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Abstract 
 

“Taking the Moral Ground” examines the relationship between Protestantism and 

the movements for feminist and gay equality in North Carolina during the 1970s 

and 1980s to answer two central questions: How did a group of white 

heterosexual clergy, moderate mainliners, and African American ministers in 

central North Carolina become the spokespersons for feminist and gay liberation 

in the 1970s and 1980s? What did the theoretical frameworks of organized 

religion offer that made these types of unlikely alliances possible? To answer 

these questions “Taking the Moral Ground” begins with an exploration of the 

religious values that framed the upbringing, activist career, and ministry of Pauli 

Murray, a native of North Carolina and the first African American woman 

ordained by the Episcopal Church.  Emphasizing the importance of the black 

freedom struggle and a universal understanding of human rights to Murray’s 

ministry, this dissertation moves on to explore how the key tenets she 

championed—universal love and justice—played out as religious feminists fought 

for women’s equality on a platform of intersectional social justice across North 

Carolina in the 1970s.  Against the backdrop of a burgeoning movement for 

women’s liberation and the rise of the New Right, women melded the 

philosophies of the social gospel with feminist practices such as consciousness 

raising.  They fought for stronger female representation at Duke Divinity School, 



 

 v 

professional opportunities for women clergy, and the passage of the Equal Rights 

Amendment.  In the 1980s, gay Christians and moderate clergy built upon the 

work undertaken by previous decades of feminist activism as they formed 

alliances with anti-racist groups and agitated for the acceptance of the LGBTQ 

community in local churches while simultaneously drawing on Christian values to 

support citizenship rights for gays and lesbians.  While organized religion 

provided obstacles to transplanting this vision of religiously-driven inclusivity onto 

campaigns for women’s rights and gay liberation, it also offered institutional 

frameworks, rituals of belonging, and a certain theological flexibility that most 

strictly secular movements lacked.  In this way, many of the religious coalitions 

forged during the 1970s and 1980s in North Carolina exceeded the effectiveness 

and organizational breadth of strictly secular groups across the state and nation.   
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Introduction: A Long Moral Movement 
 

In 1981, a group of religious activists met at Edenton Street Methodist 

Church in Raleigh, North Carolina and walked as a group to the state capitol 

while legislators met.   Forming a ring around the entire building, they lit candles 

and stood as a silent representation of people of faith united for the passage of 

the Equal Rights Amendment. This group of feminists, laity, clergy, and political 

lobbyists adopted the name “People of Faith for the ERA” and continued this 

ritual every Monday throughout the spring legislative session as they bore 

witness to the presence of religious groups in favor of gender equality across the 

state.1  Their message of religious support for the ERA stood in sharp contrast to 

a much louder voice coming out of fundamentalist churches that castigated the 

ERA as an attempt to remake traditional gender roles and destroy the sanctity of 

the family.  Angered and frustrated by the insistence from fundamentalist groups 

that “God was on their side,” People of Faith for the ERA represented a broad 

coalition of religious and secular groups dedicated to imprinting a vision of 

religious social justice on the landscape of North Carolina’s politics.  

                                            
1 Newsletter, National Women’s Political Caucus, February 23, 1981, Folder National Women’s 

Political Caucus, Box 4, Elizabeth Hargrave Papers, Sallie Bingham Library, Durham, North 

Carolina.     
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 Over thirty years later, a similar scene unfolded in Raleigh as a group of 

seventeen clergy, activists, and students marched from a historically black 

church to sing and pray around the same capitol building.  The group gathered in 

response to a spate of voter suppression efforts recently pushed through by 

ultra-conservatives in the North Carolina legislature: the reduction of early voting 

hours, an end to Sunday voting, and the elimination of same day registration.2  

The group entered the rotunda while singing, preaching and praying, and police 

ended up arresting them for trespassing.  Yet, their energy and moral message 

generated a great deal of publicity, and their numbers spiked into the hundreds 

and eventually thousands as people of all faiths, identities, and backgrounds 

flocked to the weekly vigils.3   

 As the energy of this movement grew, North Carolina began to make 

national headlines in the spring of 2013 as this interracial, multi-platform religious 

movement swept the state.  Known as ‘Moral Mondays,” or the “Forward 

Together Movement,” the coalition represented the efforts of clergy, religious 

groups, LGBTQ activists, feminists, and labor activists as they challenged the 

draconian pieces of legislation coming out of the state’s ruling party. In addition 

                                            
2 Tim Tyson, “How Moral Monday’s ‘Fusion Politics’ Trump North Carolina’s Right-Wing 

Extremists and How They Will Continue to Do So,” First of the Month: A Website of Radical 

Imagination, January 12, 2017, http://www.firstofthemonth.org/author/tim-tyson (accessed April 

16, 2018).   
3 William J. Barber, II, The Third Reconstruction: How a Moral Movement is Overcoming the 

Politics of Division and Fear (Boston: Beacon Press, 2016), 101.   
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to the voter suppression efforts, Republican Governor Pat McCrory and a Tea 

Party faction of legislators pushed through a wave of regressive legislation 

targeting the environment, voting rights, education, labor, the LGBTQ community, 

and reproductive justice.  Led by Reverend Dr. William Barber II, the people who 

came together to resist this regime drew on a non-partisan message of faith, 

love, and justice as they purposely crafted a fusionist movement that melded the 

ethics of the Social Gospel with a message of social justice for all.  

 Observers and insiders of the Moral Mondays movement accurately point 

to the long history of faith-based activism across North Carolina and the nation 

that led to the momentum surrounding these events. Academic scholar and 

public intellectual, Cornel West, recently referred to Barber as “the closest thing 

to Martin Luther King Jr. in our era.”4  Other national pieces similarly link the 

movement to King, his methods of civil disobedience, and his vision of a beloved 

community, a people bonded by faith in common moral principles.5  While the 

convergence of faith groups under the banner of women’s and LGBTQ rights 

might seem puzzling to outsiders accustomed to linking Bible Belt 

fundamentalists to homophobia and traditional gender roles, Reverend Barber 

and his participants know that they are treading in the familiar footprint of work 

undertaken decades ago.  Underscoring the relevance of what scholars refer to 

                                            
4 “Reverend William Barber Builds a Moral Movement,” The Washington Post, June 29, 2017. 
5 Lisa Rab, “Meet the Preacher Behind Moral Mondays,” Mother Jones, April 14, 2014; “How the 

Moral Mondays ‘Fusion Coalition’ is Taking North Carolina Back,” The Nation, July 21-28, 2014.   
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as the long civil rights movement to today’s Moral Monday movement, Barber 

connects today’s acts of civil disobedience to early fusionist politics during the 

Reconstruction era and civil rights activists such as Rosa Parks and Martin 

Luther King.6  The resistance of the black freedom movement rested on the 

laurels of a moral, faith-based vocabulary and linger in today’s protests against 

new assaults on voting rights, economic justice, and the citizenship of minority 

groups.   

 This long view of history helps to make sense of the sudden visibility of 

Moral Mondays and its subsequent development into a national movement for 

justice, but some of the links between the black freedom movement of the 1960s 

and the present moment remain obscured.7  How exactly did the religious 

underpinnings of a movement known for racial justice and economic equality 

morph into a fight for reproductive freedom and LGBTQ protections?  While 

historians have generously documented the black feminist influence on the civil 

rights movement and its relationship to the development of the New Left, how did 

expansive understandings of gender roles and fluid notions of sexuality become 

part of a religiously driven political message? This dissertation reaches back to 

                                            
6 Barber, 116-119.  Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political 

Uses of the Past,” The Journal of American History 91, no. 2 (March 2005): 1233-1263.   
7 After the presidential election of Donald Trump, the Moral Mondays movement continued to 

spread across the United States.  The Washington Post reported that 20,000 Facebook users 

tuned into a sermon led by Barber in 2017.  Cleve R. Wootsen, The Washington Post, “Reverend 

William Barber Builds a Moral Movement,” July 29, 2017.   



 

 5 

the same moments cited by Barber and other students of the Moral Monday 

movement but foregrounds the work undertaken by religious feminists and queer 

activists as they forged a path between the legacy of the black civil rights 

movement and the identity politics driving the 1970s and 1980s.   

Taking a close look at the relationship between feminism, gay activism, 

anti-racism, and organized religion from the 1960’s-1980’s in North Carolina, 

“Taking the Moral Ground” examines the role of liberal Protestantism in the fight 

for women’s liberation and gay equality in the church and society.   While the 

Moral Mondays movement represents a unique moment in North Carolina 

politics, it springs from a historically rich tradition of faith-based activism as 

women and men used the message of the social gospel to instill values of gender 

equality and gay rights into the church, the legal system, and the attitudes North 

Carolinians held towards feminists and the gay community.   Like Barber, these 

groups drew inspiration from the black freedom movement and the idea of the 

Beloved Community, but they tweaked this vision of morally-driven inclusivity to 

fit the contours of their own battles for social justice.  While organized religion 

offered the frameworks for expansive understandings of social justice, it also 

contained much of the resistance they had to overcome to bring their vision of 

love and equality to the forefront of the church’s mission of universal love and 

acceptance.   

Placing these groups at the center of movements for religious equality, I 

argue that the involvement of mainline Protestant churches critically sustained 
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movements for gender and LGBTQ equality in a region steeped in the traditions 

of Bible Belt fundamentalism.  Indeed, without the active presence of liberal and 

moderate congregations, clergy, and religiously motivated gay activists, these 

movements would have stagnated under the weight of the Religious Right and 

would not have achieved the widespread appeal and success that led to the 

formation the current moment of fusionist politics.  Through the inroads of 

religious organizations and a moral vocabulary of love and justice, men and 

women found a path for themselves in movements for gender and gay equality 

while simultaneously embracing an intersectional platform that also addressed 

anti-racism, poverty, global inequalities of wealth and power, and peace activism.   

While secular movements offered some of the templates for this type of 

organizing work, it was the inclusive theological frameworks of Christianity that 

sustained these movements and delivered the punch they needed to draw 

people of diverse faiths and backgrounds together to change the landscape of 

religious institutions and society alike.   

Many of the theoretical frameworks, institutional changes, and networks 

built by religious activists in the 1970s and 1980s made conversations about 

sexuality, gender, and religion possible in future decades.  Beginning with 

pioneers like African American Episcopal Priest Pauli Murray, women pushed 

denominational bodies to ordain women as ministers and reconsider their place 

in the Scripture, religious services, and the history of the church.  Working in 

tandem with the wave of secular feminist activism that hit the country in the late 
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1960s, women like Murray flooded seminary schools and demanded equal 

representation in the curriculum, faculty ratios, and professional placements.  As 

a political movement that extended well-beyond the ivory tower and houses of 

worship, lay women drew on the energy of this emerging religious feminist 

movement and took to the streets to support a host of feminist causes under the 

banner of faith and justice.  The ERA in particular galvanized religious activists 

across the country, and women in North Carolina formed a massive network of 

religious and secular organizations as they fought for the passage of the 

amendment for an entire decade.  While unsuccessful in their efforts to alter 

gender relations codified into the Constitution, their melding of religious precepts 

and gender equality spread the message of women’s liberation across the state 

and made it palatable to mainline Protestants who previously held the goals of 

feminism at arm’s length. 

Backed up by a robust national religious feminist movement, many of 

these same women went on to fight for gays and lesbians in the following 

decade, insisting that fluid understandings of gender and sexuality were 

congruent with Biblical teachings on universal love and acceptance.  Moving 

beyond a tepid rubric of “love the sinner, hate the sin,” gays, lesbians, and clergy 

worked tirelessly to highlight the visibility and criticality of the LGBTQ community 

to their respective churches and denominational bodies.   While mainline clergy 

lent a critical degree of visibility and respectability to gay rights, their cautious 

endorsement of gay identities and same sex relationships reflected how deeply 
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homophobia ran through religious institutions.  At the prompting of gay lay 

persons in their own congregations and a national movement of out Christians, 

moderate clergy across the state gradually moved from a lukewarm acceptance 

of gay rights to unwavering support for gays and lesbians as respected children 

of God.  

The people and organizations that took on this work did so at the 

intersections of numerous social justice struggles.  Pauli Murray’s vision of 

universal human rights carried through into seminary schools across the country 

and influenced the type of activism taken on by students at Duke Divinity School 

and related organizations. Understanding how racism, misogyny, and 

homophobia were cut from the same cloth, activists deployed networks and 

political strategies that struck at the multi-pronged discriminations embedded in 

white supremacy.  When the LGBTQ community began organizing for rights in 

the 1980s, they aligned themselves with an anti-racist movement that demanded 

a cessation of hate crimes at the hands of the Klan and worked with secular and 

religious organizations across the state that addressed issues ranging from 

poverty to reproductive justice.  Groups like North Carolinians Against Racist and 

Religious Violence understood that homophobia worked in tandem with racism to 

extend a thick blanket of hate and terror across the state, and their members 

purposely sought out relationships with gays and lesbians, even as doing so 

increased the risks associated with their organizing activities.  Led by African 

American clergy and lesbian feminist activists, this group relentlessly sought to 
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draw connections between the multiple types of violence unfolding in the 1980s 

and brought together diverse groups under the banner of inclusivity, justice, and 

morality.   

Despite the pervasiveness of Protestants agitating for broad definitions of 

civil and political rights across the Triangle, conservative religious groups 

dominated the headlines in the 1970s and 1980s.  Their bold demands for moral 

reform and unwavering faith in a literal interpretation of the Bible made good 

headlines and hijacked a message of moral righteousness for a growing 

conservative consensus.  Yet, the rise of the Religious Right did more than 

cement a relationship between the GOP and evangelicals, it also prompted many 

moderate Protestants to stop in their tracks.  While previously ambivalent about 

gender equality or gay rights, many clergy found themselves unable to avoid 

taking a stance on these issues.  Caught between their own doubts and the 

messages of hate reverberating through the Religious Right, moderate and 

liberal Protestants bristled at the notion that God was on the side of the 

fundamentalist movement.  Unwilling to cede the moral high ground to moderate 

Protestants across the state eventually came to embrace new understandings of 

gender and sexuality that melded the social gospel with an inclusive framework 

of universal human rights.   

What Reverend Barber refers to as the “The Third Reconstruction” picks 

up where the strands of these movements left off.  Indeed, many of the same 

institutions that placed a religious message at the center of fights for gender, 
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racial, and sexual equality in the 1970s and 1980s also play a role in today’s 

Moral Monday movement.  In 2012, the North Carolina House and Senate 

passed a bill calling for a constitutional amendment defining marriage as a 

relationship between “one man and one woman.”  While gay marriage was 

already illegal in the state, this ban stripped away the protections and benefits 

gay and heterosexual couples alike received in domestic partnerships.  A group 

referring to itself as “People of Faith Against Amendment One” drew on the 

institutional frameworks and infrastructure of the North Carolina Council of 

Churches (NCCOC) to distribute tool kits and pamphlets designed to assist 

congregations across the state in addressing questions surrounding marriage 

equality. In previous decades, the NCCOC supported civil rights efforts, the 

passage of the ERA, and the acceptance of gays and lesbians in local 

congregations and national denominations. Like the campaigns for the ERA in 

the 1970s and 1980s, the religious coalitions assembled against Amendment 

One included a network of congregations, interfaith alliances and all types of 

denominations.8   

                                            
8 Pamphlet, North Carolina Council of Churches “People of Faith Defeating Amendment One, The 

Religious Coalition of Orange and Durham County Against Amendment One,  

http://www.ncchurches.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/Amendment_1_Toolkit.pdf (accessed 

April 16, 2018). The coalition included the NC Episcopal Diocese, the NC Unitarian Universalist 

Fellowship to Protect ALL Families, Methodist Federation of Social Action, Baptist Peace 

Fellowship, People of Faith for Just Relationships (Asheville), Interfaith Voice (Winston Salem), 

and Clergy for Equality (Charlotte). 



 

 11 

As in decades past, issues of race stood at the core of debates over 

Amendment One.  Drawing on the “wedge issue,” deployed by Senator Jesse 

Helms back in the 1970s and 1980s, conservatives in North Carolina hoped to pit 

the gay community and African Americans against each other over Amendment 

One.  Yet, one of the key tenets of the Moral Monday movement is 

understanding the history of race-based hate, and Barber and others worked 

tirelessly to draw connections between voter suppression efforts, cuts to 

education and social security funding, and this current manifestation of 

discrimination against a minority group. In this formulation, issues such as 

economic justice, unemployment, education, voting, and racial justice do not 

exist on separate plans; they are all connected.9 In the end the amendment won, 

but urban black precincts voted against the measure by large margins, reflecting 

a historic partnership with African American churches and the gay community.  

Even though their issues were not always the same, they recognized the 

trappings of a common oppressor.10   

                                            
9 “North Carolina Ban on Same Sex Marriage Sparks Cheers, Jeers,” CNN Politics, May 9, 2012, 

https://www.cnn.com/2012/05/09/politics/north-carolina-marriage/index.html (accessed April 15, 

2018).   
9 Reverend Dr. William Barber, “Reflections on the Passage of North Carolina’s Cynical 

Amendment One,” Facing South: An Online Magazine for The Institute of Southern Studies, May 

9, 2012, https://www.facingsouth.org/2012/05/voices-reflections-on-the-passage-of-ncs-cynical-

amendment-one.html (accessed April 10, 2018).    
10 Barber, The Third Reconstruction, 89-92.   
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Wrapped in a language of moral values, conservative groups also focused 

on the family as part of their attempts to make Amendment One a religious 

issues championed by fundamentalists.  In his statements supporting 

Amendment One Baptist Minister Reverend Bill Bennett insisted, “If we allow 

same sex marriage, we have in fact destroyed the family and the home.”  Like 

others, Bennett went on to use the Scripture and appeals to tradition to support 

his remarks.11  Tami Fitzgerald, spokesperson for the conservative group, Vote 

for Marriage North Carolina, similarly argued, “You don’t rewrite the nature of 

God’s design for marriage based on the demands of a group of adults.”12 

Reminiscent of the arguments laid out by evangelicals against the ERA and gay 

liberation in decades past, these words merged idealized notions of a 

heterosexual family with a divinely ordained gender hierarchy.  Yet, Barber 

resisted the notion that conservatives held a monopoly on family values as he 

argued that Amendment One, “curtails family rights.  It places a matter of 

conscience and personal belief in the hands of the state.”13 Reflecting a tactic 

used by ERA activists in the 1970s, he reclaimed religious values as part and 

                                            
11 Faith and Freedom Coalition, “Vote for Traditional Marriage on May 8,” Star News Online, April 

20, 2012, www.starlinenews.com (accessed April 9, 2018).   
12 “North Carolina Ban on Same Sex Marriage Sparks Cheers, Jeers,” CNN Politics, May 9, 2012,   

https://www.cnn.com/2012/05/09/politics/north-carolina-marriage/index.html (accessed April 15, 

2018).   
13 Reverend Dr. William Barber, “Reflections on the Passage of North Carolina’s Cynical 

Amendment One,” Facing South: An Online Magazine for The Institute of Southern Studies, May 

9, 2012.   
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parcel of a political agenda that protected the right of individual families to make 

their own decisions about the composition and dynamics of their households.   

