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			“Kerry Eleveld is one of the great journalists of this generation, and she was uniquely qualified to cover its most epic civil rights battle. A spectacular writer who loves truth. This book is a riveting story filled with the passion of those that she covered over the years. An epic story told by an epic journalist. It just doesn’t get any better!” 

			—David Mixner, author of Stranger Among Friends

			“At last, the detailed account of how a president was confronted and how he, along with an entire nation, transformed. Kerry Eleveld, a journalist deep in the thick of it, takes us from the White House and Capitol Hill to the passionate organizers in the streets and the savvy activists online who drove an unstoppable campaign. Don’t Tell Me To Wait is an important, must-read book that sets the record straight on how history was made.” 
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			To my father, for helping me envision what could be. 
And to the activists who made it possible.
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			Introduction

			Chicago was electric that night. As returns poured in on November 4, 2008, showing that Barack Obama would become the country’s first black president, not a cab could be found. People from every corner of the city streamed into Grant Park to get a glimpse of the man who had helped them find new hope in America.

			“It’s been a long time coming,” President-elect Obama told the rapt crowd, “but tonight, because of what we did on this day, in this election, at this defining moment, change has come to America.”

			Not for all. Across the nation a wildly different scene was beginning to unfold in the streets of San Francisco. Gay Californians and their allies who had spilled into the Castro to revel in Obama’s victory were learning that a majority of their fellow citizens had likely voted to strip same-sex couples of their marital rights. It wasn’t a right that had come easily.

			San Francisco mayor Gavin Newsom had jump-started the state’s marriage equality movement when he ordered city clerks to start issuing marriage licenses to same-sex couples on February 12, 2004. It was the first time in the history of the country that a mass of same-sex couples had an opportunity to get marriage licenses. Within the first three days, city officials had already performed nine hundred marriages. Expectant couples—many of whom had been together decades—pitched tents outside of City Hall in hopes of finally getting their turn to commit their lives to one another. Gift bouquets flooded in from across the country—ordered anonymously and delivered to happy couples that had just wed. Twenty-nine days and some four thousand marriages later, the California Supreme Court shut it down. By August, the high court had invalidated every single marriage that had been performed in what came to be known as the Winter of Love.1

			The following year, the state legislature became the first in the nation to pass a marriage equality bill after a nearly two-year push by LGBT advocates that ultimately succeeded when Latino and African American leaders threw their strong support behind it. But this achievement was just as short-lived; the bill was swiftly vetoed by Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger, who asserted that the courts should decide the matter. In 2007, the California legislature delivered a repeat performance after another sustained push by LGBT activists and gay lawmakers, but Schwarzenegger stonewalled again. When the issue finally did reach the state’s high court (which held a 6-to-1 majority of Republican appointees), it ruled 4 to 3 on May 15, 2008, that lesbians and gays did indeed have a constitutional right to marry.

			But by the time the dust had settled from election night, the voters had reached a different conclusion by a margin of 52 to 48 percent. The number of states that performed legal same-sex marriages was summarily halved, leaving Massachusetts as the sole marriage equality state in the union. (A little over a week later, though, Connecticut would pick up where California left off as the state’s first same-sex couples began to wed following a Connecticut Supreme Court decision in October affirming their right to marry.)

			As I tapped out an election-night story in the wee hours of the morning from my Chicago hotel room, news from the West Coast drama peppered my inbox. I wasn’t just any journalist that night; I was a journalist working for the LGBT news magazine The Advocate. This one was personal. And as I tried to reconcile Grant Park’s euphoria with the Castro’s heartbreak, I faced an uncomfortable truth: the culmination of one great movement was joyously settling into the soul of America just as another movement realized that the most fundamental piece of their humanity was still not welcome, even in a progressive stronghold like California.

			Barack Obama had been central to both dramas.

			 

			Three months earlier, Obama and his Republican rival, Senator John McCain, had agreed to appear at a two-hour forum with Evangelical Pastor Rick Warren at Saddleback Church in Orange County, California, a famously conservative enclave nestled against the southern coastline of a state that is arguably the most liberal in the union. The two presidential hopefuls were there for one reason: to woo the Christian vote. McCain’s rap as a moderate Republican widely distrusted by social conservatives had left a rare opening for Obama. If he could present as a moderate but devout Christian, he might shave a point or two from an influential voting bloc that had risen to prominence in the ’80s with the founding of the socially conservative advocacy groups the Moral Majority and later the Christian Coalition and had largely eluded Democrats ever since.

			Obama talked the talk: confirming he was a Christian and telling Warren that he was “redeemed” through his faith in Jesus Christ. That set up the question everyone was waiting for. Warren glanced down at his notes, then back up, settled his gaze squarely on the Democratic nominee for president and said simply, “Define marriage.”2

			Obama did not hesitate. “I believe that marriage is the union between a man and a woman. Now, for me as a Christian . . . ” he paused as the crowd’s eruption drowned his words. “For me as a Christian,” he continued, looking at Warren resolutely, “it’s also a sacred union. Ya know, God’s in the mix.”3

			Those thirty critical words became his most definitive and high-profile articulation on the matter that election. Warren, the celebrated author of The Purpose Driven Life, had served up the perfect platform, televised at a time when voter interest was revving up for the final few months of the ’08 campaign. Obama had to have practiced his response to the marriage question. It was sure to come up in the Evangelical forum and he and his political advisers had clearly concluded that appearing to waver on the issue would make him vulnerable at the polls. The sentiment echoed across the nation, but in California it had a nuclear effect.

			Californians that fall faced two historic decisions: The first was whether to elect the nation’s first black president. The second was whether to prohibit same-sex marriages in the Golden State by passing a ballot measure known as Proposition 8.

			The effort to pass “Prop 8” was launched in response to the California Supreme Court ruling earlier that year that same-sex couples had a constitutional right to marry. All told, Prop 8 became one of the nation’s most expensive ballot battles in history, with both sides sinking a combined $80 million-plus into its fate. Though twenty-eight other states had passed ballot initiatives restricting same-sex marriages, California’s measure stood apart because it actually took away rights that had already been granted by the state’s high court, immediately calling into question the validity of some eighteen thousand marriages that had taken place in a five-month legal window.4

			Obama’s answer to Warren’s inquiry ultimately provided the perfect weapon to anti-gay forces eager to overturn same-sex marriage. Golden State voters would overwhelmingly favor Obama over McCain, and Prop 8 supporters needed some of those Obama voters to defect on the question of marriage equality. They repurposed his pronouncement at Saddleback as the centerpiece of a robocall that targeted portions of the state. The narrator framed Obama’s declaration by telling voters it was the candidate’s definition of marriage “in his own words” and ending with, “Proposition 8 defines marriage as a union between a man and a woman. Vote ‘yes’ on 8 if you agree with that definition.”

			The campaign by Prop 8 supporters worked; Obama won California by twenty-four points on election night, but marriage equality lost by four. The battle over Prop 8 and Obama’s complicity in its passage, however unwitting, marked the beginning of a complicated relationship between the LGBT community and President Obama. On the one hand, he believed himself to be a leader on issues of fairness and equality. On the other, he had willingly deployed an oft-repeated conservative trope about “traditional marriage” in pursuit of his ascension to the highest office in the land. To put it more bluntly, he had used bigotry as a stepping-stone to the presidency and, in so doing, had carelessly harmed LGBT Americans across the nation.

			In 2008, it was one thing for politicians to support civil unions as an alternative to full marriage equality. All of Obama’s serious rivals for the Democratic nomination had taken similar positions. In fact, most LGBT Americans accepted the notion that the country wasn’t ready to elect a candidate who supported same-sex marriage. Obama’s charge was that although he didn’t support the freedom to marry, he did endorse providing the same legal rights and benefits to gay couples through civil unions that flowed to heterosexual couples through marriage. Those benefits—more than eleven hundred in total federally—included things as crucial as being eligible to visit one’s partner in a hospital, to get health coverage through a spouse’s employer, or to receive Social Security survivor benefits after a spouse has passed away. It was often a matter of life or death, financial solvency or hardship, and Obama made perfectly clear that these rights should be afforded to same-sex couples.

			But for many LGBT Americans, civil unions would not suffice. Marriage was by no means the only gay issue that mattered and for some it wasn’t even the most important, but it is still the institution by which society measures and values love. And to be gay is to be defined by whom you love, so being denied the opportunity to consecrate that love necessarily denigrates the very core of one’s being. Some of the earliest efforts to petition the courts for the right to marry dated back to the ’70s. But that was long before the country or the courts were ready to seriously consider such a right. By the ’90s, however, that consideration began in earnest when several same-sex couples sued the state of Hawaii in 1991 for its refusal to issue them marriage licenses. In 1993, the State Supreme Court ruled that the government’s failure to do so may have violated the state’s prohibition on sex discrimination, launching the broader debate as we know it today about the constitutionality of banning same-sex marriage.

			But what Obama had asserted at Saddleback was altogether more repugnant than a simple discrepancy over the semantics of marriage versus civil unions. To call marriage “a sacred union” that lesbians and gays were somehow intrinsically disqualified from because “God’s in the mix” was to deem same-sex partnerships unholy and somehow unnatural. In one breath, Obama declared gays too spiritually corrupt for marriage and in the next breath he professed to advance their cause.

			This was the type of duality on the topic of LGBT equality that would become a constant source of controversy throughout Obama’s first term as president. Obama considered himself a man of conviction—someone who played “the long game” and transcended Washington politics to govern on his own terms. And yet the politics that he, his campaign, and eventually his administration employed appeared to be driven by precisely the same political homophobia that had consumed Washington since the turn of the millennium. It was a politics of convenience, not urgency, and it was one in which Obama embraced doing things when it “made sense” rather than forcing the issue.

			LGBT Americans were not alone in their dismay at the outset of Obama’s presidency. Progressives more broadly saw the heart of their legislative agenda on the environment, reproductive freedom, immigration, and labor organizing largely sidelined during Obama’s first two years in office—which would also be the height of his power. But queer activists, partly because of their profound heartache on election night while much of the nation celebrated, would become the first members of Obama’s base to both vocalize their discontent and mobilize against his administration.

			Letter writing and lobbying weren’t enough for them. They sought to disrupt the tidy universe of Washington by repeatedly protesting the very same man for whom 70 percent of them had voted. This meant showing up to the president’s speeches and explicitly shouting him down even as a crowd full of his supporters verbally and sometimes physically intimidated the protesters. It meant pulling financial support from the president and the Democratic Party—a particular leverage point since gay supporters had traditionally contributed heavily to Democratic coffers. And it meant purposely pushing a narrative of discontent in the national media that threatened to undermine President Obama’s reelection.

