our weekly Sunday worship, in the hopes that it would have ripple effects throughout our church and the neighborhood.

Beyond Worship was originally an online zine with 11 contributors funded by a Vital Worshipping Communities Grant through the Calvin Institute of Christian Worship. This was one of FWCC’s various projects using this grant funding, among others, such as starting a drag ministry, bringing in a number of queer and transgender preachers and speakers, and organizing a transgender allyship training. The original Beyond Worship zine was published with the intent to invite authors to participate in our Sunday worship with the hopes of centering their voices and theologies. Additionally, the zine sought out those whose theological voices may often go unheard. Over half of our authors were young people and from the transgender and nonbinary community, with very few being ordained. 

This version of Beyond Worship is an expansion of the original online zine with more than double the original contributions. All pieces are written by members of LGBTQIA2S+ community and are from a variety of different faith traditions, although it is necessary to recognize that most are Christian. I find the words and faith journeys of these authors to be deep and powerful, and I believe with that the Holy Spirit used her queer magic to bring these pages together. In a society that often seeks to invalidate LGBTQIA2S+ people of faith, I am thrilled to know that these authors have a space to share their words, gifts, talents, and wisdom. 

The structure of this anthology is similar to a worship service. You will find five sections: 1) Calls to Worship & Litanies, 2) Prayers, Poems, & Songs, 3) Testimonies & Sermons, 4) Responses & Rituals, and 5) Benedictions. You are invited to read and move through this book as you would experience a typical worship service. You may read it in order in one sitting or out of order in many sittings. Alternatively, you may read sections or individual pieces as you feel called to do so. Although these pieces are organized into categories, we as queer people are often called to be disruptive towards categories. So, my hope is that you go forth reading and reflecting as you wish. You are also invited to share these pieces with your own faith communities, especially in worship. If you decide to do so, please include printed attribution to the original author(s) and to Beyond Worship. 

Queer theory tells us that queer and transgender people have always been around, and we always will be as long as humanity is in existence. Likewise, queer and trans people of faith have always existed and will always exist. From a Christian perspective, I believe that we are all children of God, wonderfully made, unique and different on purpose. There is so much more to faith beyond our typical worship spaces that can be limiting, especially when queer and trans people have been forced to the margins. That is why it is so important to have pieces like those presented here in Beyond Worship. 

 

* * *
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Litany of Hell and Back 
By Rev. Dr. Mary Barber


(she/her)

 

Gracious, loving creator, nonbinary parent, source of life and breath,

We gathered here want to say,

We have been to hell and back.

We have been to hell and back.

 

We have been to hell and back.

We have been to hell and back.

 

With more than two years of lock-down, shut-down, hunker-down, and just being down

We have been to hell and back.

 

With construction noise pounding day and night outside our homes and classrooms

We have been to hell and back.

 

With Greek letters we never thought would be applied to something that is attacking our bodies, delta and omicron and omicron’s evil twin 

We have been to hell and back.

 

With something like a little paper mask becoming a major political issue

We have been to hell and back.

 

With anti-trans laws being sold as protecting children when they will literally kill children

We have been to hell and back.

 

With telling about our history, the recent past as well as the more past-past being trashed and banned and spun into a boogeyman theory when it is simply the truth

We have been to hell and back.

 

When Black men and women and Black trans women are still getting killed in our streets but our media and our workplaces and our churches are just trying to get back to “normal” so we can’t keep paying attention to that

We have been to hell and back.

 

Yes, we have been to hell and back, Divine Diva, Most Holy One. 

 

We need your help. Help us. Heal us.

Help us. Heal us. 

 

We need your nonbinary, Black and all colors fabulousness to show yourself.

Help us. Heal us. 

 

Heal us from our exhaustion. 

Help us. Heal us. 

 

Heal us from this constant barrage of bad news and bullshit.

Help us. Heal us. 

 

Heal us from our own distraction and willful ignorance.

Help us. Heal us. 

 

Bring us to a new place, help us help you with that new thing you are creating.

Help us. Heal us. 