Although a broad interracial and ecumenical group came together to 

defeat Amendment One in 2012, it would be a mistake to read this support as a 

full acceptance of gay marriage.  While instructing people to speak “authentically 

from your faith traditions” in support of “love in all forms,” the materials created by 

the NCCOC stressed how the constitutional amendment would be detrimental to 

unmarried heterosexual couples, seniors, and female victims of domestic abuse.  

Because gay marriage was already illegal in North Carolina, the materials 

argued, the amendment only served to harden existing prohibitions and strip 

health care benefits and many of the legal protections unmarried couples shared.  

In its promotional materials, the NCCOC underscored that “the most significant 

harm” would fall upon the children of families who benefited from domestic 

partner relationships and also make it harder for victims of abuse to claim 

protections under the law.  While none of these groups endorsed an anti-gay 

agenda, they prioritized the concerns of normative family models.  Similarly, 

while Reverend Barber delivered a series of sermons that called out 

discrimination against minority groups, he left the decision on marriage equality 

up to the discretion of individual churches.  As he stated in his reflections after 

the passage of the amendment, while the NAACP did not take an official position 

on same sex marriage, the organization did hold a “strong position against laws 
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and constitutional provisions that take away the rights of minorities.”14  In this 

way, he and others framed gay equality as a civil rights issue while skirting the 

moral implications of directly endorsing same sex marriage.   

 Like moderate clergy in previous decades, the Forward Together 

Movement presented a stronger public message supporting gender rights and 

sexual orientation in response to the arguments and actions of 

ultraconservatives.   When Fayetteville minister Sean Harris made national 

headlines for telling his congregation to “squash” gender nonconformity “like a 

cockroach,” members of the progressive religious community came out in droves 

against his statements.  During his sermon, Harris also encouraged beating boys 

with effeminate mannerisms and encouraging girls to “wear dresses and look 

pretty.”  Even as he later apologized for his remarks, Harris was adamant in his 

claims that he held the moral high ground in making these comments.15  Yet, 

Barber and others roundly criticized his remarks, emphasizing the distance 

between their vision of the social gospel and that coming out of conservative 

churches.16   

                                            
14 “North Carolina Ban on Same Sex Marriage Sparks Cheers, Jeers,” CNN Politics, May 9, 2012.   
14 Reverend Dr. William Barber, “Reflections on the Passage of North Carolina’s Cynical 

Amendment One,” Facing South: An Online Magazine for The Institute of Southern Studies, May 

9, 2012 
15 “Fayetteville Pastor: Telling Parents to Punch Kids was a Joke,” WRAL News, May 2, 2012,  

https://www.wral.com/news/state/story/11052412/ (accessed April 9, 2018). 
16 Reverend William Barber II, interview by Reverend Michael Curry, May 5, 2012, State of Belief 

Radio.   
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In 2016 the North Carolina Senate passed House Bill Two (HB2), 

overturning a Charlotte ordinance that allowed people to use a bathroom 

corresponding with their gender identity.  Referring to the Bill as “Hate Bill Two,” 

Reverend Barber and a wave of religious groups came out against HB2—this 

time taking a firm stance in favor of LGBTQ rights.17 Reflecting the diversity of its 

participants, at one rally in 2017, a queer Muslim shared the stage with a 

representative from Planned Parenthood and clergy from mainline black and 

white churches.18  Just as fundamentalist religious views pushed clergy and their 

congregations to embrace gender equality and gay rights in the previous 

decades, the messages of hate coming from ministers like Sean Harris rallied the 

Forward Together Movement.  Religious groups came out in full force against 

HB2, and for reproductive justice and the rights of the LGBTQ community, 

recognizing the critical connections between these fights for equality and the 

other issues of justice they embraced. 

Many of the people and congregations that fought for social justice issues 

across the previous decades are also players in today’s Moral Monday 

movement.  Jimmy Creech, a defrocked Methodist minister who lost his job for 

supporting acceptance gays and lesbians in the Methodist Church in the 1980s, 

                                            
17 “North Carolina Baptist Church Joins Fight Against the Bathroom Bill,” Baptist Global News, 

April 27, 2016.   
18 Jedediah Purdy, “North Carolinians Long Moral March and Its Lessons for Trump Resistance,” 

The New Yorker, February 17, 2017.   
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participated in a rally against Amendment One.  At the event, he signed copies of 

his book, Adam’s Gift: A Memoir of a Pastor’s Calling to Defy the Church’s 

Persecution of Lesbians and Gays and drew parallels between the present fight 

for marriage equality and the groundwork he and others laid for accepting gays 

and lesbians in the church in the 1980s.19  Pullen Baptist Church, a congregation 

that stood at the center of battles over civil rights, the Vietnam War, feminism, 

and gay acceptance, held town hall meetings and served as the headquarters for 

The North Carolina Coalition for Marriage Equality, and its openly gay minister, 

Reverend Nancy Petty, organized rallies against HB2 and was one of the first 

seventeen people arrested at the initial event drawing statewide attention.20 

Others, like African American Reverend Wanda Floyd of Imani Metropolitan 

Community Church also resurfaced during these campaigns, pushing 

predominantly white religious groups to incorporate the concerns and 

perspectives of gay Christians of color and marking the long history of gay-

friendly religious groups supporting social justice causes.      

Comparing the Moral Monday movement to religious campaigns for social 

justice in the past illuminates two central questions driving this dissertation.  How 

did a group of white heterosexual clergy, moderate mainliners, and African 

American ministers in central North Carolina become the spokespersons for 

                                            
19 Bob Geary, “On a Dark Day for N.C., Amendment One passes,” Indy, May 12, 2012. 
20 “North Carolina Baptist Church Joins Fight Against the Bathroom Bill,” Baptist Global News, 

April 27, 2016.   
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feminist and gay liberation in the 1970s and 1980s? What did the theoretical 

frameworks of organized religion offer that made these types of unlikely alliances 

possible, and why were these frameworks commonly more effective than those 

set forth by strictly secular groups? The answer lies in an examination of the 

centrality of the moral tenets of the black freedom to the religious values of clergy 

who came of age during the direct action phase of the civil rights movement, and 

the activist tradition of the churches many of them later lead. While organized 

religion provided plenty of obstacles to transplanting this vision of the beloved 

community onto campaigns for women’s rights and gay liberation, it also offered 

institutional frameworks, rituals of belonging, and a certain theological flexibility 

that most strictly secular movements lacked.  In this way, many of the religious 

coalitions forged during the 1970s and 1980s in North Carolina exceeded the 

effectiveness and organizational breadth of other strictly secular groups across 

the state and nation.  Although this is a local study, this scenario played itself out 

in different variations across the country, as a national network of feminist and 

gay religious organizations reshaped the landscape of religion, social 

movements, and society. In the end, this work laid the foundations for the 

coalition politics Moral Monday activists rest their feet on today but also planted 

the seeds for some of the struggles that still remain in bringing together a diverse 

array of activists under the banner of religious justice and universal rights.  
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Historiography   
 Religion in social justice movements has played a prominent role 

progressive campaigns ranging from abolition through the long civil rights 

movement. Paul Harvey and Edward Blum show how African Americans 

reclaimed their place in Biblical history, reimaging themselves as inheritors of the 

kingdom of God and descendants of a non-white Jesus.21 While many historians 

of the black freedom movement underscore the importance of religion to the 

ethics and organizing tradition of the classical phase of the movement, Charles 

Marsh in particular shows how a vision of the beloved community provided 

activists with a template of moral righteousness as they undertook battles for 

voting rights, access to education, and other aspects of citizenship.22 Reflecting 

the reverberations of this vision, historians of the progressive and New Deal era 

show how a handful of white progressives collaborated with African Americans 

on a variety of issues, extending the religiously-based ethics of the black 

liberation movement into a wider swath of organizational activities.23  Doug 

                                            
21 Edward J. Blum and Paul Harvey, The Color of Christ: The Son of God and the Saga of Race 

in America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014). 
22 Charles Marsh, The Beloved Community: How Faith Shapes Social Justice from the Civil 

Rights Movement to Today (New York: Basic Books, 2006).  Also see Paul Harvey, Freedom’s 

Coming: Religious Culture and the Shaping of the South from the Civil War Through the Civil 

Rights Era (Durham: University of North Carolina Press, 2007).; Charles Marsh, God’s Long 

Summer: Stories of Faith and Civil Rights (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1997).   
23 Robert Craig, Religion and Radical Politics: An Alternative Tradition in the United States 

(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1992); David Chappel, A Stone of Hope: Prophetic 
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Rossinow and Risto Lehtonen offer helpful correctives to the predominantly 

secular narratives of New Left organizing as they show how white student 

activists involved in the Christian Student Movement, the Methodist Student 

Movement, and even secular organizations like Students for a Democratic 

Society, drew on the principles of morally driven causes for social justice as the 

1960s that placed young people of the New Left into a wave of conversations 

and debates on imperialism, the Vietnam War, peace activism, civil rights, and 

women’s liberation.24  

African American Women’s historians have provided an important 

corrective to the scope of civil rights history, showing how women served as the 

backbone of the church and conducted much of the behind the scenes work 

necessary to keep the movement going. Women like Anna Arnold Hedgemen, 

Sojourner Truth, Septima Clark, and Ella Baker supported the black freedom 

                                                                                                                                  
Religion and the Death of Jim Crow (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004); 

James Findlay, Church People in the Struggle: The National Council of Churches and the Black 

Freedom Movement, 1950-1970 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997); David Stricklin, A 

Genealogy of Dissent: Southern Baptist Protest in the Twentieth Century  (Louisville: University of 

Kentucky Press, 2000); Patricia Sullivan, Days of Hope: Race and Democracy in the New Deal 

ERA (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005); Robert Wuthnow and John Evans, 

The Quiet Hand of God: Faith Based Activism and the Public Role of Mainline Protestantism, 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002).    
24 Risto Lehtonen, Story of A Storm: The Ecumenical Student Movement in the Turmoil of 

Revolution, 1968-1973 (Finnish Society of Church History, No. 174), 1998; Doug Rossinow, The 

Politics of Authenticity: Liberalism, Christianity, and the New Left in America (New York: Columbia 

University Press). 
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movement through their development of a black feminist praxis centered on 

community uplift, social justice, and religious values.25  In Jesus, Jobs, and 

Justice Bettye-Collier Thomas traces this intersection of faith and black feminist 

politics over the long duree.  In her comprehensive study of the role of black 

women in religion since early slavery, she highlights the crucial role religion 

played in the activism of black women and shows how they influenced the 

direction of both secular and religious organizations like the NAACP, Church 

Women United, and The National Association of Colored Women.26  Collectively, 

these works underscore how women in the black freedom movement and those 

involved in interracial religious groups created diverse coalitions that drew 

multiple issues and identities together for social change.  

 Scholars of women’s religious history underscore how the efforts of 

women drove much of this fusion between secular organizing and religious 

values.  Religious scholars Susan Hartmann and Anne Braude examine the role 

of women in liberal, male-dominated organizations in the 1960s and 1970s like 
                                            
25 Jennifer Scanlon, Until There is Justice: The Life of Anna Arnold Hedgeman (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2016); Nell Irvin Painter, Sojourner Truth: A Life a Symbol (New York: W.W. 

Norton & Company, 1996); Katherine Mellon Charron, Freedom’s Teacher: The Life of Septima 

Clark (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009); Barbara Ransby, Ella Baker and the 

Black Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Vision (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 

Press, 2003). Also see Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, “The Black Church: A Gender Perspective,” 

and “Feminist Theology 1880-1900,” in Righteous Discontent: The Woman’s Movement in the 

Black Baptist Church (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994), 1-19 and 120-149. 
26Bettye Collier-Thomas, Jesus, Jobs, and Justice: African American Women and Religion (New 

York: Knopf, 2010). 
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the National Council of Churches (NCOC).  Hartmann uses the NCOC as a case 

study to argue that religious women challenged issues of race, class, and 

sexuality earlier than secular feminists, included more women of color in their 

ranks, and critically sustained religious and secular movement for feminist 

equality.  Braude traces the involvement of religious women in mainstream 

feminist groups like the National Organization for Women and notes that United 

Methodist Women served as the largest reading audience for Betty Friedan’s 

Feminist Mystique. Collectively, Braude and Hartmann provide a crucial 

corrective to the history of religion as they cut through a large swath of literature 

that either minimizes the presence of women in male dominated religious groups 

or overlooks the contributions made by religious women to secular feminist 

causes.27  

Despite this breadth of activism, social movement historians pay little 

attention to the intersections of faith and social justice activism in second-wave 

                                            
27 Susan Hartmann, The Other Feminists: Activists in the Liberal Establishment  (New Haven, 

Conn: Yale University Press, 1998); ---, “Expanding Feminism's Field and Focus: Activism in the 
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feminist organizing.28 While Sara Evans first attempted to bridge the divide 

between the New Left and civil rights in her 1979 publication of Personal Politics: 

The Roots of Women’s Liberation in the Civil Rights Movement and the New Left 

her dual focus on Protestantism and feminism has made few waves in social 

movement literature.29  Most of the subsequent scholarship produced on the 

second wave feminist movement sideline religious issues and instead focus on 

the tensions that arose from competing identity politics, and, later, the geographic 

variations that led to a national movement for equality.30 While scholars of the 

                                            
28This trend reflects a larger blind spot in the historiography of U.S. history.   In 2004 historian Jon 
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29 Sara Evans, Personal Politics: The Roots of Women’s Liberation in the Civil Rights Movement 

and the New Left (New York: Vintage Books, 1979).  In Tidal Wave: How Women Changed 
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between feminism and groups like The National Student Christian Federation which had 
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the Feminist Movement (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006); Anne Enke, Finding the 
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Duke University Press, 2007); Stephanie Gilmore, Groundswell: Grassroots Feminist Activism in 

Post War America (New York: Routledge, 2013); Helen M. Lewis and Monica Appleby, Mountain 
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conservative movement have produced a tremendous amount of work 

documenting the complexity of religious fundamentalism and conservative values 

in grassroots movements, including the leadership of women, this body of work 

overwhelmingly focuses on how religion served to impede the advancement of 

feminist causes like abortion, equal pay for equal work, affirmative action 

policies, and the remaking of gender roles.31  Ironically, many of these works 

show how conservative women attained leadership positions in national and 

grassroots movements due to the societal changes brought about by feminists, 

but they drew on a language of maternalist politics, religion, and gender 

normativity to champion conservative causes.32 My research connects 

scholarship on secular based interpretations of women’s liberation to the moral 

ethics of the black civil rights movement, shedding light on the ways faith-based 
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activism and women’s liberation influenced one another in significant and lasting 

ways.   

If scholars of feminism are slow to pick up on the strands of religion 

inflecting women’s liberation, historians of gay liberation are even more reticent 

on the topic.  Reflecting the large number of gays and lesbians who abandoned 

organized religion because of homophobia, most historians and religious 

scholars argue that many people found their sexual identities incompatible with 

the teachings on the church.33 While Howard Johnson and E. Patrick Johnson 

explore how many people quietly accepted the presence of gay folks in their 

churches and neighborhoods without much fuss, their research remains on the 

margins of most explorations of gay history and lesbian history.34 A few 

interdisciplinary anthologies attempt to trace the relevancy of religion to LBTQ 

                                            
33 Bernadette Barton, “Abomination: Life as a Bible Belt Gay,” Journal of Homosexuality 57.4 
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identities, but most of the accounts remain limited to individual articles or first 

person testimonials.35   

Historian John D’Emilio’s biography of civil rights activist Bayard Rustin 

breaks this trend as he explores how Rustin drew on his faith to make sense of 

his identity as a devoutly religious gay man.  Although the homophobia of leaders 

inside the civil rights movement meant that Rustin’s identity remained largely 

hidden from the public, D’Emilio’s book importantly establishes the role that gay 

people played in building the civil rights movement, how Rustin drew on the 

language of religion and moral ethics to accept his sexual orientation, and the 

continuity between the ethics he infused into the black freedom movement and 

the today’s calls for gay citizenship rights.36  Most recently, religious scholar 

Heather Rachelle White has built on D’Emilio’s scholarship to trace the 

relationships between homophile organizers and clergy in the early 1960’s.37  Her 

more recent full length narrative of this movement complicates her initial analysis 
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as she moves beyond simply incorporating religious clergy into the history of gay 

rights, by instead arguing that both religious liberals and conservatives 

developed rhetoric around pastoral counseling in the 1920s that treated gays and 

lesbians as sinners in need of a cure. When moderate clergy tried to shift gears 

in the 1960s, their previous stances provided fodder for the emerging Religious 

Right.  White’s work underscores how religion remained central to the 

development of the gay liberation movement, even as liberals and conservatives 

battled over the place of gays and lesbians in the church.38  

Following the trend established by D’Emilio and White, my work explores 

the important ways religion influenced the trajectory of gay liberation in the South 

and vice versa.  I argue that despite the strong admonitions against gay identity 

that came out of almost every Protestant denomination, many people struggled 

to completely relinquish their faith traditions.  In addition to providing a guiding 

moral compass, religious groups offered important rituals of belonging and 

community networks that the feminist movement and gay liberation could never 

fully duplicate. The history of the black civil rights movement remained central to 

this battle as gays and lesbians in North Carolina joined forces with anti-racist 

organizations as they battled a common foe in the KKK.  Religion both informed 

and shaped the approach gay activists and their supporters brought to their 

social activism and emboldened gay and straight people to create organizational 
                                            
38 Heather Rachelle White, Reforming Sodom: Protestants and the Rise of Gay Rights (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015). 
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networks dedicated to the eradication of homophobia and related forms of 

discrimination.   