			All of these efforts, taken together, helped LGBT activists accomplish something no other specific progressive constituency did during Obama’s first term: getting a signature piece of legislation across the finish line before Democrats lost control of the House of Representatives to Republicans in January of 2011. On December 18, 2010—just four days before the close of the 111th Congress—the Senate gave final approval to the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell Repeal Act of 2010, ensuring the demise of the military’s nearly twenty-year statutory ban on allowing lesbians and gays to serve openly. That monumental achievement set the stage for a political tipping point that would render LGBT issues and eventually even marriage equality a political winner after decades of defeat.

			In 2008, Barack Obama had sacrificed gay marriage in his bid to become the first black president of the United States. It was a position that most Americans agree was born of political necessity. But in 2012, he defied conventional wisdom, endorsed same-sex marriage, and won reelection anyway. His declaration was a watershed moment in the struggle for LGBT equality, foretelling historic wins at the ballot box in 2012 and the Supreme Court in 2013 that opened the floodgates for same-sex marriage nationwide. By the time President Obama stood on the 2013 inaugural platform and likened the struggle of LGBT activists to those of the African-American and women’s-rights activists who came before them, he looked like a man transformed—a leader whom history would finally remember as the faithful steward of a civil rights struggle for a new generation.

			Two years later, the White House would be bathed in rainbow to celebrate the birth of same-sex marriage in America. In the Rose Garden, President Obama would tell the nation marriage equality was more than just the consequence of a Supreme Court decision. “It is a consequence of the countless small acts of courage of millions of people across decades who stood up, who came out, who talked to parents,” he said.5

			“What a vindication of the belief that ordinary people can do extraordinary things,” he added. “They should be very proud. America should be very proud.”

			But what happened in those intervening years—between Obama’s statement on Warren’s stage and his unequivocal embrace of gay marriage by 2015—is a matter of some dispute. Was Obama’s evolution born of principle or political expediency? Did he lead the nation or follow it? What personal and political forces moved the man who had accepted an invitation to Saddleback Church knowing full well he would be asked about gay marriage and then had spent nearly four years dodging the issue as president? And what did his 2012 pronouncement in favor of the freedom to marry mean for the trajectory of his presidency?

			President Obama, for his part, believed that he was pushing the envelope on gay rights. And to some extent, he was. But his timeline was too slow and the wheels of Washington too glacial for those who felt they were living in a system of gay apartheid—where lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer Americans lived under a different set of laws than everybody else.6

			For the most part, these were LGBT activists who had rooted for Obama in 2008 only to find the man they had elected was an incrementalist to his core, not the revolutionary they had voted for. He was neither hero nor villain, neither angel nor demon. But whatever he was, he wasn’t getting the job done in their eyes and therefore they had to leave him and his aides with no good option other than to do the right thing on a host of LGBT issues.

			When President Obama finally came out for same-sex marriage in 2012, he was answering a relentless call to justice that had been bending his ear since the very moment he stepped into the Oval Office.

			He wasn’t ahead of the times or behind the times, but rather smack dab in the middle of the electorate. And while his pronouncement followed the opinion of half the nation, it still preceded the other half. His endorsement helped clear the way for many who were trailing the trend lines to come along. After all, there was no greater authority in the nation on prejudice than the first African American President of the United States.7

			Ultimately, the issue of LGBT rights did as much for Obama’s presidency as he did for it, and it will undoubtedly be one of his most consequential legacies, alongside that of health care reform and helping to turn the corner on the devastating economic recession. None of those three accomplishments came without a fight, but two began as the Holy Grail of the administration while the other forced its way onto the first-term agenda. And while the administration never found a way to turn health care reform or the slow-paced economic recovery into votes come election time, Obama’s gains on gay rights scored him badly needed points with his progressive base and became a uniquely positive force at the polls. In fact, equal rights for LGBT Americans grew more popular with each successive year of Obama’s presidency.

			President Obama will indeed go down in history as the president who helped launch a new era of equality in America, but it was the LGBT activists themselves who gave that legacy life.

		

	
		
			1

			The Inaugural Insult

			Robin McGehee was exhausted after spending an eight-hour day in October of 2008 canvassing for her candidate, Barack Obama, in Fresno, situated in the heart of California’s central valley. Unlike the Golden State’s two most prominent cities, Los Angeles and San Francisco, Fresno is smack dab in the middle of the state and its politics lean center-right. At the time, Fresno County had broken Republican in every presidential election since 1980, save one: 1992, when a dazzling young Bill Clinton charmed the moveable middle of this country straight into office.1

			McGehee and her Obama “HOPE” signs were proving to be a hot commodity in the waning campaign days of 2008. The Democratic Party wasn’t applying a full-court press in Fresno the way it was in more liberal parts of the state. Much of the canvassing there was left up to local organizers like McGehee, who would drive over three hours north to San Francisco to pick up signs from the Obama for America HQ in the city’s SoMa district.2

			But McGehee had her eye on another prize: defeating Proposition 8. As the mother of two young children who had married her lesbian partner in June of 2008 during the narrow window when it was legal, McGehee was also pilfering as many “No On 8” signs as possible for transport back to Fresno. The effort to thwart the anti-gay ballot measure was being headed up by an unusually large executive committee of more than a dozen LGBT advocates—including, most notably, leaders from Equality California, the Los Angeles Gay and Lesbian Center, and the National Center for Lesbian Rights—along with some paid political consultants. No On 8 was ultimately well funded, taking in a total of about $44 million from wealthy to small-dollar LGBT donors and allies. (Supporters of the ban raised about $40 million, with more than half of it coming from members of the Mormon Church.) The No On 8 campaign’s San Francisco office was just up Market Street from the Democrats’ HQ, about a block away from the heart of the Castro district. And much like the Democrats, No On 8 organizers were focusing their energy on more progressive strongholds to the north and south.3

			After knocking on around one hundred doors that day, McGehee opened the door to her own home, went straight for a glass of water and some food, then checked her messages. There it was—the robocall she’d heard about. Barack Obama saying he considered marriage to be “a sacred union” between man and woman. “You know, God’s in the mix.”4

			You’ve got to be kidding me, she thought. McGehee was working her butt off trying to get Obama elected and stop the ballot bashing in her state. On some days, she even enlisted the help of her five-year-old son, Sebastian, and two-year-old daughter, Jackson, who wore matching junior-sized “Team Obama Nation” T-shirts (yellow with a silkscreened white collar and blue tie on the front). Yet there was her candidate, in a moment she would rather forget, speaking out against her and her family—and with audience applause to boot.

			The message sank in. McGehee stewed. But several minutes later, she shrugged it off. They were going to win both battles, she figured, the election and Prop 8. Obama was just doing what needed to be done to get elected. The country wasn’t ready to accept marriage equality yet. She understood that. But once Obama was in office, his advocacy on behalf of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender Americans would trump his anti-gay marriage rhetoric. She was certain of it.

			 

			McGehee had fallen for Obama at the same time many other Americans had—during his 2004 Democratic National Convention speech when he was still just a candidate for US Senate. During his oft-quoted ode to red states and blue states, Obama had added what at the time was an unusual reference. “We coach Little League in the blue states, and, yes, we’ve got some gay friends in the red states,” he explained, weaving the commonalities of our citizenry throughout a list of assumptions often used to divide conservatives and liberals.5

			It may seem like a pittance today, that one word. Gay. It wasn’t even a plea for rights and freedoms, only an acknowledgement of our existence. But just being seen from that stage, in that convention’s keynote address, at that political moment, meant something.

			LGBT Americans were under attack that year. Republicans had launched an all-out offensive on gay rights in the form of eleven proposed state constitutional amendments that would prohibit same-sex marriage. President George W. Bush’s campaign chief Karl Rove famously hoped the “moral values” push would simultaneously draw more social conservatives to the polls and deliver the GOP a second term. Bush did win, of course, but not necessarily because of the marriage referenda—even though that’s what many people assume. Many political scientists and pollsters concluded that the ballot measures did produce higher turnout, but they did so among both Republicans and Democrats (many of whom still opposed same-sex marriage). Ultimately, terrorism—and whom people trusted to handle it—had a more statistically significant impact on inflating Bush’s numbers from 2000 to 2004. Even Rove himself later noted that Bush’s share of the vote increased in 2004 by almost the exact same number of points on average in states with and without referenda.6

			But on election night, the facts weren’t overly scrutinized in the media scrum to instantaneously explain Bush’s win. As often happens in politics, once the notion that the marriage measures had tanked John Kerry’s presidential bid cleared the bar of conventional wisdom, it became lore in Washington. Bush’s win in tandem with the eleven successful marriage amendments would be wielded as indisputable evidence that gay issues were losers for the next several election cycles.

			But at the convention—before anyone knew the outcome of the marriage amendments sweep—Obama’s single-word affirmation felt incredibly validating. For McGehee, a Gen Xer, Senator Obama was starting to look a lot like Bill Clinton had once looked to gay Baby Boomers. Fresh.

			Clinton had defied his predecessors by openly courting gay voters. He had also accepted money—more than $2.5 million of it—that was bundled for him by gay and lesbian donors. It was the first presidential election in which gay Americans had really flexed their monetary muscle, and it was very much a sign of times to come. When it came time for Clinton to make his nomination acceptance speech at the 1992 Democratic convention, he also gave a nod to gay Americans.7

			“We must say to every American: Look beyond the stereotypes that blind us,” Clinton told the nation on July 16, 1992. “For too long politicians have told the most of us that are doing all right that what’s really wrong with America is the rest of us. Them. Them, the minorities. Them, the liberals. Them, the poor. Them, the homeless. Them, the people with disabilities. Them, the gays . . . But this is America. There is no them. There is only us.”8

			It was an historic first for a nominee. Clinton had raised the profile of lesbian and gay Americans in his campaign and provided great hope to many in the LGBT community. Of course, those hopes were largely dashed by a presidency that yielded the legacy of the “don’t ask, don’t tell” (DADT) law banning gays from serving openly in the military and the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA), which prevented the federal government from legally recognizing same-sex marriages. But in 1992, Clinton’s candidacy felt like a political spring for gay America after a dark decade in which the federal government had largely denied its very existence even as gay men died of AIDS by the thousands.