 

Bring us back from hell. Amen.

 

* * *

 

Rev. Dr. Mary Barber (she/her) is a queer Episcopal priest living in New York’s Hudson Valley (Munsee Lenape land) and serving at two churches. She and her wife are parents of two adult daughters. Prior to entering ministry, she worked as a psychiatrist at a state hospital. 


Our Queer Gifts to the Church 
By Jory Mickelson


(he/they)

 

do you know what it’s like to live

someplace that loves you back?

 

–Danez Smith, form “Summer, Somewhere”

 

What is the church? Where is the church? For so many years, it has been a museum, a place to display the traditions and beliefs of previous generations. “Look how beautiful this is,” someone says. “My grandfather built that,” someone replies. But now the museum is falling into disuse; it has so few visitors. The museum is quickly becoming a mausoleum: an impressive building to house a tomb. But Christianity is the story that pivots on an empty tomb. For generations LGBTQIA2S+ people have not been admitted to the museum, and only recently some denominations have begun to hand out tickets. “Come and see,” we are told. But we are a people who have grown beyond welcome, beyond affirmation. We are a people who have stepped out of the cold of the tomb and into the warm caress of the living world. The prophetic word that LGBTQIA2S+ people bring to the church today is, “He is risen!”

Christ is risen from the tombs of strangers’ gossip, the shame of our families, and the condemnation of religious institutions. Christ is risen in the truths we dare to speak aloud, in the justice we demand, and in the bodies we remake for ourselves. Christ is risen despite how we are beaten, oppressed, and even killed. Christ is risen, and present in the midst of our celebrations, our loving and sorrow, and our excess. Queer people affirm to the church that Christ is truly risen and is to be found in the world, beyond the beautiful walls of empty churches, beyond the quiet graves they are quickly becoming. LGBTQIA2S+ people proclaim to the church today that Christ is risen, indeed—wherever truth is being lived out and there is loving between people. We speak with the angel at the tomb on Easter morning saying, “He is risen from the dead and going ahead of you…” To find him, we must take the next step.

Queer people’s gift to the church is one of rupture and disorder. LGBTQIA2S+ people rupture the silence of what God’s people fear to speak aloud and attempt to hide away, rupturing our private spiritualities into a public faith and the barrier that church walls have become and lets in the world. LGBTQIA2S+ people bring a gift of disruption, like the earthquake that came to Peter in prison, which lets us out of our prisons and into the world. A radical shaking up that shows us that God is indeed present in real human bodies as well as outside of our churches and is the mud and mess of the world. Amid the trashiness, excess, sin, brokenness, riots, revelry of our lives.

LGBTQIA2S+ people bring the gift of their own lives to all of God’s people, lived out daily in authenticity and truth. Despite injustice. Despite oppression. Despite violence and death on a daily basis. Despite the world’s continual “No.” But as physician Dr. Gabor Maté says, “Safety is not the absence of threat… it is the presence of Connection.”

It is in the truth, in the virtue of LGBTQIA2S+ people’s lives lived in authenticity that they find both their community and resilience. In our very existence, we discover and bear witness to God’s people to the overflowing love that wipes away every obstacle and opposition.

By our very breath, we show God’s people, as God’s people that it is possible to DANCE when it seems the whole world we relied upon is burning down around us. When nothing seems certain. Even when it appears we are in the middle of the end. That in fact, God calls us to celebration and praise, and to dance and leap with joy at the end. Because it is not actually the end—is not death at all, but resurrection.

LGBTQIA2S+ people show that God’s love has not been lost. That the Loving One has not gone down to the grave and remained. But is risen indeed. Because the whole story pivots on an empty tomb. Sorrow turned to joy. We have been returned like the coin that was lost and is indeed worthy of celebration, or an entire parade. 

Queer people proclaim to the church again and again that the Love of God and Jesus are making themselves known to us. But it is, in fact, already fully-present in our midst. God’s “Yes” is both in the present and forever. Our love is but one small part of that great overflowing, a love that gathers us all in, gathers us all together into the very kin-dom of God.