Even as religious feminists, gay Christians, and their allies used the Bible 

and new interpretations of the Scripture to advocate for gender equality and 

LGBTQ rights, they battled a growing fundamentalist movement that also drew 

on deep roots of religious involvement and political activism.  Kevin Kruse and 

Daniel Williams show how religious conservatives worked for decades to inflect 

their values onto the political scene.39 Focusing on an increasingly 

professionalized bureaucratic structures, Robert Wuthnow shows how religious 

groups finally came together in the 1950s and 1960s as they developed new 

relationships between prominent clergy, business owners, and the GOP to 

cement an alliance between Republicans and Evangelicals.40  Coinciding with a 

stream of Dixiecrats out of the Democrat Party, this new collaboration between 

religious conservatives and the Republican Party remade the landscape of states 

like North Carolina as theological conservatives attacked cultural issues like 
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feminism, abortion, the ERA, the sexual revolution, and gay rights while still 

falling back on well-worn strategies of white supremacist politics.41   

While this historiography serves as an important backdrop to the 

campaigns undertaken by moderate and liberal Protestants intent on using 

religion to further causes like feminism and gay liberation, most of the works on 

the rise of the New Right highlight how religious conservatives successfully 

portrayed Protestantism as antithetical to the goals of gender equality and gay 

liberation.42  Taking a different tack, I show how the violence and messages of 

hate produced by these same groups motivated moderate Protestants to take 

increasingly bolder stances on social issues. Emboldened by messages of 

universal love and scriptures that spoke of loving thy neighbor as thyself, gay 

Christians and clergy forged a path for themselves within their respective faith 

traditions, relying on heterosexual allies for critical support. As moderate 

Protestants struggled to overcome their own ingrained prejudices of homophobia, 

traditions of their own churches in previous campaigns for equality---especially 

the black freedom movement---prompted them to reassess their own belief 

                                            
41 Jason Morgan Ward, Defending White Democracy: The Making of a Segregationist Movement 

and the Remaking of Racial Politics, 1936-1965 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

2011), 121.   
42 See Lisa McGirr, Suburban Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2002); Mathew D. Lassiter, The Silent Majority: Suburban Politics in 

the Sunbelt South (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2002); Donald Critchlow, Phyllis 

Schlafly and Grassroots Conservatism: A Woman’s Crusade (New Jersey: Princeton University 

Press, 2005). 



 

 29 

systems and look at the teachings of the Bible with new eyes and an open 

perspective.  This focus balances the role men and women played in the 

development of religious conservatism in the post-war Era against how religion 

also served as a driving force in their social activism in the long civil rights 

movement, antiwar agitation, feminism, and gay liberation.   

 Accordingly, this dissertation firmly plants the historiography of liberal 

social justice movements into the center of literature on liberal Protestant 

activism, underscoring the centrality of the religious tenets of the black freedom 

movement to both. While most of the existing scholarship tackles an individual 

piece of this puzzle or leaves the connections between social justice and religion 

obscured, I draw broad connections between the vision of human rights and civil 

disobedience first articulated by black feminists like Pauli Murray in the 1930s 

and pull the strands of this ethic of moral dissent through women’s liberation and 

gay rights.  This approach underscores how religious frameworks lent 

themselves to a type of intersectional politics that offered a common language of 

universal love and justice: one that became palatable to veterans of the black 

civil rights movement, feminists, gay Christians, white and black clergy, and 

moderate lay persons alike.  The few individuals who—like Barber—had the 

vision to tightly bind multiple causes for justice under this single umbrella of 

moral justice effectively tethered together a band of unlikely allies into one of the 

greatest and longest lasting crusades for social justice in the South and nation.   

Sources 
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 The politics of gender, race, and sexuality in religious organizations are at 

once easily traceable and difficult to discern.  On the one hand, almost all major 

denominational bodies produced national newsletters, journals, meeting minutes, 

and other publications that make these politics visible. The major shifts on 

policies like the ordination of women and gays and lesbians likewise hit national 

news sources, as journalists interviewed people like Pauli Murray and Bishop 

Paul Moore, the first person to ordain an openly gay clergy, and closely followed 

the stances major Protestant denominations took on issues of civil rights, 

feminism, and gay liberation.  Yet, major denominational bodies resisted airing 

their dirty laundry to the public. Beyond surface level intimations, the 

personalities and debates driving many of these battles remain obscured.  The 

personal papers of people who placed themselves in the middle of national and 

international church politics help to break through some of these screens. The 

correspondences, memorandums, and sermons of Pauli Murray offer a direct 

window into the warnings church leaders in the Episcopal Church received from 

women who experienced outrage at decisions to exclude women from ordination 

and other decision-making positions in the 1960s. Likewise student activist 

Charlotte Bunch took copious notes on gatherings ranging from the national 

Methodist Student Movement to the World Council of Churches.  The letters she 

sent and received, the conference materials she retained, and the news items 

she clipped provide important windows into how ecumenical student groups 

made sense of religious ethics and a 1960s political milieu rocked by anti-
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colonialism, anti-war activism, civil rights, and the nascent women’s liberation 

movement.  Bunch attended Duke University during this time period, and her 

papers also show how local movements for civil rights overlapped with the larger 

national student movement.  Meeting minutes from groups like Church Women 

United, likewise offer insights into the types of concerns, challenges, and 

leverage these same women brought to bear on reluctant church fathers.  

These major denominational bodies operated very much like miniature 

governments in the sense that they issued a broad array of resolutions, policy 

statements, and other directives, but how these statements played out on the 

ground was always a gamble.  As groups like the United Methodist Church and 

the Southern Baptist Convention offered measured statements in favor of civil 

rights and women’s liberation but hedged on the issue of gay equality, individual 

clergy, lay persons, and congregations took these resolutions with a grain of salt. 

The relative autonomy afforded to most mainline denominations meant that many 

people headed their own consciences in the end and unevenly abided by the 

advice coming from larger governing bodies. Stepping way from national 

publications and combing the editorials of local newspapers offers essential 

insight into how religious people actually responded to these issues.  Offering an 

array of responses, the articles and letters that hit North Carolina newspapers 

reflect how local people took church politics seriously and earnestly debated how 

social movements would affect their congregations and communities.  Groups 

like the Methodist Student Movement of North Carolina and the North Carolina 
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Council of Churches, produced their own publications materials, again shedding 

light on how local dynamics influenced the scope of religious feminism and gay 

activism on the ground.  At Duke Divinity School, women organized their own 

Women’s Center and produced a monthly newsletter, Sojourner, documenting 

how one group of female seminarians combated gender inequality within a broad 

framework of social justice.  South of the Garden, a newsletter produced by a 

Duke Divinity student who went on to form a resource hub for female ministers 

across the South, shows the issues these same women grappled with as they 

went on to gain positions as clergy and church leaders across the country. 

Combined with an examination of the sermons delivered by local ministers, 

published memoirs, and oral history interviews with mainline clergy, it becomes 

clear that the interplay between the national and the local was anything but a 

one-way street.   

One of the main intersections this dissertation examines is the overlap 

between religious and secular organizations.  A perusal of the documents 

produced by NOW’s Task Force on Women and Religion offers one example of 

how the ideas, people, and institutions supporting women’s equality easily 

crossed boundaries between churches, national organizations, and organizing 

techniques.  When Charlotte Bunch founded the radical lesbian-feminist group, 

The Furies, and took over Motive, the national publication organ for the Methodist 

Student Movement, another connection between the ideals of religious and 

secular feminism emerged.  At the local level, secular groups in North Carolina 
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like Triangle Area Lesbian Feminists, The North Carolina Coalition for Lesbian 

and Gay Equality, and the North Carolina Human Rights Council regularly 

collaborated with religious groups, made announcements in their newsletters 

about upcoming Bible studies and gay-friendly church services, and relied on the 

infrastructural networks of local congregations and the YWCA to get information 

out to large groups of people.  The personal papers of activists involved in these 

groups again offers insights into the behind the scenes wrangling that took place 

to cement these alliances and how crucial they were in normalizing the women’s 

liberation movement and gay equality to large groups of Protestants across the 

state.   

Gathering information on gay and lesbian Christians proved much more 

difficult than researching early feminists in the church and the straight clergy who 

supported gay liberation.  While many gay folks came out to ministers they 

trusted, these conversations did not make their way into official church records, 

publications, or meeting minutes.  Instead, they happened behind closed doors 

and either drove gay people further away from organized religion or prompted 

individual clergy to rethink their stances on scriptural prohibitions on gay identity.  

A booming national movement of gay religious caucuses, conferences, 

ecumenical conversations, published memoirs, and monthly publications provide 

an important backdrop to these private conversations, but oral history interviews 

provide the most clarity in understanding the mixed feelings and reservations 

gays and lesbians brought to organized religion.  In combination with the 
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testimonials people published (sometimes anonymously) in local gay 

publications, first person accounts of how gays and lesbians made a place for 

themselves within organized religion offer essential insights into the relationships 

they forged relationships with supportive moderate ministers and also how they 

pushed these hesitant clergy to take increasingly bolder and accepting stances 

on same sex relationships, and the place of queer identities in the church.   

The mainline Protestants examined in this dissertation remained in 

constant contact and conversation with a growing evangelical religious 

movement.  As a state located within the Bible Belt, politics in North Carolina 

rested heavily on the influence of religious groups, and the Religious Right 

worked hard to prove to legislators and other elected officials that they held the 

moral high ground on issues like the ERA and gay rights.  The personal papers 

of Senator Samuel J. Ervin, sheds light on how one nationally-known figure 

melded religious precepts with a keep understanding of the Constitution to stymie 

efforts for gender equality in North Carolina and nationally.  The statements he 

made on the Senate floor, the correspondences he sent to North Carolina 

legislators, and the rousing speeches he delivered across the state and nation 

show how an adherence to religious tradition became wrapped up in arguments 

against feminism and gay equality.  Ervin used his D.C. office to distribute the 

anti-ERA materials produced by The Eagle Forum’s, Phyllis Schlafly.  Local 

activists like Dorothy Slade distributed Schlafly’s STOP ERA newsletter to 

women and legislators across North Carolina.  An oral history with Slade 
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combined with some of her personal correspondences show how religious 

women internalized the larger messages of the religious Right at the local level 

and used their own networks and the infrastructure of conservative religious 

groups to actively obstruct the efforts of religious advocates for feminism and gay 

rights.  The Landmark, a conservative publication produced by North Carolina’s 

Bob Windsor, sheds light on how the same themes of local control, traditional 

gender norms, and homophobia carried over in the 1970s and 1980s as 

prominent figures like Senator Jesse Helms packaged racism, misogyny, and 

homophobia into a new brand of GOP politics.   

No story of North Carolina politics in the 1970s and 1980s would be 

complete without examining how the rise of the Ku Klux Klan and other hate 

groups effected the strategies of virtually every progressive organization in the 

state.  North Carolinians Against Racist and Religious Violence produced yearly 

reports, beginning in the 1980s, that documented hate crimes across the state.  

Their careful combing of police records, news articles, and legal cases reveal 

how racism and homophobia worked in tandem with other forms of oppression 

across urban and rural areas.  The personal papers of Mab Segrest, an organizer 

for NCARRV, offers glimpses into the types of promotional materials the Klan 

used to gain adherents across the state and also provides accounts of how local 

organizations—including religious bodies—worked together to tackle the politics 

of hate on multiple levels.  Her published speeches, writings, and letters speak 

volumes to the deeply entrenched nature of institutionalized violence and how 
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the Klan worked in tandem with law enforcement to enable crimes against 

interracial groups, people of color, the LGBT community, and others across the 

state.    

Chapter Organization 

 In the first of five chapters, chapter one, “‘God Help the Church,’” 

foregrounds the black feminist vision of Pauli Murray as critical to the genealogy 

of leftist Protestantism activism this study explores. Although the rest of the 

dissertation narrows in on the relationship between Protestantism and feminism 

and gay rights in the 1970s and 1980s, Murray’s life serves as an important 

prequel to this later work.  Murray’s biographers have successfully catalogued 

the multiple movements for social justice she participated in: labor, civil rights, 

women’s liberation, and black feminism.  Yet, they overwhelming focus on her 

secular organizing work at the exclusion of her involvement in religious causes 

and leave this rich legacy of organizing disconnected from her final career as an 

Episcopal Priest.  This chapter uses religion as the primary analytical lens for 

connecting Murray’s early upbringing in the Episcopal Church to her subsequent 

involvement in the early phases of the civil rights movement and later, women’s 

liberation.   

 As she became increasingly disenchanted with what she viewed as the 

separatist politics of the 1960s, Murray searched for a unifying principle to draw 

the divergent strands of feminism, black liberation, human rights, and labor 

together.  Although Protestantism carried its own forms of institutional 
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discrimination, Murray worked from within her own congregation to challenge the 

position of women in the church beginning in the 1960s. When she chose to 

enter General Theological Seminary in 1970, she did so knowing that the 

Episcopal Church did not yet ordain women and also marginalized the 

perspectives of black women.  Yet, she became an ardent student of black 

liberation and feminist theologies and used these frameworks to develop her own 

theology of universal human rights. In the end, the Episcopal Church moved to 

ordain women, and Murray used her ministry as a platform to advocate for the 

movements she had held dear her entire life.  Ultimately, I show how the 

strategies and arguments Murray deployed within secular organizations spilled 

over into her denominational and interdenominational work, underscoring the 

relationship between religious and secular variants of second-wave feminism and 

other forms of activism.   

 Murray’s participation in a religiously based version of women’s liberation 

reflected a national movement grounded in strong organizational networks, an 

explosion of religious feminist publications, and local manifestations of 

campaigns for gender equality.  Chapter two, “The Dilemma of Christian 

Feminism,” begins with Charlotte Bunch’s involvement in the black civil rights 

movement in Durham, North Carolina while she attended college at Duke 

University.  Bunch would go on to become a nationally-known feminist whose 

work focused on global feminism and universal human rights.  This chapter 

shows how her participation in the Methodist Student Movement at Duke served 



 

 38 

as a critical foundation that informed Bunch’s later understanding of religiously 

grounded movements for universal human rights. While Bunch eventually left 

organized religion after coming out as a lesbian, the chapter moves on to explore 

how other women used feminism to change the institutional frameworks of the 

church.  Women at Duke Divinity School drew on the momentum of a religious 

feminist movement to establish their own campus women’s center, change the 

curriculum offered in classes, and challenge the gender ratio of faculty.  

Frustrated with the lack of support available for women upon graduation, one 

graduate of this program went on to form The Resource Center for Women and 

Ministry in the South, a hub for connecting female ministers across the country.  

Collectively, these efforts reveal how women harnessed the energy and 

momentum of the women’s liberation movement to change their own positionality 

in the church while also drawing on an intersectional vision of social activism.   

 Chapter three, “Who Will Protect the Family?,” moves beyond the 

frameworks of institutionalized religion to explore how the theoretical paradigms 

academic feminists developed on gender equality and intersectional movements 

informed the political imagination of the Christian Left.  As the campaign for the 

ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment swept the nation, the national 

spotlight hovered over North Carolina as it continually hung in the balance as a 

critical swing state.   In a special entitled “Who Will Protect the Family?,” the 

Corporation for Public Broadcasting covered the debates over the ERA unfolding 

across the state, paying particular attention to the arguments set forth by 
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religious conservatives intent on defeating the amendment.  While this focus 

made for sensational news reporting, it eclipsed the awareness of a feminist 

Christian Left.  The second half of this chapter explores the theological 

arguments and organizational networks deployed by groups like The North 

Carolina Council of Churches and People of Faith for the ERA. Responding 

directly to the arguments set forth by religious conservatives, supporters of the 

ERA valorized notions of the heterosexual nuclear family while sidelining the 

concerns women of color, working class women, and gays and lesbians.  This 

approach made the ERA and other feminist causes more palatable to mainline 

Protestants across the state but also laid the seeds for struggle in the following 

decade as these same organizations went on to advocate for gay rights against a 

growing backdrop of rising KKK activism.    

Initially, gay rights did not gain the same traction in the church as previous 

campaigns for gender equality. Chapter four, “Sodom on the Eno,” uses 

Durham’s 1986 gay pride parade as a starting point to chronicle how gay-friendly 

religious groups like the Metropolitan Community Church played a key role in 

organizing the Triangle’s pride parade and providing institutional support for 

related events. As fundamentalist groups came out in droves against the parade 

and a proclamation by the mayor calling for one week of anti-discrimination, 

moderate Protestants suddenly had to make a choice between remaining silent 

on the topic or aligning themselves with a movement hate and violence.  White 

and African American clergy from all denominations took the first steps towards 
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supporting the parade and the place of gays and lesbians in the church.  

Although they offered a lukewarm embrace of the LGBT community, their efforts 

aligned with broader efforts to combat the relationship between racism and 

homophobia sweeping the state and set the stage for a growing partnership 

between moderate clergy and congregations and gay and lesbian Christians. 

Despite the grounding of many of these moderate clergy in the activist 

principles of the black freedom movement, feminism, anti-war activism, and other 

social justice causes, they hesitated to fully get on board with gay liberation and 

fumbled even more when it came to making sense of biblical prohibitions against 

same sex relationships.  Chapter five, “Protestants in Exile,” begins by charting 

the development of a national religious movement for gay equality, showing how 

the publications, conferences, and organizations developed by gay clergy and 

laity provided critical templates for people who needed to make sense of their 

own understandings of the message of the social gospel and Protestantism’s 

condemnations of gay men and women.  Drawing primarily on published 

memoirs and oral history interviews, I then explore how gay Christians in the 

Triangle drew on this emerging national movement to nudge moderate clergy 

towards a stronger acceptance of gays and lesbians as children of God.  After 

fully realizing the strong connections between homophobia and organized 

religion, a small group of clergy began the Raleigh Religious Network for Gay 

and Lesbian Equality.  The first of its kind in the state, this ecumenical group 

worked to normalize the presence of gay people in the church while 
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simultaneously drawing on an ethic of moral dissent to support the passage of 

gay-friendly legislation.  Ultimately, this chapter shows how gay and lesbian 

Christians depended on the respectability and influence of clergy to advance the 

cause of gay liberation, but also how these same ministers relied on the 

perspectives of their LBGT congregants to truly understand the relationship 

between universal love and justice and gay rights.   

Returning to the ideal of universal love and human rights that became the 

foundation of Pauli Murray’s ministry, the epilogue returns to her vision to trace 

how much the religious scene has changed in North Carolina since she first 

began her campaigns for civil disobedience and an activist theology in the 1930s.  

While the gendered politics of white supremacy compelled Murray to conduct 

much of her activism from afar, her black feminist vision has cast a long shadow 

over her home state as the core ethics of her activist theology are now realized in 

congregations and religious groups across the Triangle. These changes reflect 

how many of the unfulfilled legacies of Murray’s vision have come to fruition and 

how an ethics of moral justice has stood the test of time.  
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Chapter 1: “God, Help the Church!”:  Pauli Murray and 
Universal Human Rights in the Episcopal Church 

In 1977 Anna Pauline Murray stood before an overflowing congregation at 

the Chapel of the Cross Episcopal Church in Chapel Hill, North Carolina.  As the 

first African American woman ordained by the Episcopal Church, Murray did not 

fit the stereotypical image of a priest.  She was barely five feet tall, had shortly 

clipped salt and pepper hair, and used her hands effusively when she spoke.  

