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Rule one: the parishioners cannot find out.

Darius obsessively deleted the browser history on his church office computer. Ctrl-H, Ctrl-A, delete. Empty trash. Delete temp files. Defragment.

What was wrong with looking at some Speedo-clad hunks? Even if their Speedos were already on the floor, so what? Or what was wrong with reading profiles on Manhunt and imagining life in earthly unity? Love. The human body. Love of the human body. Love between people, maybe even love between Christians. Darius knew that his search for a boyfriend was not what the translators of the Bible meant by “love between men,” but that’s how he liked to read it.

The Almighty had given Darius the most perfect physical form. Six-foot-two, chiseled, muscular like a basketball player, skin the color of dark chocolate, not too dark and not too light, and, most importantly, Darius was possessed of a serene, comforting presence. He was based, his parishioners said. His benevolent calm comforted everyone in his presence, while his looks aroused desire from straight women and gay men. It was only the men who interested Darius. Along with making him handsome, making him comforting, making him calm, giving him a deadpan sense of humor, and making him prone to gloomy introspection, Darius’s creator had also made him homosexual.

God had never said anything against two men loving each other. Only some of His followers had. And quite a few of those followers, Darius was sure, sat in the pews when he delivered his Sunday morning talks. His church wasn’t one of those churches. On paper, Miami Lakes Christian loved everybody, every body. But on paper and in the flesh are different things. The flesh.

Rule two: the neighbors cannot find out.

“You’re hot, I love your face, you’ve got muscles, you’re so smart, you’re so polite, but I don’t date black men.”

“You’re DariusMiami? From the online chat, I didn’t expect that you’d be... I just expected different.”

“I thought you’re Latino when we met. I know I asked you out, but I’m sorry, I’m not into black guys.”

“I expected a black man to be more... exciting.”

“Do you know Kendrick Lamar?”

“Is it as big as they say?”

A black man in America isn’t an invisible man. A black minister in Miami isn’t an invisible man. He’s visible like a streaker in the World Series. He’s visible like hanging from a tree.

Themselves black or white or a panoply of “or other,” gay men wanted nothing to do with a black man, or wanted everything to do with a black man, either way for all the wrong reasons. 

For the South Beach twinks, the Boca Raton hedge fund managers, the South Carolina Bible Christians, Darius was too black. They worked hard to be “nice.”

“You can pick me up at Starbucks. I’m not comfortable telling you where I live.”

“My mom wouldn’t want me dating a... my mom, she’s... well, good luck finding someone.”

“Is that a monitoring bracelet?” 

And then there were those men who loved black men. Just loved, loved, loved black men.

“Let me see your tattoos.”

“Can you put in your grills?”

“Emory? Is that a state prison or fed?”

Rule three: the church gossips cannot find out.

Darius didn’t make his race a thing. Only other people did. Color-blind? Color-blind was bullshit. It’s what they said when they wanted to claim they weren’t racist. “I’m not racist. I’m color-blind.” Ok. I’m not black. I’m melanin-enhanced.

He was happy being mostly solitary, outside the hyper-social world of standing in front of a church and delivering “talks”—the less threatening and more New-Testament-style welcoming name for sermons—or ministering to the down and out, the depressed, the addicted, the attention-deprived, neglecting in the process his own feelings of loneliness and his own abiding need for love. But finding love would mean being out there, being social, throwing himself into the mix, announcing he’s a black gay Christian, maybe even announcing his orientation to his church.

It was a logic puzzle he let himself when sitting in I-95 traffic or shooting midnight hoops solitaire behind Miami Lakes Christian: find a way to date alone. Just as he’d found a way to play basketball alone, too self-conscious of adhering to stereotypes to let anyone see him dribbling a basketball. Create a meeting of two that requires only one, and without leaving the earthly plane. 

Could Darius do it? And if not, if it was, in accordance with his best guesses according to the rules of dating and modal logic, necessary to engage with another human being in order to come together in blissful union with another union—could he, would he, ever find anyone who would not be blinded by his blackness, scandalized by his Christianity, or nonplussed by his homosexuality?

He did browse online. He found not much hope, but plentiful castigation from black women who somehow would find his profile and inevitably choose to take time out of their day to remind him that he was letting down God or letting down his black sisters or both by, as they always put it, “going gay.” How can you go somewhere you’ve always been? And why did only those who couldn’t help him with his loneliness—women, often angry women—choose to contact him online?