			In much the same way, 2008 felt like a rebirth for LGBT Americans after the deep freeze of the socially conservative Bush years. McGehee may have had her heart set on Barack Obama from the start, but he was by no means the only viable Democratic candidate for LGBT voters. In fact, Senator Hillary Clinton had been adored by gay men and lesbians alike for years—ever since she became the first First Lady to march in a Gay Pride Parade in New York City in 2000. And John Edwards, Kerry’s 2004 running mate, had also made inroads with some prominent LGBT activists, especially those who opposed the Iraq War and liked his emphasis on antipoverty issues.

			Gays had been treated like a piñata by Republicans and social conservatives with increasing intensity over the past decade. Between 1998 and 2006, a total of twenty-six states passed ballot measures prohibiting same-sex marriage. Politically, the question rarely seemed to be, “How will Democrats help aggressively advance the rights of LGBT people?” It was usually, “Which Republicans will launch the most masterful attacks on gays and, in response, how will Democrats effectively telegraph empathy without risking any moderate votes?” But in the 2008 primary, with a field full of viable Democratic candidates fighting over progressive votes, that all changed.9

			 

			No one could have anticipated just how far Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama would be pulled in a new direction on LGBT rights when they kicked off their seventeen-month nomination quest at the outset of 2007. The lengthy slugfest that ensued benefitted every progressive constituency as the candidates made promise after promise to woo voters along the way. But LGBT Americans—who far and away represent the smallest slice of the progressive pie—watched the two presidential hopefuls compete for their votes as never before.

			In fact, the 2008 election was tailor-made for the LGBT community. First, every vote truly did count as Clinton tried desperately to edge her way back into the race after a disappointing showing in February—Obama won twenty-one states to Clinton’s nine—that left her trailing by more than 150 delegates. But Clinton had a distinct edge over Obama with lesbian, gay, and bisexual voters. A Hunter College poll in November 2007 showed LGB voters favoring Clinton over Obama by a margin of 63 to 22 percent. Clinton needed to keep a lock on that lead.10

			Second, even though Democrats in Washington had spent the past decade running away from gay issues, mainstream America had started to embrace lesbians and gays. Ellen DeGeneres had defied conventional wisdom in Hollywood and become a megastar even after coming out on the cover of TIME magazine in 1997. The TV sitcom Will & Grace, centered around a gay lawyer and his neurotic female roommate, had warmed the hearts of Americans for nearly a decade during its eight-season run from 1998 to 2006. Even certain sectors of government were advancing: the Supreme Court had overturned sodomy laws nationwide in 2003, Massachusetts was four years into marrying same-sex couples, and twenty state legislatures had enacted laws protecting gays in the workplace (though protections for transgender workers hadn’t progressed as far). In other words, America was far ahead of Washington on accepting gays and that meant the Democratic candidates would have to step up their game in order to avoid seeming antiquated.

			Third, and perhaps paramount in terms of the election, LGBT Americans had cultivated a vibrant blogging community. The Internet had proven to be a fantastic resource for populations that were smaller or underrepresented in mainstream media. Gay people had naturally sought out community through a medium that connected them and catered to them in ways that mainstream media never had. In the 2008 election, as candidates really began to leverage the power of the blogosphere, bloggers took on a major political role that was even more pronounced in the queer world. Sites like Pam’s House Blend, run by the ever-pithy Pam Spaulding out of North Carolina, had a distinctly grassroots following, as did the Indiana-based blog, Bilerico Project, run by Bil Browning and Jerame Davis. There were news aggregators like Andy Towle’s blog Towleroad in New York, which offered the best in gay from across the web. A number of blogs, like Jeremy Hooper’s Good As You and Alvin McEwen’s Holy Bullies and Headless Monsters, also specialized in tracking right-wing, virulently anti-LGBT activists. Joe My God, Queerty . . . the list goes on.

			Then there was the influential inside-the-Beltway site, AMERICAblog, which covered both LGBT and mainstream news. The editor, John Aravosis, and his deputy editor, Joe Sudbay, were both forty-something gay men who had logged a combined thirty-six years in Washington by the time the 2008 Democratic primary rolled around. Aravosis, a first generation Greek American who spoke five languages, had worked on Capitol Hill for a handful of years as a foreign policy adviser in the late ’80s and early ’90s before taking a post at the World Bank and eventually landing a job as politics editor for About.com. When he founded AMERICAblog in 2004, it quickly gained notoriety as one of the top-rated political blogs, in part because it pulled no punches about Washington politics. In 2005, the left-leaning site MyDD ranked it No. 5 on its list of most-trafficked political blogs, while it registered at No. 9 in PC Magazine’s 2008 list of “20 Best Political Web Sites.” Sudbay, who hailed from Maine, had written for the site since 2004, though he mainly made his living as a political consultant for liberal causes. Sudbay had cut his teeth in political advocacy working on gun safety issues for six-plus years at Handgun Control, Inc., from 1994–2000.11

			The two men would play a key role on LGBT issues during both the election and the forthcoming Obama administration. The relationship they forged with the Obama campaign during the general election, along with the blog’s profile in Washington, gave Aravosis and Sudbay unmatched access and leverage among the LGBT blogs at the outset of the administration. They had enough credibility with Washington insiders, along with enough reach into liberal America, to help shape the narrative about how President Obama was faring on a host of progressive concerns and, in particular, LGBT issues.

			Their first major encounter with the Obama campaign put the blog on the radar of campaign staffers and foreshadowed a certain tension that would continue once many of those staffers eventually set foot in the White House. That prophetic introduction came in the fall of 2007, at a time when the polls still favored Hillary Clinton. Pundits were beginning to wonder aloud if young senator Obama was mounting a failed primary bid against a Washington powerhouse that was too big to fail. The Obama campaign decided to launch a gospel tour aimed at wooing black voters in the critical primary state of South Carolina, where Clinton was still giving Obama a run for his money with African American Democrats. In fact, a national CNN poll conducted in mid-October 2007 found that among registered black Democrats, Clinton led Obama by 24 points (57 percent to 33 percent).12

			On October 19, the Obama campaign blasted out an e-mail announcing that the “40 Days of Faith & Family” tour would show voters “how Barack Obama’s family values and faith have shaped his leadership and commitment to bringing all people together around his movement for fundamental change.” The campaign’s national religious director, Joshua DuBois, boasted, “This is another example of how Barack Obama is defying conventional wisdom about how politics is done.”13

			Their unity message had one fatal flaw. Among the entertainers the campaign had chosen to headline the tour was a man named Donnie McClurkin, a Grammy Award–winning gospel singer and minister who said he had struggled with same-sex attraction in the past. In 2004, a controversy had arisen over McClurkin’s participation in the Republican National Convention due to his assertion that gays could be cured through religious intervention. The Washington Post had reported then that McClurkin had publicly vowed to fight “the curse of homosexuality.” And in 2002, McClurkin wrote on a Christian website, “I’ve been through this and have experienced God’s power to change my lifestyle. I am delivered and I know God can deliver others, too.”14

			But initially, McClurkin’s past statements had been missed in the mainstream media. Aravosis caught wind of McClurkin’s history and pounced. On AMERICAblog, he noted that “sucking up to anti-gay bigots” and “giving them a stage” was certainly “defying conventional wisdom” about how to get a Democrat elected president. He posted the story on a Saturday morning, a day when most news stories die.15

			But the story didn’t disappear. That evening, an African American author and political commentator, Earl Ofari Hutchinson, advanced the story with a Huffington Post blog entry titled, “Obama Should Repudiate and Cancel His Gay Bash Tour, and Do It Now.”16

			Hutchinson charged that Obama had “ripped a page straight from the Bush campaign playbook” by trying to tap into anti-gay sentiment among “blacks in South Carolina, especially black evangelicals,” many of whom, he said, openly and quietly “loathe gays.” Hutchinson pointed to a Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies poll in 2004 that found blacks opposed gay marriage by a far larger margin than the overall population. The fall 2004 poll found that 46 percent of African Americans opposed any legal recognition of gay relationships while only a little over a third of the general population shared that view. Among black subgroups, fully 62 percent of Christian conservatives rejected any legal recognition for same-sex unions, as did 57 percent of those who lived in the South.17

			“Desperate to snatch back some of the political ground with black voters that are slipping away from him and to Hillary,” Hutchinson wrote, “Bush’s black evangelical card seems like the perfect play.”

			The post caught people’s attention. On Sunday, a number of gay bloggers weighed in. Pam Spaulding led with this simple headline: “Why Is Obama Touring with ‘Ex-Gay’ Homophobe Donnie McClurkin?” By Monday, it was a full-blown story, with mainstream outlets seeking comment from the candidate. The Associated Press reported that the Human Rights Campaign, the largest national LGBT group, had “urged” Obama to cut ties with the gospel singer.18

			Any time the Human Rights Campaign, or HRC, weighed in, it was considered an important measure of where the LGBT community stood on certain issues. HRC, founded in 1980, was the most visible gay rights group in Washington. For many, its logo—a yellow equal sign set against a square blue backdrop—had become a simple statement of support for equality and could be found on bumper stickers across the nation. In 2007, its budget hovered around $40 million, making it the consummate eight-hundred-pound gorilla in the room whenever politicians took up LGBT issues.19

			But HRC was also as mainstream as gays could get. It often failed to represent the wide-ranging views of the greater LGBT constituency, which is irrepressibly opinionated and notoriously diverse—including members of every race, religion, ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic class. For years, the counterbalance to HRC had been the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, which had closer to an $8 million budget. The Task Force was further left than HRC and often staked out positions that were at odds with its brawnier counterpart. In the fall of 2007, for instance, a controversy developed around whether the Democratic-led House of Representatives should try to pass a workplace nondiscrimination bill that simply protected gays, lesbians, and bisexuals against being fired (i.e., focused on sexual orientation only) or one that also covered transgender individuals (i.e., was gender identity inclusive). HRC eventually joined the bill’s chief sponsor and Washington power broker, openly gay Representative Barney Frank, in supporting passage of the sexual-orientation-only version of the bill. They said it would be easier to pass and would also build momentum for a victorious vote on a transgender-inclusive bill in the next Congress (the GOP controlled the Senate in 2007 and any pro-gay measure would be dead on arrival in that chamber anyway). The Task Force helped lead a coalition of more than three hundred smaller organizations that adamantly opposed leaving transgender Americans behind. Despite those vehement objections, Democratic leadership did finally put the sexual-orientation-only bill to vote and it cleared the House, 235–184.20

			But the controversy left a deep rift within LGBT advocacy circles and further solidified the perception that HRC was both supported and run by a richer and less marginalized segment of the greater LGBT community. HRC leaders exhibited a certain elitism, viewing themselves as the real political professionals. All the other advocates were just amateurs, toiling away in the margins. HRC had lobbyists and big extravagant galas, and its leaders relished being Washington “insiders,” just like every other sizeable Beltway group. Yet in spite of HRC’s supposed Washington prowess, its leadership turned out to be dead wrong about the benefits of passing the workplace protections bill in 2007. The transgender-inclusive bill did not gain momentum in the next Congress—the one that would count historic Democratic majorities in both the upper and lower chambers.