One reporter described her as “somewhat fragile looking---and intense.”1  Yet, 

her diminutive statured belied her maverick conduct and stances.  She chain-

smoked in church office buildings and during interviews with the press and wasn’t 

shy about calling out the church for its shortcomings.  Shortly after her ordination, 

she stated publicly, “This society is not hospitable to persons of color, women, or 

left-handed people.  I’m just trying to meet the competition.”2  True to this 

sentiment, she delivered passionate sermons that reclaimed the biblical 

importance of women in building the church, particularized the experiences of 

black women, and also advocated for religious acceptance of gays and lesbians.   

                                            
1 Sandra Boodman, “The Poet as Lawyer and Priest,” The Washington Post, No Date, Folder 

1068 Publicity Mostly Re: Priest, 1946, 69-, 77-83, Box 63, Pauli Murray Papers (hereafter cited 

as PMP), Schlesinger Library, Cambridge, Massachusetts.     
2 Ibid.  Murray’s reference to left-handed people was more than an off-handed remark.  In her 

memoirs, she recalls how teachers forced her to use her right hand despite her increased 

dexterity with the left hand.  She cites this as one of her first lessons of forced conformity.   
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She pressed her listeners to see the holy gospel as an agent of social change, 

and advocated a platform of universal human rights “in whom there is no north or 

south, no black or white, no male or female—only the spirit of love and 

reconciliation drawing us all toward the goal of human wholeness.”3  

As Murray addressed the congregation at the Chapel of the Cross, she 

narrated this theme of reconciliation through her own family history.  In 1854, 

Murray’s grandmother, Cornelia, was baptized in this same church as a slave.  

Every Sunday, her mistress, Mary Ruffin Smith, took Cornelia and her siblings to 

the upstairs loft to observe the service.4  Remembered by Murray as “a devout 

Episcopalian,” Cornelia was the product of her mother’s violent rape by her white 

master.5   Murray did not shy away from this history as she declared, “It was my 

destiny to be the descendant of slave owners as well as slaves, to be of mixed 

race ancestry, to be biologically and psychologically integrated in a world where 

the separation of the races was upheld by the Supreme Court of the United 

States as the fundamental law of our Southland.”6  This history hung as a dark 

shadow over Murray’s family history.   Although the Smith’s left Cornelia a small 

amount of money and some land, the realities of racial segregation meant that 
                                            
3 Pauli Murray, The Autobiography of a Black Activist, Feminist, Lawyer, Priest, and Poet, 2nd ed. 

(Memphis: University of Tennessee Press, 1989), 435.  
4 Pauli Murray, Proud Shoes: The Story of an American Family (Boston: Beacon Press, 1956).   
5 Sermon, Pauli Murray, “Gifts of the Holy Spirit I have Known,” St. Philip’s Episcopal Church, 

Durham, North Carolina, May 14, 1978, Folder 1095, Box 64, PMP.  
6 Sermon, Pauli Murray, “Healing and Reconciliation,” Chapel of the Cross Episcopal Church, 

Chapel Hill, North Carolina, February 13, 1977, Folder 1637, Box 94, PMP.     
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Murray’s family lived a life largely detached from the legacy of their white 

ancestors.  Murray grew up under the hardening of segregation laws and the 

uptick in lynching as a new era of violence and discrimination replaced the 

relative calm her grandparents experienced in race relations until the turn of the 

century.7  Although she left North Carolina to attend Hunter College at the age of 

sixteen, her strong familial ties to the Tar Heel state meant that the legacies and 

ongoing realities of racial discrimination never drifted far from the surface of her 

life. As she recalls, “the awareness grows with you like part of your body and 

being—you take it in all the time.”8    

Yet, as Murray addressed the overflowing crowd of 600 behind a lectern 

that bore a dedication to Mary Ruffin Smith, her message was one of hope and 

optimism.  She held her grandmother’s aged Bible in her hand, marked with a 

purple ribbon given to her by Eleanor Roosevelt.  The sixty-six year-old Murray 

spoke to a crowd that included friends and neighbors who knew her as a small 

girl, and some of her classmates from Hillside High School in Durham.9   She 

                                            
7 For more on the history of Durham see Leslie Brown, Upbuilding Black Durham: Gender, Class, 

and Black Community in the Jim Crow South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

2008).  Brown shows how Murray’s family contributed to some of the earliest black businesses in 

town, including North Carolina Mutual Insurance and Farmer’s and Mechanics Mutual Bank.    
8 Pauli Murray Interview by Genna Rae McNeil.  Chapel Hill, North Carolina, September 13, 1976, 

Southern Oral History Program, University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, North 

Carolina. 
9 NC Churchmen, March 1977, Folder 1068 Publicity Mostly Re: Priest, 1946, 69-, 77-83, Box 63, 

PMP.   
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described the “great joy” she felt upon receiving ordination and joked about the 

stir the event had caused in the news.  “When a woman of color suddenly 

popped up from the woodpile,” she quipped, “the press went crazy.”10  She also 

spoke to the ways racial segregation and discrimination shaped her practices of 

faith.  “My entire life’s quest,” she told the congregation “has been to spiritual 

integration.  There is no black Christ, white Christ or red Christ, there is only one 

Christ, the spirit of love.”11  Setting aside her lifelong ambivalence towards the 

region, she optimistically declared, “The South is rising out of its own ashes, out 

of redemptive suffering, and is becoming purified.”  True to her faith in 

reconciliation, she predicted that black and white Southerners “will lead the way 

to the renewal of the moral and spiritual strength and to a sense of mission.”12  

At the time of this sermon, Murray’s optimistic mood may have struck 

some in the crowd as unrealistic.  Despite the gains of the black civil rights 

movement at the national level, the KKK was growing at a rapid rate in North 

Carolina, and racial segregation dominated the housing market and the 

educational system. While the feminist movement recently resulted in major 

victories for women’s employment and legal rights, North Carolina was one of a 

handful of states yet to ratify the ERA and lagged behind other parts of the nation 

                                            
10 Sermon, Pauli Murray, “Healing and Reconciliation,” Chapel of the Cross Episcopal Church, 

Chapel Hill, North Carolina, February, 13, 1977, Folder 1637, Box 94, PMP.  
11 Ibid.   
12 Ibid.   
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in enforcing sex discrimination in the workplace.  A growing evangelical 

movement also overshadowed the strain of leftist politics and the liberal 

Protestantism Murray had known her entire life, and many prominent mainstream 

feminists publicly disavowed organized religion. Yet, Murray told the crowd to 

“hope and pray” for the passage of the amendment, and pointed to her ordination 

and success as a feminist and civil rights attorney as proof that a socially 

engaged vision of Protestantism could lead the way to a new era of universal 

human rights.13   

I draw on Murray’s legacy and vision to argue that a religiously inspired, 

black feminist vision stood at the core of two seemingly secular movements of 

the twentieth-century—feminism and gay rights. Her story positions both black 

civil rights and early black feminisms as critical inspirations shaping the moral 

vision and intellectual genealogy of these movements.  Murray was one of the 

earliest pioneers of integrating a vision of universal human rights premised on 

egalitarian democratic ideals into the church.  Through her life’s work, I show 

how liberal Protestantism offered some of the most radical frameworks for 

untangling the relationship between racist violence, gender inequality, and 

homophobia of the twentieth-century, both as an inclusive theoretical framework 

and an actual space for interracial and intersectional activism.  Although Murray 

ardently embraced feminist causes behind the pulpit, she largely kept her identity 
                                            
13 Ibid.   
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as a lesbian and male-identified woman out of her sermons and activist work.   

As I reveal in subsequent chapters, others would pick up where she left off, 

deploying a religiously inspired vision of equality for gays and lesbians in the 

1970s and 1980s that simply would not have been possible without the work 

Murray and others undertook in previous decades.  Accordingly, her life story 

serves as a useful entry point for untangling the complicated relationship 

between leftist politics and faith-based activism.  In the end, I conclude that 

churches and religious organizations—even those mired in deeply racist, sexist 

and homophobic traditions--provided opportunities for multi-issue activism that 

exceeded the opportunities offered by secular groups of the same time period.   

Existing Literature 
Murray’s participation in secular and religious feminist groups reflects the 

role of feminist Protestants in the women’s movement, and the continuity of 

feminism with a long history of Progressive-era activism.14  Dating back to the 

early twentieth-century, religious organizations offered avenues for interracial 

cooperation that did not exist elsewhere.  Religious historians Anne Braude and 

Susan Hartmann have produced the most scholarship in this area.  They note 

how many of the people and goals of the black women’s club movement fed into 

critical second-wave feminist organizations such as The National Council of 

                                            
14 Priscilla Pope-Levison traces the work of women in building churches, schools, evangelical 

missions, and other Progressive-era institutions.  See Priscilla Pope-Levison, Building Old Time 

Religion: Women Evangelists in the Progressive Era (New York: NYU Press, 2015). 
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Negro Women, the YWCA, NOW, and the National Council of Churches. Women 

of color, like Murray, diligently pushed white women towards tougher stances on 

racial discrimination while simultaneously urging their own denominations to 

enhance the position of women within the church.15  These groups melded 

feminist perspectives with an interdenominational religious agenda and yielded 

some of the most long-standing and successful interracial organizations of the 

twentieth-century. 

Scholars outside of the field of religious studies highlight the critical role 

Murray played in developing the legal frameworks for racial and gender equality 

used by the NAACP, the President’s Commission on the Status of Women, and 

the American Civil Liberties Union.16 In her study of leftist activists who immersed 

                                            
15 Anne Braude, "Women's History Is American Religious History," in Retelling United States 

Religious History, ed. Thomas Tweed (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 187-203; --

-,“Faith, Feminism, and History,” in The Religious History of American Women: Reimagining the 

Past, ed. Catherine Brekus (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007), 232-249; and 

Susan Hartmann, “Expanding Feminism's Field and Focus: Activism in the National Council of 

Churches in the 1960s and 70s,” in Women and Twentieth-Century Protestantism, eds. Bendroth 

and Brereton (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2001), 49-70. Bettye Collier-Thomas also 

includes Murray in her comprehensive study of the importance of faith traditions in both the long 

civil rights movement and women’s liberation.  See Bettye Collier-Thomas, Jesus, Jobs, and 

Justice: African American Women and Religion (New York: Knopf, 2010), 424-475.   
16 Mary Becker, “The Sixties Shift to Formal Equity and the Courts: An Argument for Pragmatism 

and Politics,” Will and Mary Law Review 40.1 (October, 1988): 209-277; Susan Mallon Ross, 

“Dialogic Rhetoric: Dorothy Kenyon and Pauli Murray’s Rhetorical Moves in White v. Crook,” 

Internal Journal of Diversity 6.5 (2007): 89-100; and Nancy MacLean, Freedom is Not Enough: 

The Opening of the American Workplace (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008). Most 
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themselves in the multi-platform coalitional work of the Popular Front outside of 

the South, Glenda Gilmore narrates Murray’s attempt to attend graduate school 

at the University of North Carolina in 1938 as part of a rich legacy of southern 

expatriates who influenced segregation laws in the South.  Gilmore also 

highlights the role Murray played in the D.C. sit-in movements of the 1940s, her 

participation in the 1963 March on Washington Movement, and her long and 

sometimes tense relationship with Eleanor Roosevelt--ultimately linking these 

events to a long chronology of civil rights activism outside the south that was 

both local and global in scope.17  Similarly, Patricia Bell Scott’s recent biography 

of Murray and Eleanor Roosevelt shows how the two women developed a 

lifelong friendship beginning in the 1940s.  Murray pushed Roosevelt to take 

bolder stances on issues of race while the first lady’s involvement with the United 

Nations influenced Murray’s appreciation of universal human rights.  Like 

Gilmore, Bell Scott develops Murray’s activism within a trajectory of the long civil 

rights movement dating back to the 1930s and influenced by both domestic and 

                                                                                                                                  
recently, Serena Mayerni shows how Murray intertwined racial justice and sex equality as a 

feminist legal practice, ultimately placing the experiences of African American women at the 

center of her campaign for universal human rights. As Mayerni shows, Murray sought to tether 

the joint history of the civil rights movement and the feminist movement under the equal 

protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, but this strategy placed her at the center of 

moments of both controversy and collaboration.  See Serena Mayerni, Reasoning from Race: 

Feminism, Race, and the Civil Rights Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2014).  
17 Glenda Gilmore, Defying Dixie: The Radical Roots of Civil Rights, 1919-1950 (New York: W.W. 

Norton & Company, 2009).   
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international politics.18  

Gilmore and other historians tend to end Murray’s story here.  Accurately 

pointing to her ordination and ministry as “her final civil rights movement,” these 

scholars nod to her career as a religious activist and priest but leave the threads 

connecting this work to her previous feats dangling.19  Murray’s own archives set 

the standard for this approach.  Although religiously devout as a child, she turned 

away from the church in her mid-twenties, describing her attitude toward 

organized religion as “skeptical.”20  Her personal papers are largely silent on the 

issue of religion during most of her adult life, but a closer look at her 

autobiography reveals that religion remained a constant influence during this time 

period, primarily the example of women’s ecumenical groups that modeled strong 

examples of interracial, multi-issue social justice activism. When she struggled to 

execute an intersectional vision of inclusivity in the National Organization for 

Women (NOW) and the black civil rights movement in the 1960s, she returned to 

the Episcopal Church as an active participant, eventually finding more space for 

her vision of social justice in a racist, sexist, and homophobic church than in the 

social movements she’d dedicated her entire life to building.   In her own 

reflections upon seeking ordination, Murray wrote, “All the strands of my life had 

                                            
18 Patricia Bell Scott, The Firebrand and the First Lady: A Portrait of Friendship: Pauli Murray, 

Eleanor Roosevelt, and the Struggle for Justice (New York: Knopf, 2016).     
19 Gilmore, 442.  
20 Pauli Murray, Autobiography, 380.   
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come together.”21  I devote considerable attention to this lightly documented area 

of Murray’s life, showing how the battles she fought within the Episcopal Church 

drew on the frameworks of justice she established as an activist immersed in 

multiple social movements over the course of the previous four decades. This 

approach puts the literature produced by religious scholars in conversation with 

feminist historians and offers a complex reading of the relationship between a 

long history of intersectional leftist activism and a religiously inspired vision of 

social justice.22   

Early Life 
Murray grew up in the shadows of strong, independent, and religiously 

devout women.  Murray’s parents passed away when she was very young, and 

she moved from Baltimore to Durham, North Carolina to live with her Aunt 

Pauline Dame in her Grandfather and Grandmother Fitzgerald’s household at the 
                                            
21 Pauli Murray, Autobiography, 435.   
22 In the field of religious studies, Anthony Pinn identifies Murray’s liberation theology as one of 

the early voices of womanism—arguing that Murray spoke from the particularity of black women’s 

experiences in a critique of both black and feminist theologies of the time.  His work highlights 

both the influence of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “beloved community” on her vision of the social 

gospel and her own experiences as a black civil rights activist.  See Anthony Pinn, Pauli Murray: 

Selected Writings and Sermons (MaryKnoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2006), and ---, Becoming 

America’s Problem Child: An Outline of Pauli Murray’s Religious Life and Theology (Eugene, OR: 

Wipf and Stock, 2008).  Sarah Arzansky’s full-length biography similarly traces how Murray 

pushed both the church and American institutions towards what she calls a vision of “democratic 

eschatology”—a demand to make good on “the distances between the promise and the fulfillment 

of American democracy.”  See Sarah Arzansky, The Dream is Freedom: Pauli Murray and 

American Democratic Faith (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 4.   
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age of six.  Amongst her grandparents and aunts, Murray’s daily life revolved 

around school and church.  She described the school where her Aunt Pauline 

taught, and the Episcopal Church as “a natural extension of my home life.”  Her 

Aunt Sallie eventually married the vicar of their parish church, and Murray spent 

a great deal of her time at the rectory.23  She regularly read passages from the 

Bible to her grandmother and found a great love for the Psalms, which she read 

over and over again.24  Years later, she cited this deeply rooted religious 

upbringing when challenging church officials.   Treating her religious background 

as a set of credentials, she described herself as “ a Negro woman and an 

Episcopalian of several generations, born into the Church, daughter of a lay 

reader, niece of a priest, confirmed at the age of nine (an early age in 1920), and 

in my youth held all of the traditional positions—organists, choir member, Sunday 

School teacher, altar guide.”25   

As “race women of their time” Murray’s aunts combined this religiously 

driven focus with a strong focus on racial pride.  Murray’s Aunt Pauline was a 

teacher who also served the town as “a social worker, truant officer, psychiatrist, 

                                            
23 Pauli Murray, Autobiography, 48-49.   
24 Ibid., 20.   
25 Pauli Murray to Elizabeth Bussing, 25 September 1969, Folder 2184 Episcopal Church Women 

2/2, Box 121, PMP. Murray deployed a similar phrasing in letters to Bishops of the Episcopal 

Church, the ministers at St. Mark’s Episcopal Church, and correspondences to other Episcopal 

women.    
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counselor, adult education specialist, and community leader.”26  In Murray’s eyes, 

“Aunt Pauline was a “doer,” and like the other women of the family grew up with 

the skills and resources to support herself financially.27   Against the backdrop of 

Plessy v. Ferguson and the hardening of segregation laws, Murray watched the 

woman in her life draw on these values as they fought the stigma of racial 

inferiority. As Murray recalls, “At home in Durham, Aunt Pauline taught me pride 

in race and set an example in racial achievement.”28  Murray recalls growing up 

in a home where copies of the NAACP publication The Crisis lay scattered about, 

and an edited volume of Paul Laurence Dunbar was the most well worn book in 

the house.  She heard phrases such as “‘The Race is moving forward!’” and 

“‘You simply can’t keep the race down!’” from her family.29  Amidst this milieu, 

Murray absorbed the rules of an “intricate racial order” where she learned to 

maintain “a sense of racial identity and a sense of racial pride, fragile though they 

might be.”30   

Murray’s “first overt stance against racial segregation” occurred when she 

left North Carolina at the age of sixteen to escape the segregated educational 

system of the South.31  After graduating first in her class, she received a full 

                                            
26 Pauli Murray, Autobiography, 16.   
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid., 69.   
29 Ibid., 30.   
30 Ibid., 31.  
31 Ibid., 65.  



 

 54 

scholarship to North Carolina College for Negroes in Durham but elected instead 

to pursue educational opportunities at Columbia University in New York City.  

She quickly learned that Columbia did not accept female applicants, and she also 

did not have the necessary prerequisites to attend nearby Barnard College.  

Nonetheless, Murray forged ahead, taking a double load of requirements at a 

high school in Brooklyn and attending Hunter College the following year.   