Darius Keen, whose life led only upward, found himself staring deeply down at any tinge of the subject of love and loneliness. Up in his career, up in his salary, up toward God as a Christian. Down into the hole of loneliness that grew only deeper: the helicon of having spent all his life avoiding the uneasy question of being a gay man in the Christian community, in the black community, in the male community, as a black Christian man. He didn’t run with the fire-breathing snake-handlers. His theological mentors read Friedrich Schleiermacher, not Ann Coulter. But still. Being gay was more acceptable in the abstract than when your right-in-front-of-you Sunday morning minister is an admitted, unequivocating homosexual, the same man who has access to your secrets, to your tithe, and of course, to your children. And also that man happens to be black.

So as we conclude this Sunday service at Miami Lakes Christian, I ask all of you to criticize fiercely. Be the fiercest moral critic you can imagine. Shoot to kill. But, before you go out with that advice, I have one more thing to add to it. Don’t target your fellow man with your criticism. Don’t target your mothers, your fathers, your sons, your daughters, your neighbors. That would be too easy, much too easy. Y’all varsity now, know what I’m saying? I want you to do something a little more challenging. Take that criticism scope, that fiercely tongued microscope and telescope, and turn it first upon yourself. Fiercely upon yourself. Then turn it on everyone and everything in your life you consider most dear. If that includes God, if that includes this church, if that includes Darius Keen, then so be it. Then come back here next week and tell me what you found.

“Yeah, I’m totally into black guys, I just saw this porn where...”

Rule zero: God already knows. And there are no shortcuts.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Two

[image: ]




“Yo Darius.” Ceci liked to come by the church whenever she estimated Darius would be working solo, doing the holy work as the church’s maintenance man, IT manager, interior decorator, and most holy profession of all, carpenter. Ceci’s “yo” was semi-ironic. She embraced the warm familiarity of Southern black culture just as much as Darius did. She was as unfamiliar with its urban criminal subcultures as Darius was. All that was in her “yo,” along with her inexhaustible, never explicitly stated, concern for his well-being, every single part of him, even the single parts of him. 

She was an endless reservoir of Starbucks soy lattes. Darius imagined the homeys black guys were supposed to have, who’d always come by with a forty. Darius had Ceci, and her sweet, steamy twenty-ouncers, served with a “so how’s the Black Gay Christian Association of Miami Lakes?” and an occasional “I saw the hottest guy while I was buying you this Starbucks—I almost, almost gave him your number.” 

Steering clear of sassy-black-woman and fag-hag stereotypes as deftly as Darius steered clear of his own three-petaled locus of sensitivities about stereotypes—Bible-thumping, wrist-dangling, convenience-store robbing, Christian, gay, and black—Ceci was nevertheless strong, sassy, and hugely supportive of his endeavors. She’d come to Miami Lakes Christian upon moving to South Florida for a job, wanting to try out the church, wanting to recapture the warm church memories of her Georgia childhood without falling into the aspects of her parents’ Christianity that now didn’t sit well with her post-college self. She had found a minister whose religious knowledge went beyond the Lord’s Prayer and beyond Levitical admonitions against this and that—this was a church she could feel comfortable in. Or to feel uncomfortable in, for all the right reasons. Darius saw his mission as making his parishioners uncomfortable: confronting them every Sunday about their own hypocrisies and prejudices, keeping them humble, keeping himself humble too. The only tactics he didn’t resort to in his quest for churchly discomfort were turning off the air conditioning and disclosing his homosexuality.

She handed him a soy latte as he clicked through Powerpoints of his next Sunday presentation. 

“When will you tell your flock about how to survive being gay and single?”

“I might as well lecture them about how to survive being run out of town.”

“Can’t be sure until you try.”

“I’m not even sure if I am ready for having a boyfriend. I don’t think the parishioners would be ready.”

“I am kind of learning to accept that you know it better from your podium than I know from down in the trenches.”

“People won’t be totally open with you—you’re young, you went to college, you give off a very liberal kind of vibe—they won’t drop the ‘fag’ word on you.” Darius’s unspoken addendum was that it was the same as they wouldn’t drop the n-word on either of them. Unless they were dropping a compliment on them, that they’re the good kind, not those n-word types.

“Maybe the congregation is full of secret homophobes. I don’t know.”

“Trust me. I am a trained minister, you know.”

“And a trained lonely single man.”

“Part of the job.”

