
 Essays by Sue Laurie, former longtime RMN staff member, on the 10th anniversary of the arrest of 200 

members of Soulforce at General Conference 2000. 

 

May 11, 2000 – General Conference, Cleveland, Ohio  
 

Ten years ago today, 29 people were arrested at the United Methodist General Conference.  They 

were making a stand and a faithful commitment toward the inclusion of homosexual people into 

the full life of the church.  

 

Ten years ago today, the good news was proclaimed in eloquent speeches for inclusion by Rev. 

Grayson Atha, Rev. Phil Wogaman, Rev. Traci West, and others.  

 

And the last words before the vote on the “incompatibility clause” were spoken by openly gay 

delegate Mark Miller.  As Bishop Solomon asked him to conclude, Mark said, “All right.  All 

you people in here, including myself, are going to press buttons [for the vote], and we think our 

abstract thoughts, but I would urge you to remember that this is my life. This affects the lives of 

all of us.”  

 

We lost the vote and the current language of the Book of Discipline was upheld.  

 

Ten years ago today, Randy Miller and I were the speaking representatives for the 29 protesters.  

We had two minutes.  It went like this:  

 

Sue Laurie: I am one of thousands of faithful homosexual United Methodist Christians.  Together 

with many non-gay allies, we have followed procedures.  We have tried to gain voice in our 

churches, and once again we have been dismissed.  
 

The General Conference has broken faith with gay and lesbian United Methodists.  It has voided 

its own theme, “We Who Are Many Are One Body.”  We are not the ones breaking faith.  The 

voting body has tried to cut us out.  Clergy have broken faith, not honoring your vow to be in 

ministry with all people.  Laity have broken faith, putting up welcome signs for your own comfort 

and putting up walls to us.  “You have treated the wounds of my people carelessly, crying, 

'Peace, peace’ when there is no peace.” (Jeremiah)  

 

Randy Miller: And so in the spirit of our broken peace, my brothers and sisters, we ask you 

prayerfully to declare a moratorium for four years on all of the exclusions in the Book of 

Discipline on homosexual persons fully participating in the life of this church.  And we say to 

you that we who are in front shall not be moved, that we must be moved nonviolently by the 

police if in fact this moratorium is not enacted.  So again, brothers and sisters, we call upon you, 

prayerfully, as your brothers and sisters, to lift the exclusionary policies of this United Methodist 

Church and make us one.  
 

We lost in 2000. The Church lost.  

 

Now in 2010, even as the denomination claims concern over the loss of membership and the lack 

of young clergy, we are losing loving, talented people, lay and clergy, in high numbers because 

of the hateful treatment of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender church family members.  

 

Imagine a transgender clergy person, not explicitly excluded by our Book of Discipline, but fully 

aware that to be known in the church as one is known by God, would diminish their 

“appointability” though not their sense of call and relationship with God and community.  

 



Imagine a bisexual person, to be judged worthy of their call, their gifts and graces affirmed for 

ordained ministry one moment and declared “incompatible” in the next—depending on whom 

they partner on life’s journey.  

 

Imagine the feeling of a young clergy candidate who is lesbian and decides to take her calling to 

another denomination … suddenly a wide horizon of opportunity replaces the view and burden 

of a small, stifling closet.  Liberation to serve with her whole self!  

 

Imagine the dedication of a gay man, called and willing to serve this United Methodist family, 

taking on that closet and challenge in the midst of friends who say “Just be patient, this will 

change” as if it is patience that brings the change.  

 

We need to press for change.  It seems the conventional wisdom is that polite conversations are 

better than no conversation … well I am not so sure 

about that.  Does the mirage of concern translate into 

outcomes of inclusion for LGBT people?  Are LGBT 

people even in the conversations?  

 

We need some holy impatience.  

 

I remember when we were in jail in 2000. The twelve 

women occupied some time using the alphabet and 

taking turns to describe why we were in jail in 

Cleveland. It was said,  

"For F – because I follow Jesus."  