Although she initially bristled at the concept of an all female college, comparing 

racial segregation to segregation by sex, she soon came to respect the rigor and 

high standards at Hunter.32   As one of only four African Americans (out of a 

graduating class of 247), Murray grappled with feelings of racial inferiority but 

emerged with confidence in her skills as a woman and a person of color.  In 

terms of gender politics, she looked back on Hunter College as “a training ground 

for feminism…having faculty and a student body in which women assumed 

leadership reinforced over egalitarian values, inspired our confidence in the 

competence of women generally, and encouraged our resistance to subordinate 

roles.”33   

Despite this promising vision, Murray graduated from Hunter in 1933 

during one of the worst economic downturns in the nation’s history.  She 

supported herself throughout college, and as early as 1929, classified herself as 
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“one of the marginal workers who felt the first crash of the depression.”34  Over 

sixteen million people were out of work during this time, and African Americans 

could only land the least desirable jobs, regardless of educational degrees or 

training. As she flipped through the wanted ads in search of work, “whites only,” 

“colored,” and “light colored girls,” designated the jobs available to her, and she 

largely supported herself through low-wage and precarious waitressing stints and 

employment at the Harlem YWCA as a dishwasher and steam-table runner.  

Despite her own upbringing in an environment of racial pride, in the early 1930s 

she “accepted the burden of race as something to be endured because there 

seemed little one could do about it.”35   

During this same time period Murray came in contact with an activist style 

of black Christianity and women’s leadership that resonated with her upbringing. 

The room she rented at the Harlem’s YWCA overlooked the stunning Abyssinian 

Baptist Church.  Constructed in 1922 in a Gothic Tudor style, Abyssinian boasted 

an Italian marble pulpit, European stained glass windows, and stood boldly on 

Harlem’s West 40th Street. Originally founded in a more modest location in 1808 

by a group of Ethiopians and African Americans protesting racially segregated 

worship, W.E.B. Du Bois, Langston Hughes, and Thurgood Marshall would all 

call this historic church home.  Murray attended the church during the leadership 

years of Adam Clayton Powell.  His son, Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., served as an 
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assistant pastor and inaugurated a style of social gospel worship that responded 

directly to the needs of the surrounding black community by combining spiritual 

guidance with community service.  During the Great Depression, Powell, Jr. 

served as Director of the Kitchen and Relief Operations, providing food and 

clothing to needy populations.  He would go on to serve in New York City Council 

in 1941, and under his leadership, Abyssinian became one of the most well-

attended and influential black Protestant churches in the country.36   

This vision of an activist social gospel rested on a style of black protest 

initiated by slaves and free blacks in the nineteenth century.   As the most central 

meeting place in the black community, churches served as a powerful institution 

for disseminating information and resisting dehumanizing treatment.  Despite 

attempts by slave owners to craft a message of Christianity that justified black 

servitude, African Americans reinterpreted theological symbols and biblical 

passages to make sense of their own suffering during the slave trade, slavery, 

and Jim Crow.  The church existed as a place of refuge for blacks and a source 

of spiritual nourishment.  Beginning in the 1920s and 1930s, African Americans 

began to worship images of a non-white Jesus, and for decades they 

reinterpreted stories like Exodus to fit the circumstances of their own suffering 
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and life experiences.  Taken all together, African Americans drew on the 

egalitarian promise of Christianity to justify their own inclusion in a nation that 

often marginalized them and treated them as outcasts.37 Powell’s vision of a 

neighborhood church responsive to the needs of the community reflected this 

long history and placed his congregation in the midst of a socially responsive, 

faith-based institution.   

Black women in particular drew on this faith tradition to pave a path to 

public activism.  From the 1830s-1920s, they used the political and social 

infrastructure of the church to advocate for emancipation, reconstruction, 

women’s rights, and suffrage. Drawing on a religious and racial uplift message, 

they headed local grassroots organizations that fought for legal victories, 

educational advancements, political campaigns, and social reform.  They 

exercised power through missionary societies, but also in their roles as ministers, 

musicians, leaders of prayer and lay groups, and as the wives of clergy. Their 

political activism was inseparable from their religious beliefs, and although they 

did not actively uproot gender hierarchies, they did carve a space for themselves 
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as leaders of race work and stressed the importance of women as role models 

for social and moral reform.38  

Murray’s residency at the YWCA gave her a front row seat to this model of 

independent black women advocating for social change on a variety of levels.  

Founded in 1868, the YWCA was a Christian organization established for 

working class women and girls.  The community of the YWCA offered 

conversations on the links between Christianity and democracy, and Murray 

became part of a nationwide YWCA student movement during her time here.39  

At the Y she met women like Anna Arnold Hedgeman, a civil rights activist, 

educator, and writer who would go on to serve in the Department of Health, 

Education, and Welfare under Harry Truman, on the Cabinet of the New York 

City Mayor, and as a co-founder of NOW with Murray in 1966.  Others, like 

Dorothy Height, the President of the National Council of Negro Women, offered 

examples of how some women advocated primarily for the advancement of 

African American women—a model that resonated with Murray given her 

upbringing but also one she’d never witnessed before as a professional career. 

Ella Baker was also involved with the Harlem Y during this time.  Baker would 

become an organizer for the NAACP, the Southern Christian Leadership Council, 
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spurred the founding of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, and 

remained a lifelong ally of Murray’s.40  

These women enacted real institutional change at the YWCA, proving that 

interdenominational, Christian organizations offered spaces for true interracial 

collaboration in the 1930s.  The YWCA embraced interracial work in the early 

twentieth-century, but these changes did not happen overnight.41  African 

American women prodded their white allies to take a strong stance against 

lynching and to advocate for legislative reform curbing segregation and racial 

discrimination.  This proved to be slow work as many white women embraced a 

social gospel of interracial cooperation but balked at the idea of integration or 

legal equality.42  Indeed, Murray experienced the shortfalls of Y’s racial work in 

the 1930s firsthand.  During the midst of the Great Depression, she applied with 

a white friend to work as a waitress at one of the YWCA’s summer camps for 

girls.  The board hedged when they saw her application.  Murray had applied to 

work at the white camp, but the Y had a strict policy of running two racially 

segregated institutions in the summer.  After holding a “soul-searching meeting,” 

they delicately declined Murray’s application.  Although she was no stranger to 
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racial discrimination, rejection from the Y stung.  She recalls that “this 

unexpected blow coming from the YWCA hurt more keenly than a rejection from 

a commercial business that made no pretense to having ideals.”43   

Because of its grounding in Christian principles of love and equality, 

Murray and others held the YWCA to a higher standard than other organizations 

of the same time period and pushed the group to deliver on its promise of 

egalitarianism.  At the behest of women like Hedgeman, Height, and Baker, the 

YWCA would become one of the first organizations to take an overt stance 

against racism within its own ranks, and by the 1940s worked to implement a 35-

point plan to integrate women of color into leadership roles and full equality in the 

organization. Height traveled across the South and held interracial meetings to 

implement these changes, making headway in many local divisions.  This degree 

of institutional change positioned the Y to be a major player in the Civil Rights 

Movement of the 1950s and 1960s, and kept black women at the helm of many 

of its major initiatives.44  As Murray recalls, “None of these women would have 

called themselves feminists in the 1930s, but they were strong, independent 

personalities who, because of their concerted efforts to rise above the limitations 

of race and sex and to help younger women do the same, shared a sisterhood 

that foreshadowed the revival of the feminist movement of the 1960s.”45  
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With this model of faith-based activism as a backdrop, Murray tackled 

racism and sexism head on throughout the 1930s and 1940s.   She served as a 

field organizer for the Workers Defense League, obtained a law degree at 

Howard University, and worked as an organizer for the D.C. student sit-in 

movements, a highly successful campaign that led to desegregation of the 

eateries in the nation’s capitol. She publicly challenged both the University of 

North-Carolina and Harvard University during this same time period for their 

respective refusal to admit African Americans and women to their student bodies.  

Murray went on to live with an international student community at Berkley for her 

graduate law degree, and wrote an opinion against residential segregation as the 

first African American deputy attorney general for the state of California.   

Although she remained detached from any active religious involvement at 

this point in her life, Murray’s participation in the nascent stages of the civil rights 

movement kept her immersed in a spiritually driven message of social change.  

In the early 1940s, Murray read Krishnalal Shridharami’s War Without Violence, a 

study of Ghandi’s non-violent peaceful protest and wondered how it would apply 

to racial segregation in the United States.46  As a chairperson of the national 

student network of the NAACP and a member of the Fellowship of Reconciliation 

while at Howard, Murray organized peaceful protests based on the Ghandian 
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tactics of non-violent direct action.47 The student protesters drew parallels 

between the ill treatment of male serviceman in the nation’s capital and the 

values of democracy the United States purported to promote abroad. As Murray 

recounts, “the city epitomized the great gap between official U.S. war 

propaganda and racial practices within its own borders.”48  

The Howard protests and Murray’s peaceful arrest for violating interstate 

travel laws in 1940 point to her engagement with non-violent direct action well 

before it took off as a movement philosophy in the 1950s and 1960s.49  

Increasingly popularized by Martin Luther King, Jr., Ghandian philosophies 

shaped what followers of the movement referred to as “the beloved community,” 

or people bonded by a faith in a peaceful solution to social justice.  As historian 

Charles Marsh argues, this was a “theologically specific vision” grounded in “the 

realization of divine love in lived social relations.”50  Participants in the movement 

sought to build broad connections amongst the poor and excluded in society, and 

grounded these relationships in Christian-based ideals of gratitude, forgiveness, 
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and reconciliation.51  Upon seeking ordination, Murray credited this vision of 

social justice with her decision to enter the ministry, and vowed to carry on in the 

tradition of King.  While troubled by his exclusion of women from leadership 

positions in the movement, Murray nonetheless felt inspired by the ideals of 

reconciliation and universal love emanating from King’s leadership and embraced 

the spiritual core at the heart of the beloved community.   

When Murray returned to New York in 1946, her involvement with religious 

based organizations gradually increased.  First, The Women’s Division of 

Christian Service of the Methodist Church hired her to conduct a state-by-state 

analysis of laws on racial segregation in an attempt to make sense of the uneven 

laws impacting their interracial outreach missions. The Women’s Division wanted 

a clear explanation of how segregation in each state affected their service work, 

settlement houses, community centers, and other organizing activities. The 

NAACP and the American Civil Liberties Union (the groups with the most 

comprehensive legal information at the time) could only provide composite 

studies that made broad generalizations. The division head, Dorothy Tilly, was 

familiar with Murray’s previous work on civil rights and recommended her for the 

job, and she quickly set to work analyzing the disparate practices of each state.52   

Murray’s involvement with the Methodist women’s group introduced her to 

a well networked, carefully organized, and established group of interracial social 
                                            
51 Ibid., 5.   
52 Pauli Murray, Autobiography, 284. 



 

 64 

justice activists.  The funding and idea for the study on race and color reflected a 

long tradition of social activism on the part of Methodist women.  Dating back to 

the 1920s and 1930s, Methodist women campaigned for anti-lynching legislation 

and in 1941 produced a document condemning racial discrimination in their own 

denomination.53  During her five-year involvement with the group, Murray worked 

closely with Thelma Stevens, a deeply religious, white southerner known for 

taking tough stances on social issues.  In her autobiography, Murray remembers 

Stevens as a “stalwart dedicated Christian, then in her mid-forties, [who] defied 

my racial stereotype of a white Mississippian.54  Murray and Stevens collaborated 

with Susie E. Lees, a black minister’s wife from Greensboro, North Carolina, to 

keep the funding and enthusiasm alive for the study during Murray’s five years of 

work.55  

At a time when racism and sexism barred her from a stable job in a law 

firm, the work Murray produced through a religious women’s organization made a 

lasting imprint on some of the most ground breaking civil rights legislation of the 

twentieth-century.  The Women’s Division only intended to use the book for its 

own purposes, but Murray’s work ended up making a huge splash in the larger 

world of civil rights legislation.  Although the Division only expected a slim 

mimeographed booklet, they ended up with a one-foot stack of papers eventually 
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published as a 746 page legal guide in 1951 under the title States’ Law on Race 

and Color.  Great fanfare followed the publication of the manuscript, including a 

ceremony to honor her work.56  The American Civil Liberties Union distributed 

1,000 copies to state law libraries, and black colleges and law schools picked up 

copies, and human rights agencies mined the appendix for its exhaustive 

information on the Declaration of Human Rights and United Nations Rulings.  

Most significantly, Thurgood Marshall distributed a copy to the staff of the 

NAACP and referred to it as “the Bible” in preparation for the landmark Brown v. 

Board of Education case in 1954.57   

Murray’s work on States’ Laws on Race and Color reflects one of her first 

public declarations that religion played a role in social engagement.  In the 

Foreword to the text she writes, “Some states have civil rights laws.  Some states 

have segregation laws.  Some states have neither.  Yet the pattern of 

discrimination and segregation is in evidence to a greater or lesser degree 

throughout the nation.  The responsibility for changing these undemocratic 

practices is the responsibility of church and community—of government and 

private agencies.”58   And, indeed, Murray drew on all of these sources to 

compile her voluminous data.  In the acknowledgements she cites the 

contributions made to her research by the American Civil Liberties Union, the 
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American Jewish Congress, the Anti-Defamation League, the NAACP, and the 

Women’s Division of the Methodist Church.59  Pointing to her shifting 

perspectives on the role of religious values in social justice work, she wrote, “The 

fact that I was authorized by a church organization to work in an area of human 

relations claiming my deepest loyalties had profound significance for me.”60   

In a roundabout way, Murray’s next employment opportunity also 

deepened her religious involvement.  In the aftermath of Brown v. Board, the 

prominent New York law firm of Paul, Weiss, Rifkind, Wharton, and Garrison 

hired her as an attorney.  The work placed her in the midst of battles to uproot 

the last legal vestiges of racial discrimination and drew on her strengths as an 

attorney trained on the ins and outs of segregation laws.  Despite these 

credentials, Murray recalls feeling “isolated” in the large legal firm, and, not 

surprisingly, was the only female attorney.61  She quickly developed a close 

friendship with the firm’s office manager, Renee Barlow, and the two women 

bonded over a shared religious background.  During one of their first lunches 

together, Barlow used the phrase, “the blessed company of all faithful people,” 

and Murray immediately recognized it from the Common Book of Prayer.62   
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This prompted what Murray describes as the beginning of a deep “spiritual 

bond” between the two women.63  Barlow and Murray started attending St. 

Mark’s Episcopal Church together in the 1960s and collectively pushed the 

congregation towards more expansive roles for women as lay readers and 

members of the vestry.  Murray described “Barlow” as a “quiet revolutionist,” and 

the two women lived and worked together, likely as romantic partners, for the 

remainder of their lives.64  Murray’s biographers handle her relationship with 

other women in a variety of ways, but overwhelmingly, evidence suggests that 

she grappled with both her sexual orientation and gender identity beginning in 

the 1930s. 65  Her archives reveal that she began following the activities of gay 
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rights activists in the church in the mid-1970s, but no such visible movement 

existed when she and Barlow attended St. Marks in 1960.66  Accordingly, Murray 

is silent on how she made sense of both her sexuality and gender non-conformity 

during this time period.67 Despite the general homophobia of organized 

Protestantism, however, she still chose to make the church her home and a 

regular part of her daily activities. Thus, despite the discomfort many ministers 

may have had knowing that a male-identified black feminist lesbian sat in their 

ranks, Murray herself seemed to have no trouble melding the frameworks of 

Christianity with her multiple identities and would dedicate the next two decades 

of her life to nudging church leaders towards this same way of thinking. 
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Challenging the Church 
Murray’s participation in the 1963 March on Washington perfectly 

encapsulates how she began to position herself simultaneously as a civil rights 

activist, a feminist, and socially conscious Protestant in the 1960s.  Billed as a 

march for jobs and freedom, the 1963 march drew together activists from a broad 

array of organizations and religious backgrounds.  Its organizers, A. Philip 

Randolph and Bayard Rustin, intended to use the march as yet another tool to 

push the Kennedy administration towards passing a legislative agenda protecting 

civil rights.68  Best remembered as the event where Martin Luther King Jr. 

delivered his infamous “I Have a Dream” speech, the march represented a 

demand for America to make good on its unfulfilled promises of democracy—a 

theme Murray would return to over and over in her sermons.  Murray signaled the 

growing overlap between her ecclesiastical and secular activism by marching 

with two separate contingencies during the march.  She first stood in line with the 

American Civil Liberties Union, a group she would work closely with over the next 

eight years.69  As she later told the congregation at the Chapel of the Cross, 
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“Typical of human life which represents the sacred and profane,” she then 

returned to the start of the parade and fell in line with Saint Mark’s Episcopal 

Church, offering hints to her growing belief that a strong relationship existed 

between faith-based and political and social activism.70  

Although Murray recalls jubilantly singing “Oh When the Saints Come 

Marching In” during the march, a deep fissure split the participants.71  Despite the 

critical role women played as the backbone of organizing at the local and national 

level, only one woman served on the march’s administrative committee.  Anna 

Arnold Hedgeman, a member of the National Council of Church’s Commission on 

Religion and Race and one of Murray’s previous contacts from the YWCA, 

occupied this lone position and urged Randolph and others to include more 

women.  Nonetheless, only Daisy Bates spoke at the rally, and prominent women 

like Dorothy Height, Ella Baker, and Rosa Parks remained in the shadows.72  To 

add injury to insult, Randolph spoke at a luncheon of the National Press Club that 
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explicitly excluded women prior to the march and also attended a male-only 

meeting with President Kennedy.73  

 Despite the strong social gospel message embedded in King’s vision of a 

beloved community, male leaders prioritized issues of race over those of gender 

and made little effort to uproot gender hierarchies in the movement.  Murray had 

just begun work on President Kennedy’s Committee on the Status of Women and 

did not remain silent about these slights.  Appearing at a meeting of the National 

Council of Negro Women a few months later, she lambasted Randolph.  In 

language reminiscent of her critiques of male colleagues at Howard Law School 

in the 1940s, she told the crowd, “Mr. Randolph apparently saw no relation 

between being sent to the balcony and being sent to the back of the bus.”74  

Murray described this treatment from Randolph and others as “bitterly 

humiliating,” and bemoaned this “tendency to assign women to a secondary 

ornamental or “honoree’ role in the civil rights movement.”75  Perhaps thinking of 

her own female forbears, she asked the crowd, “Would the Negro struggle have 

come this far without the indomitable strength of its women?”76  

While in the late 1950’s Murray barely counted herself as a feminist, these 

remarks reveal that by the 1960s she had an “intense involvement with the early 
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stirrings of the resurgent feminist movement.”77  In addition to critiquing sexism 

within black liberation, Murray also counted herself within the front lines of the 

burgeoning liberal feminist movement, involving herself in legal battles that 

impacted both feminism and civil rights. In 1964 she drafted a memorandum in 

support of retaining sex discrimination as a protected right under Title VII of the 

1964 Civil Rights Act.78   In 1965, Murray published her thoughts on the 

intersections of race and sex in her seminal essay “Jane Crow: Sex 

Discrimination and Title VII.”  Co-Authored with attorney Mary Eastwood, this 

piece served as one of the earliest articulations of what black feminists would 

later call intersectionality.79  Their proposed strategy tethered together the 

Fourteenth Amendment and Title VII as a tool for combating sex discrimination.  