			Yet for all HRC’s political clout in 2007, they could not move Obama’s campaign on the McClurkin question. Over HRC’s objection, on Monday night, a campaign spokesman said they had no plans to drop McClurkin from the lineup. Instead, Obama issued a written statement in which he said he believed strongly that African Americans and the LGBT community must “stand together” in the fight for equal rights. “I strongly disagree with Reverend McClurkin’s views and will continue to fight for these rights as President of the United States to ensure that America is a country that spreads tolerance instead of division,” the statement said.21

			If the campaign hoped that would be the end of it, it miscalculated. The controversy roared through the week. On Wednesday, two Obama advisers held a conference call to soothe the campaign’s LGBT supporters. They stressed Obama’s “unequivocal” support for gay rights and announced that an openly gay minister would be opening the concert tour with a prayer. But the campaign’s attempt to smooth over the kerfuffle got bizarrely worse when people learned the gay minister they had chosen to open the black gospel tour was white. Supporters and critics alike were dumbfounded, but none more so than members of the LGBT African American community. Blogger Pam Spaulding, a black lesbian living in the South, called it “mind-boggling” that the campaign had selected a white pastor to address homophobia in the black religious community. “We’re talking Politics 101,” she wrote. “The last thing a crowd of black folks who have a problem with homosexuality needs is: 1) to be ‘told’ by the Obama campaign that a message about tolerance must be delivered from a white voice of faith, and 2) to have their beliefs confirmed that being gay is ‘a white man’s perversion.’”22

			The campaign was in serious trouble. They had managed to pit one key Democratic constituency against another—sloppy at best, a fundamental miscalculation at worst—and then they totally bungled the cleanup. Worse still, they had yet to grant a single interview to any reporter from an LGBT outlet, vastly underestimating their influence. I had been chasing them for a cover story for The Advocate magazine for several months. In fact, we had been chasing all three leading candidates—Clinton, Edwards, and Obama—for a cover, but only Clinton had agreed. Her interview with my colleague Sean Kennedy hit the stands as our cover story in October. Nonetheless, I kept asking the Obama camp, relentlessly. Getting an interview with a sought-after politician is a little like being in a bad relationship—you just keep throwing yourself at them again and again until they eventually decide they need you.

			Finally, in the midst of this media nightmare, the Obama campaign decided the candidate needed me. A spokesperson e-mailed me to offer a fifteen-minute phone interview that Friday morning. Though the campaign clearly wanted the interview published so they could say that Obama had addressed the debacle head on, they also hoped the story would finally fade into the Friday evening sunset.

			I started with the most basic question: Was McClurkin vetted?

			“Not vetted to the extent that people were aware of his attitudes with respect to gay and lesbians and LGBT issues,” Obama explained, “at least not vetted as well as I would have liked to have seen.” He was speaking very slowly and deliberately, with a good number of pauses. As an interviewer, it was painful. I found myself silently cursing his cautious cadence—fifteen minutes would disappear in no time.23

			I told the senator that some black gay activists I had spoken with said the McClurkin choice gave them pause about the campaign, even if they generally trusted in Obama himself. “Do they really understand the nuances of these issues?” I said, recounting those conversations; “Are they really sitting down and talking with gay folks? Because it seems like this decision came purely through the lens of faith.”

			Obama countered by noting his willingness to take LGBT issues head on in front of a multitude of audiences, including people of faith. It was true. Obama had addressed homophobia in front of religious audiences several times. In 2006, for instance, Rick Warren had invited Obama to speak at Saddleback Church’s Global Summit on AIDS on World AIDS Day.

			“Like no other illness, AIDS tests our ability to put ourselves in someone else’s shoes—to empathize with the plight of our fellow man,” Obama had told the crowd of roughly two thousand people. While many people contract the disease through no fault of their own, he said, “it has too often been easy for some to point to the unfaithful husband or the promiscuous youth or the gay man and say ‘This is your fault. You have sinned.’ I don’t think that’s a satisfactory response. My faith reminds me that we all are sinners.” 24

			Obama told me that breaking down barriers between religious individuals and LGBT Americans was the partial impetus for his emphasis on religious voters.

			“Part of the reason that we have had a faith outreach in our campaigns is precisely because I don’t think the LGBT community or the Democratic Party is served by being hermetically sealed from the faith community, even though we may disagree with them,” he said. “We can try to pretend these issues don’t exist and then be surprised when a gay marriage amendment pops up and is surprisingly successful in a state. I think the better strategy is to take it head on, and we’ve got to show up.”

			I acknowledged that his campaign had found itself in a difficult position. “But by keeping McClurkin on the tour,” I said, “didn’t you essentially choose your Christian constituency over your gay constituency? I mean . . . ”

			“No, I profoundly disagree with that,” he responded, cutting me off. “This is not a situation where I have backed off my positions one iota. You’re talking to somebody who talked about gay Americans in his convention speech in 2004, who talked about them in his announcement speech for the president of the United States, who talks about gay Americans almost constantly in his stump speeches.”

			The candidate seemed to feel misunderstood, or perhaps, underappreciated for his actions. But time was dwindling. The campaign spokesperson had already cut in to tell me the interview would soon be over.

			“One thing that I do want to make sure is included in this article,” Obama said, is that on issues from “don’t ask, don’t tell” to DOMA to the gay marriage amendment to adding gay people as a protected class to the Illinois human rights ordinance, “there has not been a stronger and more consistent advocate on LGBT issues than I have been.”

			“And it is interesting to me,” he continued, “and obviously speaks to the greater outreach that we have to do, that that isn’t a greater source of interest and pride on the part of the LGBT community.”

			I couldn’t let that comment slide. I had been chasing his campaign for an interview for many months—as had many other LGBT reporters—precisely so that we could cover his record, whatever it might reflect.

			“I will say that we put in more than a few requests to try to interview you so that we could do an article that did focus on those issues,” I responded. Then, as any reporter would, I immediately slipped in one more question about whether he would sign an employment nondiscrimination bill that specifically included protections for transgender individuals.25

			The spokesperson chimed in again, annoyed. “Kerry, he really has to get going now.” That, of course, was her job. The interview had already run almost exactly fifteen minutes and every new question was a potential liability.

			“Alright guys,” Obama said, wrapping things up. “Kerry, we’ll try to have more frequent conversations.”

			I thanked the senator for his time and we hung up.

			After raging all week, the controversy seemed to quiet a bit over the weekend. The interview got good pickup in mainstream outlets like the New York Times and Politico, as well as making the rounds on the LGBT blogs. The fact that Obama had taken the time to speak with a gay outlet seemed to mitigate some of the damage. That is, until Sunday, the day of the tour’s first performance. As many LGBT Americans had feared, McClurkin used the stage Obama had given him to launch into a full-blown anti-gay revival toward the end of the concert.

			As the New York Times reported: “He approached the subject gingerly at first. Then, just when the concert had seemed to reach its pitch and about to end, Mr. McClurkin returned to it with a full-blown plea: ‘Don’t call me a bigot or anti-gay when I have suffered the same feelings,’ he cried. ‘God delivered me from homosexuality,’ he added. He then told the audience to believe the Bible over the blogs: ‘God is the only way.’ The crowd sang and clapped along in full support.”26

			Meanwhile, the presence of the gay pastor, Reverend Andy Sidden, had been completely underwhelming. CNN characterized Sidden’s opening prayer as “notably brief” and “anti-climactic,” and delivered “when the arena was only about half full.”27

			The McClurkin story yielded two major takeaways, one for future denizens of the White House and another for members of the LGBT community. For the Obama campaign, it became a shining example of what the gay blogosphere could do—take what many mainstream reporters might have once considered a fringe story and land it on the front pages of the nation’s biggest news outlets. McClurkin stole headlines from the Obama camp for a solid week at a time when Hillary Clinton had opened up a staggering twenty- to thirty-point lead over Obama in national polls. As the New York Times put it, “Tamping down that conflict between two important Democratic constituencies has been an unwelcome distraction for Mr. Obama as he tries to revitalize his campaign.” Wisely, campaign staffers decided to reach out to the man who originally lit up the story. Aravosis ended up hearing from both Joe Rospars, the chief digital strategist, and Steve Hildebrand, the campaign’s deputy director who was also openly gay. It was the beginning of an ongoing conversation that would extend straight into Obama’s presidency.28

			But for members of the LGBT community, the imbroglio was mystifying. Whether one was a friend or foe of the Obama campaign, no gay person could come up with a feel-good explanation for the campaign’s disastrous handling of the situation. I was inclined to believe that their choice of McClurkin had been a mistake rather than an intentional strategy to exploit a rift between gays and the black religious community. Nonetheless, they demonstrated a willful ignorance of the sentiment in the queer community from beginning to end. Obama said he was surprised that gays weren’t more interested in his record, yet he hadn’t given them the opportunity to be. His record was decent, but he hadn’t spent much time selling it. If he wanted to be judged by his actions—as he said he did in the interview—keeping McClurkin on the tour was not going to help his case. Instead, it seemed as if he had entirely turned his back on lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender Americans. Furthermore, if Obama wanted to bridge the divide between socially conservative Christians and LGBT people, the McClurkin incident had rendered him an unmitigated failure.

			McClurkin represented what I came to see as one of Obama’s greatest weaknesses on LGBT issues as well as other progressive issues—his inability to digest negative feedback. He viewed himself as a progressive, certainly on most social issues like LGBT rights. And he seemed to feel so secure with the fact that he was doing the right thing by gay people that he couldn’t accept the suggestion that he may have done the wrong or hurtful thing. Politicians make trade-offs, for sure. His trade-off on gay rights was that he was advocating for legal equality and addressing homophobia even if he wasn’t willing to declare his full support for same-sex marriage during the 2008 election. At the time, that may have been a totally fair bargain. His LGBT supporters certainly thought so. But the notion that something he and his campaign originated had advanced the very root of homophobia he claimed to be dismantling was anathema to him. Obama’s ability to internalize criticism on issues in which he felt morally justified was lacking. And that blind spot would become more glaring to LGBT activists as the early years of his presidency unfolded.