"For I - because I am 'Incompatible with Christian 

teaching' " and  

 

A favorite was "M – because I am Mad as hell and I am 

not going to take it anymore."  

 

Be of good courage.  

L-R: Randy Miller (laity, California-Nevada Annual 

Conference); Sue Laurie (RMN staff member; seminary graduate denied ordination on the basis 

of her committed same-gender relationship (now in its 25th year; Sue and her partner Julie were 

married in Fort Worth during General Conference 2008) ); Rev. Gregory Dell (suspended by the 

UMC for performing marriage ceremonies for same-gender couples who were members of the 

church he pastored in Chicago)  

 

 

May 12, 2000 – General Conference, Cleveland, Ohio  
 

Ten years ago today, 29 United Methodists were to be arraigned, “called before a court to answer 

to a charge or accusation.”  For many of us this was a first time event and as we gathered there 

was a lot of tension.  This was heightened for two people because they had also been arrested 

with the Soulforce group of over 240 the day before the UM arrests.  Even after much warning 

that those arrested for a second time could be incarcerated for the weekend, for the month, for 

who knew how long … still Bishop Sprague of Chicago and Pat Schwiebert of Portland, Oregon, 

were willing to again face charges.  

 

We met at 9:00 a.m. with our attorneys, who explained the situation to us.  The attorneys were 



very experienced with these cases of civil rights and asked that each one of us plead “no contest” 

rather than “guilty.”  Some objected, but were convinced to comply.  

 

The calm of the attorneys spread to us.  When the actual misdemeanor charge was revealed as 

"disrupting a lawful meeting," Janet Ellinger of Wisconsin said, “Oh, we just thought it was an 

Awful meeting” and we laughed.  As we prepared to leave, I offered the benediction from 1Cor 

3: “You are a letter of Christ, written not with ink, but with the Spirit of the Living God, written 

not on tablets of stone, but on tablets of human hearts.”  

 

We walked together over to the courthouse.  We watched for Jeanne Audrey Powers, who had 

not been at the morning meeting.  She was waiting for us.  

 

There were over 200 citizens of Cleveland facing various charges in the large courtroom as the 

judge entered.  He allowed our group to go first.  We lined up alphabetically and individually 

pled "no contest" to the charge.  But every third or fourth person was questioned more by the 

judge, pleasantly actually. "How has that meeting been going?"  "How do you like Cleveland?"  

He asked one person if he been there the day before with Soulforce, to which the response was 

very nervous, "no, no, this is my first time!"  The judge asked us why we were there.  

Importantly, he allowed us to give witness to our cause to all the curious people in the rows, the 

pews.  We told the story of inclusion for LGBT people.  He expressed respect to us.  

 

When we were nearly the end of the line, he said to Pat Schwiebert, "Now, I know you were here 

yesterday."  To which she replied, "Yes sir, I was."  

He said, "You must really believe it what you are doing."  

And she could answer again, "Yes sir, I do."  

"Good for you," he said.  

 

We were all released to pay our $170 fine.  The press conferences came next.  The big papers 

and TV stations questioned the two bishops and a few others. The word went out that God loves 

all people, and that we are impatient for change in the UMC.  

 

People in Cleveland thanked us.  My pizza server at the food court thanked me that day.  She had 

seen the action on television.  She mentioned her own experiences of discrimination and offered 

encouragement.  

 

We are capable of impact.  

 

The vision is not just for institutional blessing, that is too small.  The vision is for lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, and transgender people to have a church to go to this Sunday in every city and town.  

To belong, to serve, to sing, to live in good times and bad, to be remembered and prayed for, to 

call home.  

 

The vision is not for us to name a few welcoming churches in a big city or a state.  The vision is 

that we can walk into any UMC and feel the welcome of Jesus Christ through the people of the 

congregation.  

 

Let’s be in a hurry for change.  

 

Be of good courage.  

 