At a time when many women advocated for the passage of the ERA, Murray 

argued vehemently that the Fourteenth Amendment had the breadth to also 
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cover gender discrimination.80  This move fused black civil rights with women’s 

rights, and provided a framework for protecting the interests of working class 

black women who existed at the margins of both movements.  Murray’s work on 

this legal strategy and her participation in critical ACLU cases in the 1960s 

cleared a space for a black feminist legal perspective that refused to separate 

racial and gender discrimination.  

 Murray carried this momentum into her dealings with the Episcopal 

Church as she pushed her own congregation towards greater equality for 

women.  As she recounts, “Inevitably, my growing feminist consciousness led to 

me do battle with the Episcopal Church on the submerged position of women.”81  

As her involvement in feminist causes mounted in the 1960s, she bristled at the 

denomination’s exclusion of women from administrative and decision-making 

roles.  Murray’s own congregation, St. Mark’s, had “an upbeat congregation, 

more willing than other churches to experiment with new ideas.”82  Located in the 

East Village, St. Marks stood within the center of an immigrant working-class 

neighborhood but also increasingly attracted artists and poets.  With a long 

history of social activism, the church was home to abolitionists, suffragists, and 
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socially engaged ministers. Although a predominantly white congregation, it 

operated similarly to Abyssinian as a landmark church driven by the social needs 

of the surrounding community, and Murray latched onto this history as she 

pushed the congregation to adopt language and gender roles commensurate 

with women’s changing position in society. 

Importantly, St. Mark’s had a reverend who was open to the prospect of 

expanding leadership positions for women, and Murray and Barlow worked with 

him to facilitate open dialogues about the position of women in the church.  After 

two years of guided discussion, the congregation voted to admit women to the 

vestry, and women also began to serve as lay readers.   Never content to settle 

for partial equality, these gains only intensified Murray’s anger towards 

exclusionary practices in other areas of the church.  One Sunday morning in 

1966 as she observed the visible exclusion of women from the Holy Eucharist, 

she stormed out of the sanctuary as an “uncontrollable anger” took hold of her.  

She “wandered the streets full of blasphemous thoughts, feeling alienated from 

God.”83 Overflowing with conflicting emotions, her lifelong commitment to the 

church butted up against its refusal to treat women as equals.  

Murray sent a letter to the members of St. Mark’s Vestry the following 

week, marking one of her first formal attempts to improve the status of women in 

the church.  She began by stating her religious credentials.  “I was born and 
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christened in the Anglican church and grew up in the family of a priest, played the 

organ, was a member of the altar guild, taught Sunday School, and was a 

participant in regular family prayers, litanies, and observances of the holy 

days.”84  After leaving the church in her mid-twenties, she told the members of 

the vestry that she eventually “fought my way back after a period of many years 

and with many doubts,” and chose St. Mark’s based on its adherence to the early 

precepts of the Christianity.85  Yet, recently none of this open spirit greeted her 

as she sat in the upper balcony and wondered, “‘Why is not one of the candle 

bearers a little girl? Why cannot the vestment lay reader be a woman of the 

church?”86 Murray asked the vestry to open “every office and activity in 

connection with the service to both sexes,” and to make these changes part of 

formal church policy.87  She closed her letter with a thinly veiled threat, “I might 

suggest that the congregation this morning appeared to be more than half 

women, and it is quite possible that women contribute half, if not more, to the 

financial support of St. Mark’s.”88 

Murray’s letter made its way to The Commission on Worship at St. Mark’s 

and caused quite a stir.  Seeming to relish the trouble she stirred up, Murray 
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described the meeting as “riotous” in a letter she wrote recounting the event to 

Moray Simchak, an active Episcopalian, and also someone she knew 

professionally from the U.S. Department of Labor.89 After spending “the better 

part of an hour” on the protocols for using bread during communion, Murray 

reported that the group turned to the question of women, and “the fur really 

flew.”90 Although Murray’s assertion that race and sex existed as analogous 

situations brought “howls and almost screams” from the men, women proved to 

be her toughest opponents.91 The “traditionalists”—women who wanted to keep 

positions closed to women due to long-standing practices—argued in favor of 

keeping with existing gender segregated practices. Some women opposed the 

move because they feared men would become even less involved in the church if 

women took on more work.  Finally, a twenty-six year old curate felt women 

should only adopt these roles in the absence of men. Murray left the meeting 

“feeling pretty bloody but satisfied that my opponents were bloodier.”92 

Murray’s letter reflects how the momentum and language of women’s 

liberation began to break through the surface of ecumenical and denominational 

groups as religious women made similar demands for equality within the church.  

Individual women in denominations like the Episcopal Church, United Methodists, 
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the American Baptist Convention, and the Lutheran Church, USA began debating 

the religious treatment, ordination, and leadership possibilities for women. 

Ecumenical groups like the Church Women United advocated for issues like 

equal pay, abortion rights, and the ratification of the ERA.93  These efforts picked 

up momentum in the 1960s, as women more actively agitated for ordination and 

protested language that depicted God as distinctly male.  They resisted the idea 

that the Bible sanctioned women’s subordinate status and fought against 

symbolic interpretations of woman as either a temptress figure or a pure 

virgin/mother.  Instead, they reinterpreted Scriptures and envisioned God as a 

woman in labor, a nursing woman, a midwife, and imbued with both motherly and 

fatherly attributes.  They also wanted tangible gains like better salaries (equal 

pay) for the positions they held in the church, access to better jobs, voting rights 

on boards, and more autonomy for women’s special auxiliary groups.94    

Despite this growing activism of religious women, their efforts remained 

sporadic and disconnected from one another throughout the 1960s.  Murray 

described her letter from Simchak as “an oasis in the dessert,” and confided to 

another Episcopalian woman a few years later that being in the church at her age 
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was a “lonely business.”95  Most of the women she knew had abandoned 

organized religion altogether and looked elsewhere for outlets of social change.  

One of Murray’s contacts from California Episcopal Diocese echoed these 

sentiments when she bemoaned how many of the women in the Episcopal 

Church simply wanted to go to church and remained uninterested in the history, 

theology, or the social outreach components of ministry.  Those who did hold 

positions in executive committees enjoyed the “prestige” of their positions and 

didn’t want to challenge the church hierarchy.96   Murray herself still remained  

“ambivalent” about the church during this time period and confined her efforts 

largely to working within her own congregation.97   

Thus, with one foot planted in the Episcopal Church and the other in 

liberal feminist activism, Murray cast a wide net in the mid-1960s and also looked 

to the growing, secular feminist movement as an outlet for executing social 

change.  In October of the same year of her letter to the vestry at St. Mark’s, she 

spoke on Title VII at a conference hosted by the National Council of Negro 

Women.  She called for a “straightforward legal analysis of issues arising from 

sex-based discrimination in employment.”98  In her speech, she drew on the 
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history of the passage of the nineteenth amendment and called for a partnership 

between women of color and white middle class women.  Betty Friedan read a 

synopsis of her speech in the news and called her on the phone to discuss what 

Murray describes as the “shoddy treatment” women received under Title VII.99  

Murray put Friedan in touch with Mary Eastwood, Catherine East, and Marguerite 

Rawalt, and a few other of her governmental contacts.  Collectively, the women 

wanted to establish an independent organization that had “enough political power 

to compel government agencies to take seriously the problem of discrimination 

because of sex.”100  Moray Simchak, Murray’s ally in the Episcopal Church, also 

joined this group, and the two women worked simultaneously on the early 

groundwork of NOW and the establishment of a Committee to Study the Place of 

Women in the Episcopal Church.101   

Murray’s role as a founding member of the National Organization for 

Women in 1966 points the crucial role religious women played in the 

establishment of mainstream feminist organizations.  Murray and Methodist 

activist Anna Hedgeman both helped found the organization, along with Sister 

Joel Read and Sister Austin Doherty. Similar to Murray, these women worked to 

enhance the leadership opportunities available to women in secular and religious 

groups. In addition to including religious women as leaders and participants, 
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NOW included an ecumenical task force, Women and Religion, which advocated 

for the ordination of women, favored reprinting of the Bible with non-sexist 

religion, challenged the National Council of Churches to eliminate sexism in its 

own ranks, and did work on behalf of Catholic women.102  When Murray and 

other Episcopalians fought for the ordination of women in the Episcopal Church 

in the 1970s, NOW members attended the denomination’s national conventions 

and circulated leaflets and petitions to support them.103  As Ann Braude notes, 

this partnership “meant that the organization was on record as viewing equality 

within one’s faith as the rights women needed in order to achieve equality within 

American society.”104 

Yet, Murray left within a year due to NOW’s support for the ERA, and its 

sidelining of racial and labor issues.   In her letter of withdrawal from the board, 

she cited a deep ambivalence towards the composition and general direction of 

NOW.  As opposed to its first year, the demographic composition of the 1967 

conference in Washington failed to impress her.  She reported seeing no 

“Catholic Sisters” and few women of color; thus giving little hope that the liberal-

labor-church coalition she hoped to build would come to fruition.105 The 
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organization’s decision to support the ERA further alienated her from its goals.  

Murray felt strongly that a constitutional amendment dedicated solely to women 

would repel labor groups and overlook women situated at the intersection of 

multiple identities.  Although she would later change her perspective on the ERA, 

in the late 1960s she favored a human rights amendment or legislative reform 

under the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendment.  Ultimately, Murray didn’t believe 

that NOW was “the best instrument to advance a universal platform of human 

rights.”106  Citing her own positionality as a woman of color committed to the 

goals of the labor movement, the civil rights movement, and women’s liberation 

simultaneously, she wrote, “I cannot allow myself to be fragmented into Negro at 

one time, woman at another, or worker at another.  I must find a unifying principle 

in all of these movements to which I can adhere.”107 

The Path to Ministry 
Although it would take a few more years, Murray ultimately found this 

“unifying principle” within the theoretical frameworks of the Episcopal Church. 

Her first indication that the institutionalized church offered a better opportunity to 

execute an expansive vision of human rights occurred when the General 

Secretary of the World Council of Churches invited her to participate as a 

resource person in the 1968 General Assembly in Uppsala, Sweden.  
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Established in 1948 in the wake of the human rights atrocities of World War II, 

the World Council of Churches was an interdenominational organization 

designed to execute social change on an international scale. The Assembly 

brought together member delegates from across the world to establish a social 

justice platform every eight years.   

Initially, Murray hesitated to accept the invitation.  She felt lukewarm 

towards the institutional church given her struggles to implement a vision of 

gender equality at St. Marks, but she perked up at the opportunity to serve as a 

resource person on a subcommittee of the Department of Church and Society.  

The recent assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr., President Kennedy, and 

most recently Robert F. Kennedy hung like a cloud over Murray, and she felt that 

King’s vision of a beloved community was “at an all time low.”108  Accordingly, the 

opportunity to serve on a committee on the elimination of white racism from 

European civilization peaked her interest and offered the chance to work with 

others who shared her vision of a spiritually driven movement of reconciliation 

and social justice.109   

Murray was not disappointed.   At Uppsala she witnessed what she 

described as “the greatest ecumenical gathering since the Nicene Creed (325 
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AD).”110 Murray viewed this event as a “religious counterpart to the United 

Nations,” and its goals spoke to the work she had undertaken her entire life.111  

Here Murray worked with Protestant Christians from around the world, Catholics, 

and participants from the Eastern Orthodox Church in the Soviet Union, Eastern 

Germany, and Bulgaria to draft a background statement on white racism that 

included a reference to the particular burden faced by black women. The work 

opened her eyes both to the work that still needed to happen within the church, 

and the possibilities offered by the Christian message of universal love and 

creativity.112      

Despite this energy, Uppsala also revealed how deeply entrenched “the 

twin evils of sexism and racism remained in the structures and theology of 

institutionalized Christianity.113  Women’s issues remained largely ignored at the 

assembly, and Murray joined a “lively women’s caucus” intended to challenge the 

entirely male leadership of the conference.114  Much like the caucus that 

challenged sexism in the federal government and led to the development of 

NOW, Murray joined with other women at Uppsala to protest their exclusion from 
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leadership and from the wording in documents exclusively geared towards 

men.115 

 This sexism felt particularly personal to Murray when the organizers of the 

assembly overlooked Eleanor Roosevelt’s work as a U.N. delegate during a 

ceremony honoring recently deceased persons.  Murray and Roosevelt held a 

lifelong friendship until Roosevelt’s death in 1962.  Murray particularly admired 

Roosevelt’s work as a representative for the United Nations upon her husband’s 

death, and her contributions to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.   As a 

fellow Episcopalian, Murray and Roosevelt also shared a common religious 

outlook, and after obtaining her law degree, Murray thought of herself as a 

human rights activist in the tradition of Eleanor Roosevelt.116  In her years as a 

priest she drew on the inspiration of Mrs. Roosevelt’s legacy as she described 

herself to friends and family as “that little Martin-Luther King-Eleanor Roosevelt-

Pauli Murray” whose job it was to nail “theses” to church doors.117   

With this legacy of Roosevelt and King in mind, Murray returned from 

Uppsala convinced that a platform of universal human rights within organized 

Protestantism was the key to bringing multiple disenfranchised groups together.  

Her own identity as an African American woman in the Episcopal Church, USA 
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meant that she had to balance the demands of competing factions during the 

Uppsala Assembly, often split between her priorities as a woman, a person of 

color, and a delegate from the United States.  Ultimately, she concluded, “to 

achieve some measure of personal integration and remain effective, I must view 

the hopes and aspirations of all these groups as inclusive and harmonious—not 

merely the rights of Black People, or Women’s Rights, or the Rights of Have-Nots 

but Human Rights, the unifying principle which undergirded all of the demands of 

these special constituencies—the essence of our own faith: universal love and 

creativity.” 118  Unable to find an outlet for this vision in either the feminist 

movement or the increasingly nationalist black liberation movement of the late 

1960s, Murray placed her hopes on transforming the church into “a creative 

revolutionary instrument.”119  As she recounts, “Uppsala fired me with a renewed 

determination to return to the United States and proclaim through my own life 

and work the universal sisterhood and brotherhood I experienced during those 

eighteen days.”120  If people like Murray didn’t feel completely comfortable 

walking through church doors, she would make the church a place that truly 

brought everyone into its fold.  

Unfortunately, Murray’s hope for implementing this vision of universal 

human rights couldn’t have come at more tense time in the United States.  The 
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Kennedy and Johnson administrations pushed through legislative agendas 

centered on anti-poverty programs, housing legislation, truth-in-lending acts, civil 

rights legislation, environmental preservation, and other reforms intended to 

expand the social safety net.121 Yet, by mid-decade, this trust in government 

began to decline.  Johnson's broad promises for quick fixes to social problems 

like poverty, declining educational systems, racism, and broken inner cities did 

not come to fruition.122  The Watts riot of 1965, Detroit in 1967, and others like it 

reflected how disillusioned many black Americans were with the Great Society.123 

White northerners, previously significant supporters of civil rights legislation, 

responded to these riots and the growing visibility of black power with 

disdain.  By 1966 they began to doubt governmental intervention in civil rights 

and also felt the financial pinch of both the war in Vietnam and the costs of the 

Great Society.124  

Amidst this clamor, Murray accepted a teaching position at Brandeis 

University, and campus life proved to be a microcosm of the racial problems 

unfolding at the national level.   Brandeis hired Murray to teach in American 

Studies, and Murray viewed her appointment as an “emergency response” to the 
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riots of the 1960s that followed in the wake of the King’s assassination.125 At a 

time when black students demanded their own departments on college 

campuses throughout the country, Brandeis joined the ranks of many 

predominantly white institutions attempting to meet this request.126  Despite being 

one of the only black faculty members on campus, Murray did not connect well 

with most of the radical African American students. She described her 

relationship with them as “light years apart.”  She sparred with them in the 

classroom over her use of the word Negro, and she joined other faculty members 

in condemning the actions of a black radical group that took over a major campus 

building for several days as they demanded the formation of a black-led, Black 

Studies Program on campus.127 Murray described her position at Brandeis as 

being caught “between white male institutional heads and black male challenges, 

supported by black male students.”128  She inherently bristled at the separatist 

and sexist tendencies she saw in Black Nationalism but also resented her token 

status as the only woman on color on a predominantly white campus. In a 
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critique that would echo into her later sermons she wrote, “To thrive, I needed a 

society that was hospitable to all corners—black as well as white, women as well 

as men, ‘the lame, the lost, the blind,’ the browns and yellows and reds—a 

society in which individuals were free to express their multiple origins and to 

share their variety of cultural strains without being forced in a categorical 

mold.”129  

Murray’s criticisms of the black-nationalist platform of her students rested 

on two sets of concerns.  First, she saw their efforts as anathema to the type of 

intersectional organizing she continually sought to implement in her own work. As 

she recounts, “the earlier consensus which had unified church groups, labor and 

liberal groups, and the major civil rights organizations around the goal of 

integration, was shattered in the mid-1960s and interracial coalitions fell apart.”130  

Despite promising interactions with many of the students enrolled in her law 

courses and the development of a socially driven internship program, Murray saw 

the program of militancy her students embraced as too ideological and not 

pragmatic enough to tackle the complexities of white supremacy.  In 

correspondences to friends and family over the next few years, she critiqued “the 

revival of hyphenated Americans and the idea of Black Power, Red Power, and 

Brown Power in opposition to dominant white power.”  By fragmenting into 

competing and disconnected identity groups, Murray argued that these extremist 
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positions “miss the essential ongoing of the present revolution of human 

rights.”131  Much like her reasons for withdrawing from NOW, she deeply 

regretted the prioritization of one set of identity concerns over another.  