			 

			Obama had a lot to learn from the McClurkin incident and he would continue to face calls to reaffirm his commitment to gay rights. Voters wanted to know how he was different from Hillary Clinton on the issues, and the pressure quickly intensified. For reasons of her own, Clinton was becoming much more vocal about LGBT equality.

			Though she had certainly beaten Obama to granting the first major LGBT interview, early in her campaign, Clinton, like the other candidates, wanted to say as little as possible on issues that might hurt her in the general election—and that included gay rights. But by the spring of 2008, as she worked to make up for the delegate deficit she suffered during the February primary contests, Clinton developed a whole new relationship with LGBT issues. They were her best friend. And she did what every candidate does who’s behind in a campaign; she started granting interviews. Lots of them, to all kinds of media outlets.

			So after granting one singular interview to The Advocate in 2007, she suddenly gave an unprecedented string of interviews to local gay papers, most notably in Ohio, Texas, and Pennsylvania—key states she needed to pick up in order to remain a contender for the nomination. In the three weeks following the February 5 Super Tuesday vote, she did interviews with the Washington Blade in Washington, DC, the Gay People’s Chronicle and Outlook Weekly in Ohio, and the Dallas Voice in Texas. It worked. Hillary supporters were cheering all the access she was giving to LGBT press while Obama supporters struggled to justify his absence. Although his campaign made an ad buy for four full-page ads in the gay tabloids and Obama published an open letter on the blog Bilerico.com, he was looking insular. Hillary’s full-court press left the perception that Obama didn’t think he needed to woo LGBT voters any longer—his eyes had shifted toward the general election.29

			It all came to a head on April 4, 2008, when the Philadelphia Gay News published its interview with Clinton under the headline: “Clinton Talks, Obama Balks.” The Q&A with Senator Clinton ran on one-half of the front page opposite a blank space where Senator Obama’s interview would have run had he granted one. The paper’s publisher, Mark Segal, said he had tried to get an interview for over a month in advance of the publication but had consistently gotten the runaround from the campaign. The paper’s weekly editorial charged, “With all due respect, Senator, you haven’t spoken to the local LGBT press since 2004. Isn’t it about time?”30

			The Clinton campaign relished the moment. “We can’t imagine why Sen. Obama hasn’t granted many interviews with press in the LGBT community,” campaign spokesman Jin Chon told the Dallas Voice. “Hillary Clinton has no qualms about being asked the tough questions.”31

			The pressure finally reached the Obama campaign. I had never stopped chasing them for a wide-ranging sit-down, and a day before the public flogging they took in Philly, they reached out to me. By April 7, 2008, I was sitting in a glass-encased conference room at the Obama campaign headquarters at 233 North Michigan Avenue. The space was abuzz with dozens of twenty-something staffers tapping away at their computers when Obama strolled into the office in dark sunglasses, a black suit, and white shirt, loose at the collar with no tie. He had just flown in from a fundraiser in San Francisco the night before and a couple of campaign aides trailed him, bringing him up to speed on the latest news.

			When Obama finally arrived, he introduced himself and apologized for not wearing a tie, explaining that he had just gotten off a five-hour flight across the country.

			“It doesn’t bother me a bit,” I said, noting that I had chosen to wear a vest rather than a suit, so we were both erring on the informal side. Why I was attempting to ease the conscience of the current Democratic frontrunner about his dress code, I will never know. But with that we started in.

			Since Obama’s lack of accessibility had been driving headlines, I asked, why the silence?

			He pushed back. “I don’t think it’s fair to say ‘silence’ on gay issues. The gay press may feel like I’m not giving them enough love. But basically, all press feels that way at all times.” He glossed over the fact that he had actually given multiple interviews to both African American and Spanish-language outlets and instead noted that he had been consistently speaking to general audiences about gay issues. “I talked about the need to get over the homophobia in the African American community,” he said, referencing a speech he gave a few months earlier on the eve of Martin Luther King Jr. Day at Atlanta’s Ebenezer Baptist Church, where Dr. King had served as pastor. “When I deliver my stump speeches, routinely I talk about the way that anti-gay sentiment is used to divide the country and distract us from issues that we need to be working on, and I include gay constituencies as people that should be treated with full honor and respect as part of the American family.”32

			I told him the “underlying fear” of the LGBT community was that we would be last on his priority list if he got elected. But Obama parried again, noting that his willingness to speak to general audiences was more “indicative” of his commitment to the issues rather than just checking off a “special interest” box. “It’s easy to preach to the choir,” he added. “What I think is harder is to speak to a broader audience about why these issues are important to all Americans.”33

			When I asked what he could “reasonably get done” in office, the first line out of his mouth was, “I reasonably can see ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ eliminated.” Obama then proceeded to tick through a list of other legislative priorities he would push for, but on the military’s gay ban, he was resolute.

			He also said he was “very interested” in making sure that federal benefits were available to same-sex couples who had civil unions.

			“I assume you’re talking about the Defense of Marriage Act,” I clarified.

			“Absolutely,” he said. “I for a very long time have been interested in repeal of DOMA.”

			As I listened, I started thinking that his answer on “don’t ask, don’t tell” had been all too swift and easy. I decided to press him on one of the factors that had sunk President Bill Clinton’s 1993 effort—opposition in the military.

			“Back to ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ real quick—you’ve said before you don’t think that’s a heavy lift. Of course, it would be if you had Joint Chiefs who were against repeal. Is that something you’ll look at?”

			“I would never make this a litmus test for the Joint Chiefs of Staff,” he said, delivering a discernable piece of news that would later be picked up by mainstream outfits like the Associated Press. “Obviously, there are so many issues that a member of the Joint Chiefs has to deal with, and my paramount obligation is to get the best possible people to keep America safe.”34

			It was clearly an answer geared toward the general electorate and not one LGBT activists would be happy to hear. The Joint Chiefs’ opposition to ending the ban on gay service members in 1993 became one of several insurmountable stumbling blocks to changing the policy. If Obama wasn’t prioritizing support for repeal as one of his criteria for choosing the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, then repeal wasn’t such a sure thing after all.

			While getting him to “make news” on “don’t ask, don’t tell” was a mini coup for me, I wanted to push hard on his support for civil unions over marriage. Many activists lamented civil unions as a throwback to “separate but equal” institutions—a view I shared—but he had already been asked about that contradiction. I decided to frame my question using a narrative I had heard both Obama and his wife, Michelle, reference often as a classic civil rights dilemma—being warned that now isn’t the right time.

			“Both you and your wife speak eloquently about being told to wait your turn and how if you had done that, you might not have gone to law school or run for Senate or even president,” I said. “To some extent, isn’t that what you’re asking same-sex couples to do by favoring civil unions over marriage—to wait their turn?”

			“I don’t ask them that,” he retorted, shaking his head. “I don’t think that the gay and lesbian community, the LGBT community, should take its cues from me or some political leader in terms of what they think is right for them. It’s not my place to tell the LGBT community, ‘Wait your turn.’ I’m very mindful of Dr. King’s ‘Letter from Birmingham Jail,’ where he says to the white clergy, ‘Don’t tell me to wait for my freedom.’”

			The comparison I had drawn between his experience of facing down discrimination and what he was prescribing for the LGBT community showcased his thinking on the parallels between the two movements. Yet the contrast fell short of sparking a realization about the broader implications of what his stance meant—he was advocating for a position that put him on the wrong side of history. For as much hope as he had inspired, Obama was a politician first, and was still constrained by the limitations of what he thought was politically possible in the moment.

			“My perspective is also shaped by the broader political and historical context in which I’m operating,” he explained. “I’m the product of a mixed marriage that would have been illegal in twelve states when I was born. That doesn’t mean that had I been an adviser to Dr. King back then, I would have told him to lead with repealing an antimiscegenation law, because it just might not have been the best strategy in terms of moving broader equality forward.”

			I decided to try again on marriage. “Is it fair for the LGBT community to ask for leadership? In 1963, President Kennedy made civil rights a moral issue for the country.”

			“But he didn’t overturn antimiscegenation. Right?” Obama responded.

			“True enough,” I conceded.

			Though Obama wasn’t leading the way on marriage equality, he clearly felt satisfied with the leadership he was showing by chipping away at homophobia in the general public. Since he often talked about speaking to African American audiences, I tried to draw him out about his insights on homophobia in the black community, but he stopped me short of articulating the question.

			“I don’t think it’s worse than in the white community,” Obama responded. “I think that the difference has to do with the fact that the African American community is more churched and most African American churches are still fairly traditional in their interpretations of Scripture.”

			Did he have a different prescriptive, I wondered, for addressing homophobia in the black community?

			“Well, I think what’s important is to have some of that church leadership speak up and change its attitudes, because I think a lot of its members are taking cues from that leadership,” he said.

			Indeed. They were taking their cues from people like Donnie McClurkin, I thought.

			“Do you have any regrets about the South Carolina tour?” I said. “People there are still sort of mystified that you gave Donnie McClurkin the chance to get up onstage and do this, and he did go on sort of an anti-gay rant there.”

			“I tell you what, my campaign is premised on trying to reach as many constituencies as possible and to go into as many places as possible, and sometimes that creates discomfort or turbulence,” Obama acknowledged. “The flip side of it is, you never create the opportunity for people to have a conversation and to lift some of these issues up and to talk about them and to struggle with them, and our campaign is built around the idea that we should all be talking.”

			The senator—who had given far more interviews to hungry reporters at that point than I had conducted of cagey politicians—ran around my question. Had I been a better interviewer, I would have forced the issue with a follow-up question like, “So, no. You have no regrets.” But his answer spoke for itself. Obama surely never indicated any misgivings about the fact that McClurkin had ultimately delivered what so many LGBT activists had feared.

			The press aide interjected to say that Obama had to leave for another meeting. They had promised me twenty minutes and we had already run past the twenty-three-minute mark. Obama looked at me, “We good?” he asked. Yes, I said, shaking his hand one last time. He turned around and headed out the door. “Oh and by the way,” he jested, never looking back, “I’m glad you saved some money on your dry cleaning. That’s important.” It was a final zing about my failure to wear a suit to the interview. Then he was gone. I took it in good humor, as I’m sure it was intended. But Senator Obama had most certainly gotten the last word before disappearing. So much for trying to set a future president at ease for his informal dress code.