 

Adapted from an essay for Extraordinary Lutheran Ministries (ELM), 2022

 

* * *

 

Jory Mickelson (he/they) is a queer, nonbinary writer whose first book, Wilderness/Kingdom, is the inaugural winner of the Evergreen Award Tour from Floating Bridge Press and winner of the 2020 High Plains Book Award in Poetry. They are the recipient of fellowships from the Lambda Literary Foundation, Winter Tangerine, and the Helene Wurlitzer Foundation of New Mexico, and are a 2022 Jack Straw Writer in Seattle, Washington.


Liturgy for the Spiritually Confused 
Words of Comfort for the Queer Ex-Evangelical, Former Fundamentalist, and Proud Pentecostal 
By Shaun McCaulla


(he/him)

 

Liturgy for the Spiritually Confused

	Words of Comfort for the Queer Ex-evangelical, Former Fundamentalist, and Proud Pentecostal


 

Introduction

Being Jesus Christ’s “warrior” agreed with me once, but I have grown to like the term Christ’s “lover” better. I’ve traded in swords for flowers, shields for an open heart, and helmets for a Third Eye so that I may give, receive, and perceive the mystery that is all around. I denounce your “war” metaphors and your “Battle Cry.” They are moot, and your certainty is irrelevant. Have you experienced God’s presence? Have you been touched by the Divine? It is all that I need to know that life is brimming with the unexpected and it is calling me to discover its wonders.

 

Shame

	You are exactly who you are meant to be.


 

Please hear me when I tell you: you are not broken.

Please hear me when I tell you: you have not disappointed God.

Please hear me when I tell you: you are not being tempted by Satan or the Devil.

You are made by God, you are valued, you are human, and you are extraordinarily loved.

 

* * *

 

Goodbye to shame.

Hello to accepting my body.

Goodbye to homophobia.

Hello to waving a rainbow flag.

Goodbye to hiding in the closet.

Hello to nurturing my inner light.

Goodbye to toxic savior complexes.

Hello to acceptance from my community.

Goodbye to strict obedience.

Hello to living in the moment.

Goodbye to feeling bad about sex.

Hello to healthy intimate relationships.

Goodbye to religious certainty.

Hello to the mystery of being alive.

Goodbye to the church I once considered family.

Hello to the people who love me just as I am.

 

Loneliness

	You are surrounded by love.


 

Tiny Affirmations for the Broken-hearted

	You have not lost; you have gained.


	You have gained a glimpse of yourself that has never been nourished, that has never been cared for.


	You found it; you found a new piece of you.


	Keep finding more when you can; even when the voices that tell you that “you aren’t” or “you can’t.” Don’t let them stop your discoveries. 


	You are always more than what you think you are.


	God delights in your findings; you have just started to explore.


	You are loved even when you don’t feel like it.


	You are held even when the hands that once held you resist touching you; they don’t know what they are missing.


	May you be filled with hope; may you find places to name who you are.


	I am lesbian.


	I am gay.


	I am bisexual.


	I am transgender.


	I am queer or questioning.


	I am intersex.


	I am asexual.


	I am who I am.


	Amen.


 

Confusion

	You know more than you think you know.


 

	Have I disappointed God?


	You are held by the light, by the Earth, by your own compassion, by the Divine, and by God, however you wish to name Them. 


	Let yourself be confused. Let yourself doubt. But don’t beat yourself down—you are too precious.


	They have created their god to stop you from flourishing. 


	But your God calls you home. She calls you to love and be loved.


	Go and be loved while you doubt; embrace the mystery with a warm hug.


 

Joy

	You have the capacity to flourish.


 

Lift your hands.

Cry out loud to music that moves you.

Speak in tongues if you feel moved.

Don’t let them take away your Spirit.

Praise God in the ways that make your body feel good.

These actions are not exclusive. 

They are yours.

 

Carry them with you:

For comfort.

For joy.

For strength.

For a gentle reminder that you are never alone.

 

Allow them to change if it feels right.

Tap into the actions that you haven’t visited in a while.
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