Secondly, she saw the efforts of her students as intellectually-lazy and “devoid of 

any understanding of history.”132 She worried that a Black Studies program would 

further isolate and demean the academic rigor of subjects like black history and 

culture, and she also secretly worried that the demand for black faculty would 

narrow the pool of qualified candidates to develop these courses.133  Rather than 

seeing the demands for independent black studies programs as a challenge to 

existing methodologies and curriculums that presumed a universal, white 

experience, Murray joined other academics who saw the efforts of her students 

as a narrow expression of militant nationalism.134 

Yet, Murray’s concerns simplified the complexities of black nationalism 

and overlooked how women often led local manifestations of black power and 

pushed for the type of global, intersectional platform she herself embraced.  As 

an agenda focused on creating institutions that celebrated black cultural, political, 
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and social independence, black nationalists embraced an expansive political 

agenda that led to the establishment of local health care clinics, school lunch 

programs, affirmative action policies, and attacks on police brutality.  While 

Murray honed in on the redefinition of black manhood she witnessed amongst 

her students, women also sought to reshape their role in challenging white 

supremacy and embraced a black feminist platform often aligned with third world 

struggles for justice.135  The black student led movement that unfolded across 

campuses in the 1980s took a cue from these types of grassroots initiatives and 

pushed for pragmatic policy changes: increased financial aid, the expansion of 

affirmative action programs, and interdisciplinary, methodological frameworks 

that pushed back against the white-centered bias implicit in institutions of higher 

learning.136 In many ways, this agenda overlapped with Murray’s own vision of 

remaking institutions to accommodate the perspectives marginalized groups, but, 

at the time, Murray was not familiar enough with some of the broader 

manifestations of black power, particularly grassroots movements, to see beyond 
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this black masculine rhetoric and the possibilities Black Studies held for 

transforming institutions of higher learning.137   

In dismay, Murray watched these same dynamics unfold within the 

Episcopal Church.  When members of her own congregation at St. Mark’s floated 

the idea of forming a black caucus, she angrily shot a letter off to her 

congregation’s pastor, declaring, “You spoke of the needs of Negroes/Blacks and 

of young people, but I heard not one word about women who represent half of 

the Church’s population and who have been treated as second-class citizens for 

nearly two-thousand years.”138  In Murray’s estimation, only inclusive efforts that 

benefited the entire congregation should take place at St. Mark’s.  She flatly 

rejected the idea of a black caucus as a “separatist move” that flew in the face of 

Jesus’s gospel of love and inclusiveness.  She would only back the idea of a 

black caucus if it included all groups excluded from power, and adopted a 

platform supporting the ordination of women, and their ability to also act as 

                                            
137 As Martha Biondi shows, the frameworks developed by Black Studies served as an inspiration 

for other ethnic studies programs and led to a reformulation of the methodology, subject matter, 

and pedagogical practices of the Humanities.  See Biondi, chapters six and eight.  Rather than 

having an antithetical relationship with black power, other black feminists took inspiration from 

Black Nationalism and used it as a springboard for developing their own black feminist praxis that 

worked amongst multiple movements for justice.  See Sherie Randolph, Florynce “Flo” Kennedy: 

The Life of a Black Feminist Radical (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015).   
138 Pauli Murray to Rt. Reverend Anson P. Stokes, 19 October 1969, Folder 2184 Episcopal 

Women 2/2, Box 121, PMP.     



 

 92 

vestries, lay readers, crucifiers, acolytes, and deacons.139  In her estimation, the 

black nationalist gesture failed “to understand the most elementary principle of 

the present world revolution in human rights; namely, that human rights are 

indivisible, and that institutions and governments cannot recognize and 

implement the rights of one disaffected group over another without arousing 

resentments, creating divisiveness, and exacerbating (sic) the very turmoil the 

Church seeks to resolve.”140  

Importantly, Murray saw a distinction between the frameworks and 

philosophies of Christianity and the actions of its governing body.  While she was 

not naïve about the church’s long history of racism and sexism, she viewed these 

oppressions as a by-product of institutionalization.  Her work with women 

involved in the YWCA and the Methodist Women’s Christian Division revealed 

how some women rose above these deeply embedded traditions to execute the 

vision of social change that up to this point, Murray had to piece together from 

her participation in multiple movements for equality. It was in these groups that 

she witnessed multi-platform, interracial collaboration at its best.  When this 

message of inclusivity and love migrated over to social movements, it lost some 

its punch.  While influenced by King’s beloved community, Murray and many 
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others resented his marginalization of women’s issues, and the sidelining of 

women at key moments like the 1963 March on Washington. Similarly, while the 

founders of NOW imagined a broadly inclusive movement, within a year, Murray 

protested its unilateral focus on gender and its inability to attract a diverse 

membership base and execute an equally broad platform of justice.  While the 

institutionalized church was mired in these same limiting dynamics, it had 

something these other groups lacked—a historically rich tradition of social justice 

that Murray and others could pit against the racism and sexism of its power 

structure.   

The Episcopalian General Convention of 1969 gave Murray a chance to 

draw on this history of inclusivity directly.  In a move to accommodate the 

demands of an increasingly vocal Black Nationalist contingency, the House of 

Bishops simultaneously voted to allocate $200,000 for a black economic 

development conference while refusing to seat a female delegate from Los 

Angeles. As Murray and other Episcopalian women received word of events 

unfolding at the convention, they immediately fired off a telegram to the 

delegates, declaring their actions to be both “sad and tragic,” and stating the 

church had “failed in its mission.”141   Intended as a missive for all convention 

delegates to read, the women demanded that the convention recognize women’s 

right to vote, their right to sit as delegates and other elected positions, and for 
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their concerns to receive the same attention as all minority groups. 142  The 

telegram included signatures from three members of St. Marks: Murray, Irene 

Barlow, and Ethel Berger. Reflecting Murray’s contacts with other Episcopal 

women placed in government in the D.C. area, three others added their names: 

Morag Simchak, a member of the Episcopal Society for Cultural and Racial Unity 

and an employee of the Wage and Hourly Administration of the Equal Pay Act; 

Ina Bell Burns Lindsay, an African American woman and former Dean of the 

School of Social Work at Howard University; and Hilda Smith, a labor activist and 

former head of the Hudson Shore Labor School.  As Murray made a point of 

underscoring over the next few weeks, these signatories included two black 

women, highlighting how women of color bristled at the suggestion that they 

prioritize racial concerns over those of gender.143   

 Although Murray regarded a telegram signed by six women as “puny,” the 

1969 Houston conference gave her the opportunity to galvanize other women 

and begin organizing the groundswell she hoped to implement in the church.   

Murray admitted to Frances Young, a member of the Executive Council of the 

Episcopal Church and the Women’s Committee, that “Mrs. Aaron Oliver 

conveniently provided an issue so that our protest could be vocalized…It is 

serving notice on the law-making bodies of the Church that women are up in 
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arms.”144  Murray felt the time was ripe to develop a women’s caucus in the 

church—one designed to both highlight the pivotal role women played in the 

denomination and their increasing frustration with the secondary status they 

occupied. This caucus would also serve “to make sure the good church fathers 

don’t backslide,” and “try to transform it [the church] into a creative, revolutionary 

instrument.”145  

Increasingly disenchanted with her work at Brandeis and now completely 

removed from NOW, Murray went a step further in protesting the convention. She 

sent a separate memorandum to the Bishops a few days later which circulated 

widely amongst other Episcopalian women and ecumenical groups.146  Reflecting 

a tone much less conciliatory than the letter she sent to her own church a year 

earlier, Murray opened by describing her missive as “more in the nature of a 

prophecy than an appeal.”147  Over the course of ten pages containing twenty-

two itemized points, she outlined the abysmal current state of the Episcopal 

Church, its entanglements with a racist and sexist past, and the threat women 

posed to its future success if the church failed to meet their demands. She 

moved on by referring to the revered church leaders as “hysterical fish mongers” 
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stymied by “blindness, a lack of imagination, and a lack of experience.”148  In the 

end, it was clear what Murray wanted:  “nothing less than the full sharing of 

power within the church.”149   

In her memorandum Murray drew sharp contrasts between the 

Episcopalian women who obediently filed into church each week and their 

counterparts in the radical women’s liberation movement.  She described the 

radical wing of the women’s liberation movement as a dangerous separatist sect 

designed to pit men against women.  She felt that “younger, more able, more 

trained and active women are not in church.”150  Like herself, they were troubled 

by the theological misogyny of the church, but instead gravitated to the “new 

Female Liberation Movement.”151  Murray claimed that Abby Rockefeller, a 

member of Boston’s Cell 16, an avowed female separatist, and Marxist led these 

radical feminists.  In her estimation, this group was “revolutionary, anti-religion, 

anti-church, anti-family, and raises the question, ‘Are Men the Enemy?’”152    

Based on Murray’s previous involvement with NOW and her relationships 

with women in establishment organizations like the President’s Status on the 

Commission of Women and the Women’s Labor Bureau, she knew plenty of 

feminists willing to work within the system to change the status of women.  
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Indeed, she already collaborated with many of these women in the Episcopal 

Church, but anti-establishment, radical groups quickly caught the attention of the 

media and likely colored how white, male church leaders viewed women’s 

liberation.  Already scrambling to meet the demands of a black nationalist 

contingency in their midst, Murray now planted images of bra-burning feminists 

storming up the aisles, intent on destroying the institutional foundations of the 

church.  She drew on the specter of these radical groups to draw a sharp 

contrast between their behavior and the well-heeled women who still politely 

entered church each Sunday and, for the moment, played nice with male leaders 

to achieve their goals.    

Yet, even these mild-mannered women, she warned, could wreck 

fundamental havoc if they simply stopped doing the work they’d always done—

fundraising, Sunday school, organizational labor, and charitable campaigns.  

Murray explained that women like herself bristled at the attention the church 

directed toward the Black Revolution while ignoring “the less stridently articulated 

needs and aspirations of women.”153  If women formed a caucus and withheld 

their financial support and labor, she warned the church fathers would find 

themselves the target of “a women’s boycott, far more threatening than any 

challenge black churchman can mount, for women can be decisive with respect 
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to the Church’s business lifeblood—funds, contributions.”154  This withdrawal of 

individual pledges and support for larger projects would have an immediate effect 

on priest salaries and the charitable work of the church.  In Murray’s estimation, 

“the executive council would grind to a halt.”155  She reminded the members of 

the convention that a nascent women’s movement was in the works, and women 

existed as an “organized minority within the church,” ready to execute their 

power.156 

Murray’s words reflected her insight into the growing frustration of women 

in the church and their increasing mobilization.  Over the previous few years, 

Episcopalian women organized in groups and formed a committee on women to 

protest their secondary status.  At a weekend gathering in 1968, they came 

together to share their frustrations.  In a set of steps identical to consciousness-

raising in the secular feminist movement, the women gathered with the express 

purpose of exploring common sources of frustration, breaking down the barriers 

between them, and finding a language to explain the sexist stereotypes and 

discrimination they faced in the church.  Although heartened by the church’s 

recent decision to allow women to serve as lay readers, one woman described 

these efforts as a “a type of tokenism intended to shut us up.”157   
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At a meeting of the Episcopal Church Executive Council in 1968, the 

Committee for Women similarly reported mounting angst amongst broad swaths 

of female lay members.  After their first meeting, the committee compiled 

comments from women across the denomination and reported that women felt 

trapped in “an identity crisis” that pitted their tremendous support of the daily 

functioning of the church against the secondary status they occupied.158  Another 

member of the Women’s Committee reiterated the theme of tokenism.  Reflecting 

on the lone role she occupied as the only woman on multiple committees she 

stated, “I myself have occupied this role more often than I can list.  Countless 

times, I have turned up on a committee as the woman to sit with the Anglo-

Catholic, the Evangelical, the Negro, along with others who do the real decision-

making in another place, at another time.” Exasperated with this treatment, one 

woman reported, “Our long range goal is to involve women as first class citizens 

in the mission of the Church of the twentieth century.”159  

Murray’s bold memorandum served as a clarion call connecting these 

women across the Episcopal Church, but also pushed them to think beyond the 

singular axes of gender equality.   Echoing the sentiments of the Uppsala 

conference and the deep influence of Eleanor Roosevelt, Murray’s memorandum 

repeatedly gestured toward the indivisibility of human rights.  In her reflections on 
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the convention, she asked women to go beyond divisions that split the church 

along the lines of gender, age, and race.  Instead, it was time to transform the 

church into “an egalitarian democratic institution.”160 Murray thus used the 

position of women’s rights as a springboard for her larger appeal to a broadly 

inclusive movement.  Reflecting her long participation in the labor movement of 

the 1930s, the black civil rights revolution of the 1940s and 1950s, and her 

burgeoning feminist activism, Murray brought all of these elements together in 

her call for woman’s liberation in the Episcopal Church.  

Behind the scenes, Murray worked furiously to deliver on the promise of  

“a groundswell of women” she threatened in the memorandum.  She knew from 

her previous work on feminism and civil rights that this type of on the ground 

organizing often benefited from support of visible and well-known leaders.   She 

drew on this knowledge and experience as a networker to tap into the 

institutional resources of the Episcopalian Church as she worked with other 

women to develop a list of the key women in the denomination and also a 

registry of women at the parish level.  She insisted that “gentle persuasion” would 

not be enough to force the hand of male leaders.161  Instead women needed to 

combine their collective power and withhold funds, refuse to carry through with 
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traditional service responsibilities, and publicly embarrass the church with visible 

demonstrations that aired the dirty laundry of the Episcopalian denomination. 

Despite the confidence she exuded in her correspondence to church 

leaders, Murray admitted privately, “the immediate outlook was gloomy.”162 She 

understood that ordination in particular upended the very structure of gender 

hierarchies in the church that placed women in a subordinate position to men.  

For centuries, male clergy existed as the key authorities on theological and 

scriptural interpretations and were the only ones with direct access to God.  This 

power gave men the authority to shape the moral frameworks of the church and 

also set church policy on matters like the allocation of funds, the content of 

curriculum for adult and children’s study groups, and the church’s stance on 

social issues like abortion and birth control.   Accordingly, men not only held the 

role of spiritual leaders of the church, but also served as intellectual figureheads 

and policymakers.  Determined to uproot these traditions, Murray intended to 

“hammer away at the Church,” and “ask for the UNIVERSE, get a penny’s 

worth.”163  Like her previous activist work, she preferred to work within the 

existing system to advocate for social change, and felt strongly that the moral 

vision of the church would ultimately lead to dramatic improvements in the 

position of women and other minority groups within and without the Protestant 

hierarchy. 
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Although Murray continued her teaching at Brandeis, published in feminist 

journals, and worked with the ACLU during this time, she increasingly invested 

her efforts in changing the position of women in the church. She spearheaded 

the formation of groups like Joint Commission on Ordained ministry and also 

looked to ecumenical organizations like Church Women United to recreate the 

type of intersectional work undertaken by the YWCA and The Women’s Division 

of the United Methodist Church.  In 1970 she participated in Church Women 

United’s 1970 Commission on Women.  Founded as a wing of the National 

Council of Churches in 1941, Church Women United (CWU) began the first 

investigations into the ordination of women and their lack of representation in 

policy-making bodies in the 1950s and 1960s.  CWU included issues of racism 

as part of its work from the beginning, and drew on the leadership of black 

women like Coretta Scott King to challenge issues such as economic 

inequalities, racial violence, and discrimination.  In 1965, CWU formed the 

Committee on the Changing Roles of Women and worked to elevate scriptural 

interpretations of women and the church’s general treatment of them.  This group 

drew on the model of the black freedom movement but also introduced the idea 

of consciousness-raising before second-wave feminists popularized the 

practice.164 
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Church Women United placed Murray directly in the type of interracial, 

multi-issue network she failed to find within NOW and couldn’t quite tether 

together in the Episcopal Church.  Partnering with her previous ally from the 

Methodist Women’s Division, Thelma Stevens, Murray worked with other white 

activists like Charlotte Bunch to tackle a broad range of issues that extended well 

beyond a simple inclusion of women in church affairs:  hunger in America, school 

lunch programs, poverty, international peace, education, and racial justice.165  In 

a statement made to National Council Assembly of the National Council of 

Churches, the organization’s women’s caucus identified their key goal as the 

liberation and full participation of women in the United States, including the 

advancement of “blacks, browns, youth, and others.”166   The commission posited 

ideas that ranged from establishing regional workshops on women’s identity to 

conducting in-depth employment surveys of women employed by the National 

Council of Churches and denominational groups.167  

This survey bore the stamp of Murray’s influence and reflected the 

significant overlap between her faith-based and political work.  Designed to follow 

in the footsteps of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act and the vision of the EEOC, the 

                                            
165 Pamphlet, Church Women United, “Concerning Church Women United,” November 19, 1969, 

Folder 19, Box 1, Charlotte Bunch Papers (hereafter cited as Charlotte Bunch Papers), 

Schlesinger Library, Cambridge, Massachusetts.     
166 Statement Made to the 1969 National Council Assembly: Statement of The Women’s Caucus, 

Church Women United Task Force on Women, Folder 19, Box 1, Charlotte Bunch Papers.  
167 Ibid. 



 

 104 

survey would include educational background, maternity benefits, housing 

allowances, sabbatical leave, equal pay for equal work, insurance and retirement 

benefits, and opportunities for job advancements.168 During meetings, Murray 

continually drew parallels between the discrimination women faced within the 

church and in society at large.  In her opinion, the unfair disadvantage women 

faced in the court system, employment, and higher education mirrored the lack of 

power they held within the church.  She advocated equally for change at the 

denominational level and the enforcement of national legislation like Title VII of 

the Civil Rights Act.  Despite this focus on gender-based disparities, she 

encouraged women to change existing societal structures so that both men and 

women could participate equally in society.  True to her faith in reconciliation and 

collaboration, she wanted to avoid polarizations that pitted men against women, 

and conservative female members of the church against younger women.169  The 

scope of this work was both ecumenical and international, and, in many ways, 

brought Murray into the fold of a group truly committed to an international, 

interracial, and multi-dimensional vision of social justice that many white, 

mainstream feminist groups failed to execute.    
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Religious organizations like Church Women United also had something 

else that many of the secular women’s groups popping up across the country 

lacked: an organizational structure backed by the longevity of a well-attended 

institution.  Unlike the ephemeral feminist groups that sprung up quickly and 

disappeared just as rapidly across the country during the 1960s-1980s, individual 

churches, denominations, and ecumenical groups had a large army of well-

networked women who used church resources to communicate with one 

another.170  As Braude notes, the largest reading audience of Betty Friedan’s 

Feminist Mystique was the United Methodist Women.171  These groups included 

women who knew how to run large-scale organizations and also manage smaller 

grassroots groups that directly influenced the feminist movement.  Groups like 

the National Coalition of American Nuns took stances against poverty, racism, 

and militarism.  The Unitarian Universalist Women’s Federation likewise fought 

the repeal of abortion and published an anthology in the 1970s that included 

theologians like Mary Daly and secular feminists like Betty Friedan.  These 

women were highly educated, employed, networked, and well versed in the 

constraints of patriarchy.172   
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Throughout the 1960s and the 1970s, Murray worked within these types of 

religious organizations to particularize the experiences of black women while 

simultaneously arguing for a platform of universal human rights—a vision she 

increasingly struggled to execute in groups like NOW and the black liberation 

movement.  Despite its deep entanglements with multiple forms of oppression, 

the institutional church offered an opening for the vision of universal human rights 

she wanted to imprint on society. Murray’s efforts to change the institutional 

culture and practices of the Episcopalian Church reflected her decades of 

training as an activist immersed in multiple movements for social justice and her 

desire to work within the system to execute a vision of egalitarian democracy.  