			 

			The interview was generally received well by those who wanted to receive it well, and received poorly by those who did not. By then, an all-out war had broken out between the pro-Obama and pro-Hillary factions of the LGBT world. The fact that Obama had made time for a wide-ranging interview allowed his followers to save face. But changing anyone’s mind at that point wasn’t really the point. Like most voters, LGBT folks had decided they liked one candidate or the other for reasons ranging from their sensibilities to their stylistic approach to a sense that one candidate just got them. Once that decision was made, they filtered every new development through that lens.

			Those who liked Clinton were obsessed with Obama’s McClurkin meltdown and what that said about his inability to relate to the LGBT experience. Those who liked Obama generally focused on Bill Clinton’s record and the fact that Hillary only wanted to repeal section three of DOMA—the section that prohibited the federal government from recognizing same-sex unions. She suggested leaving in place section two—the section that said states couldn’t be required to recognize gay marriages from other states. Depending on which candidate you favored, you either thought Hillary’s stance was strategically brilliant because it could attract more support from lawmakers by leaving states to decide their own fate; or you thought it was an act of political cowardice because she was compromising full equality for something that might be sellable on Capitol Hill.

			But the longer the campaign drew out, the more complicated the questions got. By late April, supporters of Proposition 8 announced they had obtained 1.1 million signatures to put the anti-gay measure on the ballot in November, far surpassing the nearly seven hundred thousand necessary that year. They had presaged the California Supreme Court’s May 15 decision legalizing same-sex marriage by several weeks. And on June 7, 2008, LGBT Democrats would unite behind a single candidate after Hillary Clinton conceded the race to Barack Obama.35

			Now that he was assured the Democratic nomination, Obama faced the conundrum of how to address what was fast becoming the nation’s highest-profile battle for the right of same-sex couples to marry. Arizona and Florida would also have anti-marriage equality measures on the ballot that year, but nowhere was the battle more pitched than in California, where thousands of same-sex couples would marry in advance of the November vote.

			When the California high court ruling came down May 15, 2008, and the Golden State became only the second state in the union to grant same-sex couples the freedom to marry, gay activists were ecstatic. My inbox lit up with victory e-mails. Not only did the ruling find that same-sex couples had a constitutional right to marry, the broadly worded 4−3 decision also declared that any state law discriminating against lesbians and gays moving forward would be constitutionally suspect in the same way that laws discriminating against other minorities are. “An individual’s sexual orientation—like a person’s race or gender—does not constitute a legitimate basis upon which to deny or withhold rights,” wrote Chief Justice Ronald George, who was appointed to the bench by Governor Ronald Reagan. Putting gays in a similar category to other protected minorities was a step beyond the rationale the US Supreme Court had used to overturn sodomy laws in 2003, and a particularly bold move from a 6-to-1 majority-Republican court that was viewed as moderate to conservative.36

			The day of the ruling, Obama issued a statement saying that he had “always believed same-sex couples should enjoy equal rights under the law.” As president, he said he would “fight for civil unions.” But he added that he respected the court’s ruling and continued to believe “that states should make their own decisions when it comes to the issue of marriage.”37

			The statement didn’t please queer activists at all. With the nomination wrapped up, Obama was angling toward a general-election audience. There was no hint of congratulations to the same-sex couples who had waited so long and had jumped through so many hoops—political, legislative, and legal—before their marriage rights were acknowledged by the state. Instead, Obama had restated his support for civil unions, which by his rendering would be a separate-but-equal institution. He also pounded home the notion that marriage was a states’ rights issue. Since he didn’t support full marriage equality, he was using the right of states to self-determine as a way to avoid having to denounce the ruling.

			Activists were disillusioned, even if the statement was classically political. Obama, a former constitutional law professor, seemed to be ignoring the long history of legal decisions that had overturned this kind of discrimination. The Supreme Court had found separate institutions were “inherently unequal” in its landmark 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision making segregated schools unconstitutional. And while it was true that the federal government had essentially deferred to the states on the definition of marriage since the nation’s founding, states’ rights were also most closely associated with arguments made by those who wanted to perpetuate the racist practices of slavery in the nineteenth century and segregation in the twentieth century. Further, in Loving v. Virginia—the 1967 Supreme Court decision that struck down laws in sixteen states banning interracial marriage—the court held that a state’s power to regulate marriages is indeed constricted by the Equal Protection and Due Process Clauses of the Fourteenth Amendment. Put more simply, states get to decide who can get married and who can’t only insofar as they are not infringing upon an individual’s fundamental freedoms for no good reason.38

			The pro-civil unions, pro-states’ rights position was particularly hard to swallow from a man who was the product of a mixed-race marriage and who routinely noted that when he was born, his parent’s union wasn’t valid in at least a dozen states. Paradoxically, the same personal history that made Obama’s marriage stance seem so outlandish also gave him a sort of Teflon quality on the matter. How could one look at Barack Obama and charge that he didn’t understand the implications of his policy positions? This was a line that I found myself constantly walking as a reporter. It was one of the reasons that in my interview I chose not to ask him whether his marriage stance amounted to hypocrisy. As a white woman, I couldn’t imagine looking him in the eye and suggesting that I knew more about separate-but-equal institutions. Instead, I had attempted to use his own words about “not waiting his turn” to impugn his stance.

			But gay activists weren’t the only ones sizing up the ruling and how it might affect the elections. Just like President Bill Clinton had grappled with what not signing DOMA might mean for his reelection bid in 1996 and Senator John Kerry had struggled to carve out a position that seemed appropriately tolerant without being too aggressively pro-gay in 2004, Obama was now faced with the same dilemma. Conventional wisdom held that the 2003 Massachusetts court decision legalizing gay marriage had caused a conservative backlash among voters that was a boon to Republicans. There was perhaps good reason to think that California’s ruling would be similarly harmful. Democrats weren’t interested in a 2004 repeat during the 2008 election, and Obama had acted accordingly.

			On May 17, 2008, two days after the decision, the New York Times editorial board hailed the “momentous” ruling and called for Obama and McCain, the Republican Party nominee, to “support Mr. Schwarzenegger in opposing a constitutional amendment” in California. McCain, who was fighting to gain credibility with the Christian right, did no such thing. His campaign issued a statement saying he supported “the right” of California voters to define marriage as “the union between a man and a woman.” After several weeks, the candidate went even further, saying he also supported “the efforts” to do so.39

			Obama’s campaign, as mentioned, initially issued a statement reiterating his support for both the rights of same-sex couples and the right of states to decide. The official campaign statement, which was sent out broadly to all reporters, only included those two elements. But to certain LGBT advocates, the campaign included an extra line: “On the issue of constitutional amendments, Senator Obama has been on record for some time: He opposes all divisive and discriminatory constitutional amendments, state or federal. That includes the proposed amendments in California and Florida.” For obvious reasons, most news reports missed that line about California’s amendment and it went largely unnoticed, at least by mainstream outlets.40

			But pressure continued to mount over the month of June—Gay Pride month—for the new standard-bearer of the Democratic Party to weigh in more definitively on California’s ballot measure. Instead, Obama managed to work in his line, “marriage is between a man and a woman”—something he had been saying repeatedly—in an ABC interview on June 16. The next day, the LGBT blog Bilerico Project published a post titled, “Shut the Hell Up.” “If I hear ‘Marriage is between one man and one woman’ one more time from Obama’s mouth—or any Democrat’s mouth—I’m going to scream,” wrote blogger Sara Whitman. “How is this change? Leadership? Hope? Or do only straight people get to hope?”41

			Later that month, the campaign finally took a higher profile stand on Proposition 8 and sent a letter to a gay Democratic club in San Francisco explicitly denouncing the measure. It was read aloud on June 29 at the Gay Pride brunch of the Alice B. Toklas LGBT Democratic Club.

			“I am proud to join with and support the LGBT community in an effort to set our nation on a course that recognizes LGBT Americans with full equality under the law,” said the statement, “that is why I oppose the divisive and discriminatory efforts to amend the California Constitution, and similar efforts to amend the US Constitution or those of other states.”42

			Importantly, it came from the candidate himself (i.e., was written in first person) rather than a spokesperson on his behalf. It still wasn’t the first time Obama had used first person to say he opposed divisive and discriminatory marriage measures. As early as February 2008, he had used such language in response to a candidate questionnaire from the Houston GLBT Political Caucus. But since it was his first statement to specifically mention California’s initiative, The Advocate headline read, “Obama Announces Opposition to California’s Ballot Measure.” The campaign didn’t seem to like all the attention the letter was getting. A spokesperson wrote me to say that we had “overplayed” the statement. “This wasn’t new today,” he wrote, noting that Obama had used similar wording in the past.43

			Clearly, Obama’s advisers were skittish about seeming too pro-gay on marriage-related issues. They also had to contend with the McCain camp, which was drawing attention to the statement by saying Obama had flip-flopped on his marriage stance. They could be forgiven for their confusion; Obama’s stance was hard to pin down—he thought the definition of marriage should be left up to the states but he opposed amendments that would prohibit same-sex marriages even though he also opposed those very same marriages in theory. The Obama campaign had hoped to signal LGBT support without making mainstream headlines, which is exactly why they resurrected an old statement and sent a letter to one LGBT club rather than issuing a campaign statement to a wider universe of reporters and supporters.44

			But that type of visibility on the senator’s marriage stance wouldn’t emerge again until late August when Obama and McCain had their televised sit down with Rick Warren. The two had a history of meeting on common ground around their belief in God even if they were at odds on things like abortion and gay rights. When I had interviewed Obama the previous year, he talked glowingly of the courage it took for Warren to lend him his stage at Saddleback on World AIDS Day in 2006.