“Actually I have a friend from the gym I’d like to introduce you to.”

“You found me another South Beach party boy who thinks Reinhold Niebuhr is a DJ? Get in line for the fresh new American Apparel twink, submit your dick measurements, a picture of your leased BMW, and an estimate of after-tax disposable income, please!”

“No, no, not that kind of introduction. A woman.”

“You didn’t get the memo about my orientation?”

“Not that kind of introduction! She’s a matchmaker for gay guys.”

“Let me guess, for relationships lasting anywhere from ten minutes to a full three hours?”

“She told me she’s made a bunch of successful matches, guys getting married.”

“Let me know when that becomes available to a black guy.”

“Never know until you try.”

“You don’t have any experience being black?”

“I grew up in Georgia like you, so... but you can’t be so fatalistic about this.”

“I’m willing to try anything, as long as it makes sense, and as long as things don’t get announced to the whole church.”

“This lady, Alissa, is big into confidentiality. Matches some closet cases. Not that you’re a closet case, but...”

“We talked about this. I never told the congregation I’m straight.”

“But don’t you think they assume?”

“Let them assume what they want. I never said I’m straight.”

“Closet case by omission.”

“Hey. Be nice to your clergyman.” Darius hummed an ominous-sounding minor-key fire-and-brimstone melody.

“Or the fury of God’s wrath shall verily strike me down as I thusly speak!” Ceci bellowed in imitation of the fire-and-brimstone preachers she’d grown up with in Georgia.

“I wonder if there’s an S&M scene around that kind of talk.”

“I’ll inquire around.”

“Don’t.”

“I know.”

They both drank their lattes and gazed around Darius’s office to relax. Generic feel-good Christian verses on the walls. A photo of his parents, proprietors of a used car dealership in Atlanta, Christians of a Blacker, more Southern type than he could ever be. Bibles, King James and others. Critical texts. History books. Random joke books he’d use for humor inspiration. P.G. Wodehouse. And The Kids In The Hall and The Office DVD collections—for relaxing and also for working on his in-church comedy routine. 

“What kind of man would you want anyway? Gotta be a Christian?”

“No, doesn’t gotta be a Christian. Wait, is that doesn’t or don’t gotta be a Christian?”

“Second one sounds better.”

“Yeah. Don’t gotta be a Christian. So he don’t gotta be a Christian. But he do gotta respect my religion and beliefs.”

“R-E-S-P—”

“Yeah. I mean a lot of gay men just think Christians are evil oppressors. Read the gay romances: Christians are always the cartoon villains.”

“Well, there’s some reason for that.”

“Ahh, people will find any reason to beat up on one another. Just happens that some Christians use Christianity as their excuse.” Darius sipped his latte and looked deadly serious, his expression a hundred eighty degree term from the previous “don’t gotta” talk. “That doesn’t mean that Christianity beats up on gays. Just that some people use Christianity as their excuse.”

“Makes sense.”

“I don’t want to be starting off with some guy feeling at a huge disadvantage, I mean we’ve presumably gotten over the hurdle of me being black, presumably he doesn’t think I’m gonna steal his wallet, and then the hurdle of him thinking I’m gonna burn him at the stake or something.”

“So, you want a guy who won’t prejudge you for being a Christian minister?”

“Yeah. Even if he’s not a Christian. I mean I’ll respect his religion or lack thereof, his beliefs, he can respect mine. Sounds fair, right?”

“Absolutely reasonable requirement, Darius. Now, do you like bears or twinks?”

“Whoa, who taught you that, Cec?”

“And who taught you that?”

“Fair enough. Question dropped.”

What Darius liked about a well-made latte was that it was equally bitter and sweet—like life, like Christianity, like human suffering. His own homosexuality he considered to be a bittersweet affair. He knew it gave him greater insight on being a minority, on having unfulfilled desires, even on the hearts of men, men meaning male humans, but maybe also the hearts of all humans. When you’re not the default thing, you tend to analyze things a little more deeply. He’d never told anyone else, not even Ceci, but he credited his teenage realization that he was gay with his decision to pursue Christian ministry. Only realizing that he was gay made him question the most fundamental things about life and morality; without that ground-opening, earth-shaking realization, he may have been happy following in his father’s footsteps as a small businessman, or his mother’s as an accountant. He did plenty of business management and accounting as the de facto CEO of Miami Lakes Christian Church, but that wasn’t the end of his duties.
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