			“He was under enormous heat because, among his constituency, my position on LGBT issues and my position on abortion is anathema,” Obama said, recalling that antiabortion activists had urged Warren to rescind the invitation. “To his credit, he allowed me to speak, in his church, from his pulpit, to 2,000 Evangelicals. And I didn’t trim my remarks, I specifically told them, ‘I think you guys are wrong when it comes to issues like condom distribution.’ And by the way, I got a standing ovation.”45

			So here Obama was again, on Warren’s stage in Southern California, a little over two months away from the November election. And if there were two things he knew he would be asked about, they were gay marriage and abortion. They were two of the biggest issues for Warren’s flock of Evangelicals. Marriage was so big, in fact, that Warren ultimately recorded a personal endorsement of Proposition 8 and posted the video to his website a week before the vote, as well as e-mailing a statement to some twenty thousand members of his church, urging them to “vote yes on Proposition 8—to preserve the biblical definition of marriage.” Failing to quiz the presidential nominees on those two issues would have been a dereliction of duty. So there is no question that Obama had practiced his answer repeatedly about what marriage meant to him. And there’s no question, either, that when Obama delivered the line, “Now, for me as a Christian . . . it is also a sacred union. God’s in the mix,” his chief strategists hailed it as a home run. As long as Obama wasn’t too scary on social issues—especially same-sex marriage—he could appeal to more independents and moderates and maybe even a few conservatives who weren’t thrilled with McCain.46

			The crowd ate up Obama’s answer. They applauded after he defined marriage as being between “a man and a woman.” They applauded after he said God was “in the mix.” They even applauded after he declined to support a federal constitutional amendment because marriage has always been “a matter of state law.” And they applauded after he endorsed civil unions and closed with, “I think my faith is strong enough and my marriage is strong enough that I can afford those civil rights to others, even if I have a different perspective or different view.”

			The exchange had lasted less than two minutes yet the potentially hostile crowd had given him love four separate times. It went swimmingly compared to his answer on abortion and being pro-choice, in which he rambled on for about three-and-a-half minutes to deafening silence from the crowd.

			Warren never asked Obama about Proposition 8 explicitly, but the presidential hopeful had passed the marriage test with flying colors. While it was nice that Obama made a plug for affording lesbian and gay couples certain civil rights, he did so, as usual, against the backdrop that he didn’t support full marriage equality. While some viewed Obama’s approach as a cautious push for an expansion of our rights, his framing held an insidious dark side. In essence, he was telling people they could deny us the deepest expression of our love through marriage and yet be fair by granting us certain legal rights like hospital visitation. There was something troubling about the notion of making people feel that their actions were righteous even when they were discriminatory.

			 

			Perhaps LGBT Americans should not have been that surprised. It was not the first time Obama had made different appeals to separate audiences on the way to winning an election. During his primary bid for the US Senate in 2004, Obama told LGBT voters that his support for civil unions had tactical underpinnings. But when he faced his Republican challenger in the general election, he framed his rejection of same-sex marriage in religious terms—or what conservative Christians considered to be moral terms.

			In January 2004, Obama faced a handful of other progressive candidates who were all vying for LGBT votes, including one, Gery Chico, who supported full marriage equality. That month, Chicago journalist Tracy Baim, publisher of the LGBT newspaper Windy City Times, interviewed Obama. During the interview, Obama asked her to turn off the tape recorder at one point so they could speak candidly about marriage versus civil unions. Obama was trying to understand why LGBT people cared so much about the word and not just the rights. He reasoned that if civil unions could offer the same rights and benefits as marriage, wouldn’t that be an acceptable alternative?47

			The exchange seemed very academic to Baim—this was a professor in learning mode, not a candidate in spin mode. Baim tried to explain to him that civil unions would have lesser import no matter how many rights came with it. Marriage holds a symbolic value in this country that makes the institution itself so much greater than the sum of its 1,100-plus benefits.

			“It’s a tradition that has both a legal and religious sense,” she told him, “there’s no way to separate those two things anymore in this country. So as a tradition, if you’re going to say you’re fully supportive of LGBT rights, you can’t stop short of the most important tradition that binds our families together.”48

			Some activists actually would have preferred to separate the religious ceremony from the civil institution, but that would also mean disentangling the two for all Americans. As Baim noted, changing that long-standing tradition was a virtual impossibility.

			When she turned the recorder back on, Obama told Baim that he was most concerned about securing the rights for same-sex couples.

			“I am not a supporter of gay marriage as it has been thrown about, primarily just as a strategic issue,” he said. “I think that marriage, in the minds of a lot of voters, has a religious connotation. I know that’s true in the African American community, for example. And if you asked people, ‘should gay and lesbian people have the same rights to transfer property, and visit hospitals, and et cetera?’ they would say, ‘absolutely.’ And then if you talk about, ‘should they get married?’ then suddenly . . . ”49

			Baim interjected, noting that over one thousand federal benefits come with marriage. Then she posited, “But you think, strategically, gay marriage isn’t going to happen so you won’t support it at this time?”50

			“What I’m saying is that strategically, I think we can get civil unions passed,” Obama said, referring to an Illinois bill that was working its way through the state legislature. “I think that to the extent that we can get the rights, I’m less concerned about the name.”51

			But that was during the primary. After Obama won, his religious turn on marriage came during the general election where he faced Republican Alan Keyes, a firebrand conservative commentator who made social issues like abortion and gay marriage a cornerstone of his campaign. Keyes—who told gay radio host Michelangelo Signorile that Vice President Dick Cheney’s daughter Mary Cheney was a “selfish hedonist” because she was a lesbian—accused Obama of “deceiving the voters” on same-sex marriage.52

			After several days of criticism from Keyes, who was also African American and very much competing for the state’s black vote, Obama gave a radio interview asserting that his views on the matter were guided by his Christian faith.53

			“I’m a Christian,” Obama told the Chicago radio station WBBM-AM in September of 2004. “And so, although I try not to have my religious beliefs dominate or determine my political views on this issue, I do believe that tradition, and my religious beliefs say that marriage is something sanctified between a man and a woman.”54

			It was a general-election pronouncement that sparked an emergency meeting of Obama’s LGBT supporters, who were shocked by the revelation. Baim chronicled that meeting extensively in multiple interviews she conducted for her 2010 book, Obama and the Gays: A Political Marriage.55

			During the hastily arranged meeting, Obama sat in the middle of about twenty LGBT activists at his campaign headquarters. They voiced their concerns and asked, “What do your religious views have to do with your political views?” recalled LGBT advocate Michael Bauer. Another Obama supporter, David Munar, remembered the candidate explaining that he wasn’t supporting same-sex marriage, he was supporting equality for lesbians and gays in terms of rights and privileges. “He understood the cause for equality,” Munar told Baim, “but also the political reality, that to push for marriage was not pragmatic, not feasible . . . that the cause for equality was more important than the symbolism of using the actual word, ‘marriage.’”56

			Few of the activists were entirely satisfied by Obama’s explanation, but they also had nowhere else to go at that point. Keyes was an absolutely scary candidate, and many appreciated that Obama took the time to engage and hear them out.57

			The strategy worked in 2004 and Obama retrod that road map in 2008—emphasizing the equal rights part of his marriage stance in the primary and then the religious aspect of his views in the general election. Only as a presidential candidate, the stakes were much higher. Obama had a national profile and the power of his declaration on Warren’s stage had repercussions across the country. Ballot measures were on the line, tens of thousands of same-sex couples had already married by then and, perhaps most tragically, LGBT youth were told once again that their love was somehow unholy and unworthy of recognition. It was one thing for Obama to play the religion card during his 2004 Senate bid, but quite another to do it four years later in pursuit of the presidency.58

			Of course, no one can definitively say that Obama’s marriage pronouncement at Saddleback guaranteed the passage of Proposition 8, but it certainly didn’t hurt. He had given marriage equality opponents a plethora of perfect sound bites that could be used in print, audio, or video—a messaging trifecta. They capitalized on it, using the audio for the robocall that reached Robin McGehee’s home and the text from a Hardball with Chris Matthews appearance for a flier that was mailed out about five days before the vote. “I’m not in favor of gay marriage, but I’m in favor of a very strong civil union,” Obama had told MSNBC’s Chris Matthews in April. But in campaigns, the second half of a statement like that is left for dead. The flier, which included a large photo of Barack Obama grinning with his wife beaming at him in the background, featured huge block letters reading simply, “I’m not in favor of gay marriage.” Below the quote, they added Obama’s Saddleback remarks and then included an Obama for America insignia that made the flier appear like an official campaign ad. The only words on the page bigger than Obama’s quote were, “Vote YES on Prop 8.” As soon as the flier emerged, the Obama campaign quickly issued a statement clarifying that Obama opposed the amendment, but the damage was done. Voters get the fliers, they get the robocalls, they see the ads. They don’t get the clarifications.59

			Marriage equality proponents, by contrast, declined to use verbiage from the letter Obama sent to the Alice B. Toklas Club. A consultant who was in charge of the No On 8 campaign later remarked, “That was a close call. Maybe we should have.”60

			But in some ways, the most important repercussion of Obama’s performance on Warren’s stage and the robocalls that followed was that queer activists like McGehee would never forget it. After Proposition 8 passed, the activists were like tinder. If Obama was going to avoid igniting them, he would have to deliver on his promises to the LGBT community. Any sign that he didn’t plan to do so was sure to enflame those who already felt betrayed by the guy they had donated to and canvassed for and given their vote.

			Yet in the fervor of election night, it was easy to forget some of that frustration. To cover it, I flew to Chicago and embedded myself with the city’s LGBT community. A returns party was held at a local gay bar called Sidetrack. Between drinks, merriment, and people taking pictures alongside a life-sized Obama cutout, occasional ominous announcements crept in about California’s Prop 8 vote. But The Advocate, which was based in Los Angeles, had plenty of people reporting on the ballot measure. I kept my focus on Chicago and headed to Grant Park around 9:30 p.m., after Ohio had been called for Obama.

			When I arrived, the crowd of roughly 240,000 was alive with the smell of victory. At 11:00 p.m. Eastern/8:00 p.m. Pacific, the polls closed on the West Coast and news agencies finally announced what had become crystal clear over the past few hours—Barack Obama would be the next president of the United States. The crowd erupted.61

			Barack and Michelle Obama walked out onto the blue-carpeted runway, each waving to the crowd with one hand while holding the hand of one of their daughters, Malia and Sasha, with the other. Against a backdrop of about a couple of dozen American flags lining the recesses of the stage, Obama took to the podium.

			“Hello Chicago!” Obama called out, surveying the revelers. Buoyed by his achievement, he began, “If there is anyone out there who still doubts that America is a place where all things are possible, who still wonders if the dream of our founders is alive in our time, who still questions the power of our democracy, tonight is your answer.”62

			But as inspiring as witnessing that moment was, it couldn’t insulate me from the dispiriting results in California.

			The more I pondered how a little known African American politician from Illinois could be elected to the US Senate in 2004 and then clinch the highest office in the land just four years later, the more I bought into the idea that maybe change comes from the middle of the country. If you can get a relatively moderate state like Illinois to buy into something—such as the fledgling candidacy of an unknown upstart—then perhaps it was marketable to the rest of the country. Maybe the country simply wasn’t ready for gay marriage, I thought. Maybe it was too soon for the movement to focus its energies there when we had yet to push a single major piece of pro-LGBT legislation through Congress.

			“Even as California’s marriage battle drags on,” I wrote for The Advocate that night, “and New York and New Jersey are poised to advance their marital quests legislatively, I am reminded of how many states and how many people exist somewhere in between the passions of America’s coasts. Ultimately, I don’t think our movement should settle for anything less than full equality, and that includes marriage rights. But as a Midwesterner by birth who has lived six years in South Carolina, five in San Francisco, and now four in New York, I still find wisdom in the center—where a confluence of interests, customs, and differing points of view bleed into each other to yield a softer palette. Just as our country pushes forward to form a more perfect union, so should we. But let us not deify marriage to the exclusion of pursuits like employment nondiscrimination, hate crime protections, and basic partnership recognition.”63

			To some extent, covering Obama had made me wonder if pushing for civil unions over marriage might be a more pragmatic route to securing important rights and protections for same-sex couples in the short term. And to some extent, I was simply trying to make sense of a disorienting blow to the LGBT community.

			But perhaps my thinking was a luxury born of location. In the days following the election, tempers flared in the streets of California as protests swept the state. On the first Sunday after the vote, LGBT advocates focused their energy on the very religious institutions they held most responsible for pushing Prop 8: about one thousand activists gathered in Lake Forest to protest outside of Rick Warren’s Saddleback Church, and in Oakland, a protest of several hundred people at a prominent golden-spired Mormon Temple forced the California Highway Patrol to shut down two highway ramps nearby. About 2,500 protesters also assembled at the steps of the state’s capitol in Sacramento.64

			But maybe the biggest indication of how widespread the discontent was came from activists Amy Balliett in Seattle and Willow Witte in Cleveland. Deeply frustrated by the outcome, the two former college buddies built an interactive website called Join the Impact, where activists could post and publicize marriage equality rallies. The site went live on the Friday following the election, and by Sunday night, it was receiving more than fifty thousand hits an hour. After the site crashed several times due to the sheer volume of traffic, they got a bigger server and a little technical help. By the following week, they had received over a million views and organized hundreds of rallies that would take place on Saturday, November 15, in all fifty states, eight countries, and more than three hundred cities around the world. This was not business as usual. A sleeping giant had been poked one too many times. It was an extensive and undeniable rejection of the status quo. Denying gays basic human rights wasn’t acceptable to a critical mass of people anymore. Even if they weren’t the majority, they were paying attention, they were hungry to get involved, and they wanted their voices to be heard. It was just a matter of finding a way to parlay that energy into a sustainable force for change.65

			 

			Back in Washington, preparations began for the inaugural ceremony. By December, even LGBT activists seemed excited to put the Prop 8 drama on hold for a time and revel in Obama’s moment. Then the news came: the Presidential Inaugural Committee had chosen none other than Rick Warren—who had personally championed Proposition 8—to give the invocation at the inauguration.

			It was a baffling decision. Hadn’t the committee vetted Warren? Weren’t they aware of his very public pronouncement on Proposition 8? His own video message, after all, posted just a couple weeks before the vote, had left nothing to the imagination. “Now let me just say this really clearly,” Warren said on October 23, 2008, “We support Proposition 8, and if you believe what the Bible says about marriage, you need to support Proposition 8. I never support a candidate, but on moral issues, I come out very clear.” Warren even referenced quizzing Obama and McCain on the matter at his candidate forum and cited their unanimous agreement with him that marriage remains between “one man and one woman.”66

			Perhaps Obama’s new team simply believed that Warren had a legitimate policy disagreement with LGBT Americans on a matter that we considered a fundamental human right. This at least seemed to be the sentiment President-elect Obama conveyed at one preinaugural press conference where he was asked about the upheaval surrounding Warren’s inclusion in the ceremony.

			“I think that it is no secret that I am a fierce advocate for equality for gay and lesbian Americans,” Obama asserted on December 18, 2008. But, he added, it was also important “for America to come together,” despite our differences on some social issues. “During the course of the entire inaugural festivities, there are going to be a wide range of viewpoints that are presented. And that’s how it should be because that’s part of what America’s about. That’s part of the magic of this country is that we are diverse and noisy and opinionated,” Obama told reporters, “And that’s, hopefully, going to be a spirit that carries over into my administration.”67

			It was a stunning turn of events for LGBT activists. Warren, who had used his position of piety to vilify gay citizens and delegitimize their relationships, would be blessing the president-to-be and his leadership of the American people. This, we were told, was part of the magic of the country.

			The day before that press conference, Richard Socarides, who had served as a special assistant advising President Bill Clinton on LGBT issues, got an inquiry from New York Times reporter Jeff Zeleny wondering if he would be willing to speak on the record about Warren. Zeleny was having trouble getting prominent Beltway gays to talk about the pick—few LGBT people wanted to get on the wrong side of an incoming Democratic administration after being relegated to the hinterlands of Republican rule for eight years. It literally does not pay to be an outcast in Washington. People trade on access, they sell the strength of their contacts and their ability to land a meeting with a big politico. Alienating yourself by publicly criticizing your party’s president-elect before he even sets foot in the Oval Office is a risky business if you want to be part of Washington’s “in” crowd.68

			But Socarides, who was then working as an attorney in New York, agreed to talk. Though many LGBT advocates faulted him for Clinton’s wanting gay rights record, his former title made him a perfect source for reporters. Clinton had originally appointed Socarides to a post at the Department of Labor in 1993, but in 1994 Clinton advisor Marsha Scott pulled him in for advice as she assembled the very first gay outreach office at the White House. He eventually took over the office in 1996 when Scott left to work on Clinton’s reelection campaign.

			Socarides worried that the Warren development was a particularly bad sign for where gay issues fell on the totem pole of priorities for the incoming administration. If others weren’t willing to say anything, he was. He told Zeleny that Obama’s team had made a “serious miscalculation” if they thought selecting Warren would just slide by or be otherwise excused or overlooked.69

			“It’s not like he’s introducing Obama at some campaign rally in the South,” Socarides said in the article, an obvious reference to McClurkin. “He’s been given this very prominent, central role in the ceremony which is supposed to usher in a new civil rights era.”70

			Also quoted in the article was Reverend V. Gene Robinson, the nation’s first openly gay Episcopal bishop, who had been a prominent early supporter of Obama during the contentious primary battle. After the Warren announcement, Robinson called his contacts in the campaign to express his disappointment. According to the piece, they had told him that “Obama was trying to reach out to conservatives and give everybody a seat at the table.”71

			“I’m all for Rick Warren being at the table,” Bishop Robinson told the New York Times, “but we’re not talking about a discussion, we’re talking about putting someone up front and center at what will be the most watched inauguration in history, and asking his blessing on the nation. And the God that he’s praying to is not the God that I know.”72

			The Human Rights Campaign also ended up weighing in on the dispute with an editorial in the Washington Post titled, “Obama’s Inaugural Mistake,” penned by HRC president Joe Solmonese. The fact that HRC was moved to act signaled just how bad Obama’s transgression was. The last thing HRC’s leadership wanted to do was put distance between themselves and the incoming administration, but remaining silent on the selection of Warren simply wasn’t an option. If the movement’s most conservative actor, HRC, was taking Obama to task in the Post, the grassroots was livid.

			In response to the fallout, Obama’s top lieutenants replicated the campaign’s South Carolina strategy. They invited Robinson to give the invocation at the Lincoln Memorial kickoff event for inaugural week. The committee insisted that Robinson’s inclusion had been in the works before the controversy erupted. But Robinson’s slot would not get even close to the same visibility as that of his anti-gay counterpart, Warren, who would lead off the actual inauguration itself. In fact, much like Reverend Andy Sidden’s opening prayer in South Carolina, which barely gained an audience and was soon forgotten, Robinson’s prayer slipped through the cracks as well. HBO began televising the event at 2:30 p.m. on January 18, 2009, but since Robinson was scheduled to begin his prayer at 2:25 p.m., it was not televised nor was it included by any broadcast outlet that carried HBO’s feed, such as NPR, which later devoted a follow-up segment to Robinson’s exclusion.73

			It is a provocative prayer, I thought, as I listened to him from the press corral to the left of the stage, completely unaware that the rest of the nation was tuned out. Robinson drew inspiration from a fourfold Franciscan blessing that invites “restless discomfort.”

			“Oh, God of our many understandings,” he began, “we pray that you will bless us with tears; tears for a world in which over a billion people exist on less than $1 a day, where young women in many lands are beaten and raped for wanting an education, and thousands die daily from malnutrition, malaria, and AIDS.

			“Bless this nation with anger,” he continued, “anger at discrimination at home and abroad, against refugees and immigrants, women, people of color, gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people.”74

			He also prayed for the new president-elect’s safety and asked for patience and understanding “that our new president is a human being, not a messiah.”

			Those close to the stage could hear him just fine, but there did seem to be some glitch with the PA system. As the program commenced, the audio kinks seemed to fade. The thousands who filled the stretch between Lincoln’s somber gaze across the reflecting pool to the Washington Monument were treated to soaring performances from the likes of Beyoncé, Bruce Springsteen, and U2. So when I started getting word about Robinson’s omission from the televised programming, it was a jarring disconnect from an otherwise uplifting afternoon. At first, I thought it was simply a PA failure. But when I later realized his entire prayer had been cut from the broadcast as well, I thought, There must be some mistake—how could this have happened?

			An HBO producer told the website AfterElton.com that the Presidential Inaugural Committee “made the decision to keep the invocation as part of the pre-show.” HBO executive Jeff Cusson agreed, saying, “You’ll have to talk to PIC about all of the scheduling decisions. We had a set broadcast time and went forth accordingly.”75

			The next day, committee spokesperson Josh Earnest issued a statement saying, “We had always intended and planned for Rt. Rev. Robinson’s invocation to be included in the televised portion of yesterday’s program. We regret the error in executing this plan.”76

			I, like many others, found myself struggling. I wasn’t prone to conspiracy theories, but a pattern of willful negligence at the very least was developing. How many times could they screw up the gay thing, then apologize, then screw it up again? Warren and McClurkin were starting to look less like singular slipups than emblems of a deeper problem. Obama’s team either wasn’t LGBT-conversant enough to foresee these landmines before they triggered them or, worse yet, they weren’t persuaded by the impending collateral damage to bother to course correct in advance. Regardless of which, it did not bode well for how gay, bisexual, and transgender concerns would be handled in the Obama White House.
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