The steps she took from a practical standpoint to form NOW—contacting other 

women, examining the ins and outs of the law, and tapping into the expertise of 

others—mirrored her efforts to form a woman’s caucus in the Episcopal Church.  

While she withdrew from NOW by the end of the decade, she ultimately found a 

framework for articulating human rights within organized religion that resonated 

with all of her previous civil rights campaigns.   

Murray’s Liberation Theology 
By the early 1970s, Murray’s faith in the legal system as an agent of social 

change began to flounder.  The Watergate scandal in particular shook her to the 

core.  As she later told an interviewer from Ebony, Watergate overlapped with 

her time at Brandeis, and she was devastated to learn that two lawyers had been 
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involved in the scandal at a time when she was trying to teach her students that 

law could be an active agent of social change.173 Murray’s classes on campus 

continued to grow in popularity, and her student evaluations reflected high marks.  

Emboldened by this positive feedback, she developed an internship program that 

gave students credit for social justice work with groups like the Massachusetts 

Commission against Discrimination, the Civil Liberties Union, the Welfare Rights 

Organization, and the Governor’s Commission on the Status of Women.174  Yet, 

it felt hypocritical to offer these avenues to her students when everywhere she 

looked, she witnessed a dearth of moral and spiritual grounding in national 

affairs, and the law no longer seemed like a sufficient tool for addressing social 

ills.   

The death of Rene Barlow in 1973 also pushed Murray to think about her 

own mortality and the best way to fight for the causes she held close to her heart. 

In a correspondence to friends and family members, she described how the 

death of Barlow and Barlow’s mother “brought me face-to-face with what Paul 

Tillich has called ‘the ultimate concern.’”175 During Barlow’s death and that of 

Aunt Pauline in 1955, Murray acutely felt the “inadequacy of my lay ministry in 
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these crises,” when she could not administer the last rites to either woman.176   

As a lawyer and teacher, she felt unequipped to properly comfort her loved ones 

and fully address the pressing social concerns she worked so vehemently to 

achieve.  To overcome these inadequacies, she announced that the next “logical 

step” was spiritual training.177   Drawing on the language and vision of the 1968 

Uppsala Conference, she declared that she hoped to be “a creative force in the 

resolution of social conflict and in personal and social reconciliation.”178  She 

would continue to battle the church’s decision not to ordain women, and with 

good humor described her decision to enter the seminary as a “mixed blessing” 

to church fathers.179 

Murray had always faced professional disadvantages because of her race 

and gender, but when she entered General Theological Seminary (GTS) in 1973, 

she had the added handicap of seeking ordination in denomination that did not 

yet offer this option to women.  Women’s rights advocates optimistically hoped 

that the triennial Convention in Louisville that fall would lead to approval of 

women’s ordination, but Murray barely had time to crack open her first book 

before an organized opposition voted down the measure.180  Although previously 

quite active in advocating for female ordination, Murray took a step back upon 
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her entry to GTS and left the higher profile activist work to others. As a new 

student, Murray wanted to maintain her optimistic mood and isolate herself from 

the vicious attacks conservatives leveled at women’s rights advocates.  By 

choosing not to attend, she recalled, “I was less battered than the women who 

went with such fervent hope.”181  

Yet, within the hallowed walls of GTS, Murray failed to escape the racism 

and sexism that still plagued the larger Episcopal Church.  GTS was the oldest 

seminary in the Episcopal Church and sorely lacking in racial and gender 

diversity.  The 133 enrolled students included 114 men and only 19 women.   

Additionally, Murray’s Divinity Master’s Program contained only three black 

students, and she was the only woman in this group.  The faculty also did not 

include any women and only one person of color.182  GTS began admitting 

women within the last eight months, and much of the derision she hoped to avoid 

from active involvement in convention politics erupted in her daily interactions 

with other students and faculty members.  In reference to her fellow students, 

she exclaimed, “We have our share of thieves and bigots here.”183  One male 

seminarian suggested that the coverage women received in the New York Times 

for seeking ordination put him at a disadvantage because he didn’t have this type 
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of backing for his own career.  Another made a racist remark to Murray about 

black crime in ghettos, and in exasperation Murray declared, “There are times 

when I look at my fellow seminarians, and say, “‘God, help the Church!’”184  While 

she did find individuals with talent and compassion, in her estimation, GTS 

lacked the type of leadership and compassion it needed to move into the 

twentieth-century.185   

  Although she stepped back from direct involvement in larger church 

politics, Murray had no intention of remaining silent about the sexism and racism 

she saw unfolding within GTS.  After only eight months of matriculation, Murray 

described the institution in very unflattering terms to another seminary student.  

In her estimation GTS was a “white Anglo-Saxon Male institution run by and for 

the convenience of White Anglo-Saxon Males; to train White Anglo-Saxon Males 

to minister to White Anglo-Saxon Males; Women and non-Anglo-Saxon 

minorities are only incidental to its main thrust.”186  This trend, she insisted, 

permeated every aspect of the institution based on who held power and prestige, 

and also colored the liturgy, sermons, the Eucharist, and daily faculty 

processions.  She attributed this gross disparity to the “dead hand of two-

thousand years of tradition,” and a “distorted theology” adapted to keep a male 
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hierarchy in tact.187  She cautioned that those in power would be hesitant to 

change a system that benefited them so readily, and while individual faculty 

members seemed open to the possibility of female equality and ordination, 

collectively she regarded them as “sad sacks.”188 

Of course, Murray was not shy about offering suggestions on how to 

remedy these shortcomings.   In an open letter she sent to the Board of Trustees 

and the community of GTS, she asked them to consider why so few students of 

color entered the doors of the seminary.  True to her legal training, she 

recommended vigorous affirmative action steps including the recruitment and 

training of female faculty, a fellowship program for recruiting women, African 

Americans, and other minorities, and sending out invitations to female deacons 

and lay professionals to offer sermons and addresses to the campus 

community.189  She wanted to see more women on the board of trustees, and 

courses covering women and minorities in relation to theology and pastoral 

education.  She also insisted that GTS needed to engage actively and execute 

an ongoing ministry with the surrounding Chelsea Neighborhood, a community 

known for its ethnic and social diversity.  These steps, she suggested, would 

“break the image of male dominance” that permeated the institution, and set in 
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place a plan that went beyond tokenism to truly change the culture of GTS.190  

Similar to the warnings she sent to the Bishops and Deacons of the Episcopal 

Church over the exclusion of women in 1969, she warned the leadership of GTS, 

“The issue will not go away; it will get worse if not handled constructively at an 

early date.”191 

Even with this environment as her educational backdrop, Murray hung 

onto the belief that that the church offered hopeful avenues for social change—

this time she looked to the burgeoning fields of black and feminist theology for 

answers.  Her master’s thesis investigated the tensions and potential sites of 

overlap and collaboration between the two philosophies. Her archives reflect a 

careful note taking and chronicling of key feminist and black theologians of the 

1970s, and how she worked to put the two bodies of thought into conversation 

when such curriculum likely never made it into her classes at GTS. In these 

documents and an article she published in 1980 in The Anglican Theological 

Review, she identified both theologies as part of the liberation theology 

movement that originated in Europe and Latin America in the 1960s.  Liberation 

theologies committed “Christians to radical political and social change, and 

[intended] to transform society in order to create a new and more humane 
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world.”192  Following this line of thought, she identified the goals of both black 

theology and feminist theology as a quest for “wholeness of the human being, 

authentic selfhood, self-esteem, and dignity.”193  Both frameworks grappled with 

issues of identity, sought to reclaim lost history, and developed new, liberating 

and self-affirming biblical practices and interpretations.194    

Despite this common grounding, she saw a danger in the tendencies of 

both feminist and black theologians to identify one particular type of oppression 

as the ultimate form of suffering and to consequently ignore, minimize, or view 

other marginalized groups as competitors.  While she carefully charted the 

opportunities and limitations of several key feminist and black theologians, she 

ultimately laid the most criticisms on black theology.  Black theology grew out of 

the Black Power movement of the 1960s, and Murray regarded its motives 

suspiciously, much like her interactions with black radicals at Brandeis and those 

advocating for a black caucus in the Episcopal Church. Similar to her appeals to 

the Bishops, she felt that black theologians quickly accepted a patriarchal system 

and an exclusively male God to the complete exclusion of women.195  While 

black theologians viewed feminist theology as a threat, Murray felt some white 

feminist theologians successfully incorporated the struggles of poor women and 
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women of color into their vision. Rosemary Reuther and Letty Russell, for 

example, executed what Murray saw as a “broad social analysis, a sensitivity to 

other forms of oppression, a willingness to engage in dialogue with black 

theology, and to overcome tensions.”196 Murray ultimately felt that women held 

the key to building bridges across race, class, and nationality based on their 

representation in every oppressed social group.   

At the same time, she did not accept feminist theology without 

reservations.  Echoing her critiques of NOW and other mainstream feminist 

groups, within feminist theology she found an over reliance on gender as the 

primary form of oppression, and she worried this “could obscure the goal of 

universal liberation and reconciliation, which lies at the heart of the Christian 

Gospel.”197 She also frankly addressed the tensions that still existed between 

white and black women, characterizing black women’s attitudes towards the 

women’s movement as ranging from “indifference and outright rejection, to 

suspicion, to cautious approval of certain of the movement’s goals coupled with 

aloofness and strong criticism of perceived racism and classism within the 

movement itself.”198 She optimistically identified consciousness-raising as a 

potential way for white and black feminists to develop dialogues on the issues 
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separating them.  Her hope for the future of the church and society rested on 

fruitful dialogue driven by self-reflection between white and black women.  She 

wrote, “Both are important steps in the healing process that builds mutual trust 

and the basis of genuine solidarity as we strive together in our daily lives to make 

real our vision of human wholeness.”199 

Ultimately, Murray drew on both feminist and black theology to develop 

her own theology of universal rights.  The figure of the black women lurked 

beneath her critiques of both intellectual frameworks, and she developed new 

ways of thinking which took into account the interrelated nature of racism, 

sexism, economic exploitation, and other forms oppression.  The breadth and 

depth of her message intermingled the legacies of black women like Jarena Lee 

and Sojourner Truth with the universalist perspectives of Eleanor Roosevelt and 

King’s beloved community.  In an unpublished piece written in 1979, Murray 

examined the role of black women in liberation theology.  Identifying the 

interstitial space they occupied, she noted their structural inferiority to white 

women and the sex bias they still faced from black men.  Similar to her appeals 

in the piece published in the Anglican Review, she concluded that wholeness 

would remain elusive to both theologies until the struggles of black women 

received full attention.200  Murray called for an end to racial polarization in the 
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feminist movement and the blind eye given to feminism in the black liberation 

movement.  Her agenda—for the church and secular society—rested on a 

universal vision of human rights that recognized “racism and sexism have 

common origins, similar manifestations, reinforce one another, and are deeply 

intertwined in the country’s institutions.”201  

Her melding of these two philosophies within a theological framework 

established Murray as one of the first voices of what would later become known 

as womanist theology in the 1980s.  Jacquelyn Grant, then a student at Union 

Theological Seminary, shared Murray’s concerns that both feminist and black 

theology held huge blind spots in regards to the nature of interlocking 

oppressions.202  Within the next decade, more womanist theologians would join 

Murray and Grant in responding to the gaps posed by black theology, feminist 

theology, feminist liberation, and black civil rights.  During the 1960s and 1970s, 

however, Murray occupied a lonely place as the patriarchal and racist norms of 

the Protestant denominations began to shift but not enough to accommodate 

those at the intersections of race and gender.203  
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As she wrapped up her final exams, Murray still did not know if she would 

have the opportunity to execute this vision as an ordained member of the clergy.   

Her fate and that of other female priests yet again hung in the balance as they 

anxiously awaited the decision of the upcoming General Convention in 

Minneapolis in 1976.  In a sermon written during this time, Murray challenged the 

delegates to buck a sexist tradition and also for local parishes and churches to 

take a stand.  She pushed aside the claims that historical and cultural arguments 

prevented the ordination of women.  She insisted that issues like slavery once 

also threatened to tear the church asunder, but changing times dictated that the 

church reverse previous stances.  She questioned why female ordination was 

such a stopping point and suggested that deeper issues like authority, 

obedience, sexuality, and local versus national church leadership struggles 

played a role.204   

Dr. Reverend Pauline Murray 
Amazingly, the vision of Murray and other advocates for women’s equality 

carried the day, and the General Convention of the Episcopal Church finally 

voted in favor of women’s ordination.  Murray spent the days of the convention in 

quiet prayer and meditation at home, but the news of the victory made her 
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dreams of acting as a priest a reality and broke through the decades of malaise 

and disappointment that marked her own individual battle with the church. 205  

The day thus ended a long and protracted battle in the Episcopal Church.  It had 

been 172 years since the Episcopal Church ordained a black male priest for the 

first time, and Murray’s ordination shattered the marginalized position women of 

color had held within the denomination for almost two centuries.206  

Despite Murray’s own recollections of “happy chaos” and “shimmering 

beams of light” at her ordination ceremony, the specter of her sexuality lurked in 

the background from the start.207  An article covering the event for The American 

News contained the title “Episcopals to Ordain Black Woman, Lesbian.” Despite 

the ambiguity of this headline, the piece referred to Murray’s ordination, and that 

of the church’s first openly gay woman, Ellen Barrett.  Murray clipped the article, 

underlined the title, and kept it in her files documenting the event.208  She also 

included a redaction, printed the following week, wherein the The American 

News apologized for the misunderstanding.209  While it is unclear who contacted 

the publication for the clarification, Murray’s archives reveal how closely she 
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followed the coverage of the event and her lack of reticence about correcting an 

error when she saw one.  Given her already precarious status as an unmarried 

black woman in a predominantly white denomination, she likely looked upon the 

headline with some degree of shock and dismay and quickly contacted the 

publication herself to rectify the error. 

While Murray’s letters and open love for other women revealed her own 

comfort with her sexuality and gender identity, this was not something she could 

openly articulate behind the pulpit.  Her words left room for a religious message 

of acceptance that included a diverse range of sexual orientations and 

expressions of gender identity, but it would be up to subsequent generations of 

activists, living under different circumstances, to realize the full potential of 

Murray’s liberation theology.  While the context of Murray’s life as a black woman 

and the scrutiny she faced as a leftist activist prohibited her from speaking 

publicly on both sexual orientation and gender identity, the theoretical 

frameworks of universal love she developed opened the door for future feminist 

and religious activists to draw on her ideas and further expand the parameters of 

faith-based activism.  The legacy of this work is the subject of the following 

chapters of this dissertation. 

Murray’s life story reflects how her vision of universal human rights 

ultimately came to fruition within the Episcopal Church, underscoring the close 

relationship between a long trajectory of leftist activism and liberal Protestantism. 

This history remains occluded because conservative activists successfully 
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depicted the goals of Protestantism as antithetical to goals of feminism and gay 

liberation.  Beginning in the years after World War II, a growing and very visible 

conservative movement treated feminism as a threat to the moral foundations of 

both organized religion and the nation as a whole.210  Many feminists likewise 

critiqued religion as an institution premised on patriarchal values and abandoned 

the faith traditions they grew up in.  This binary was cut through with the varying 

responses of women to both religion and feminism based on their race, sexual 

orientation, ethnic identity, religious affiliation, economic background, and 

                                            
210 In direct response to the visibility and success of feminism and gay liberation, conservative 

religious leaders bemoaned the loss of “traditional values” and the threats these groups posed to 
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relationship to other social movements.  Murray’s life sheds light on how some 

women chose to straddle both of these worlds simultaneously: critiquing the 

sexist traditions they saw embedded in Protestantism while also drawing on the 

breadth of its activist tradition.  The moral and spiritual vision of social justice 

Murray embraced continued to live on in future decades, and the subsequent 

chapters in this dissertation investigate both the opportunities and limitations of 

imprinting a religious vision of social justice on movements for feminist and gay 

equality. 
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Chapter 2: The Dilemma of Christian Feminism 
 

After delivering her sermon at the Chapel of the Cross in support of the 

ERA, Murray visited Duke Divinity School and spoke with students at the newly 

formed Women’s Center.  Her visit included a luncheon in the Women’s Office, 

and a potluck later in the day at the Duke Divinity School (DDS) lounge.  

Sojourner, a monthly publication created by the female Divinity students at Duke, 

reported that Murray shared her own experiences as a female in seminary, and 

her hopes for the future.1  Murray told the students that she avoided bitterness by 

always finding a new issue to address and not letting her frustration get the better 

of her.  Echoing the themes of her writings and sermons, she stressed to the 

group at Duke Divinity the interrelated nature of human oppression and how 

women of all races stood poised to work as natural allies in the fight for human 

liberation.2   

Murray’s words must have had a heartening effect on the group of female 

students gathered to speak with her.  Like Murray, women at DDS sought to 

reverse the decades of sexism that marked the coursework, make up of faculty, 

and daily practices on campus.  They also experienced isolation and frustration 

                                            
1 Sojourner, vol. 2, no. 8, February 7, 1977, Folder The Sojourner Newsletter, 1975-1977, Box 89, 

Duke Divinity School Records (hereafter cited as DDS Records), Rubenstein Library, Durham, 

Duke University, North Carolina. 
2 Ibid.  
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in a program that didn’t quite seem to take their concerns seriously and provided 

little to no support for female seminary students who sought careers in their own 

parishes and congregations.  Many of these students also took tentative stabs at 

linking sexism to other forms of oppression, and although their views did not 

contain the sophistication of Murray’s reflections on intersectionality, their version 

of feminism embraced an entire range of social issues and particularly stressed 

how racism and sexism worked in tandem.  Their struggles and triumphs 

followed the vision of Murray’s message and provide an example of how religious 

feminists worked within educational institutions to change the shape and scope 

of their education and the world around them.  

This chapter explores women’s attempts to institutionalize feminism in 

religious communities and to use feminism to transform institutions.   Beginning 

with a look at the relationship between the Methodist Student Movement on 

Duke’s campus and the sit-in movement that spread across North Carolina in the 

1960s, this chapter traces the emergence of a Christian feminist Left to the black 

civil rights movement. Members of the Methodist Student Movement at Duke and 

the campus YWCA and YMCA were among the few avid and active white 

supporters of the sit-in movement of the 1960s.  This chapter begins with an 

examination of feminist activist and theorist, Charlotte Bunch, and her 

participation in civil rights activism via the Methodist Student Movement (MSM) at 

Duke, showing how the student Christian Left drew directly on the inspiration and 

theological underpinnings of the black civil rights movement to support a wide 



 

 124 

array of social justice causes.3 This chapter goes on to explore how women at 

Duke Divinity not only formed their own campus women’s center but also fought 

for new theological interpretations of the Bible, gender-neutral languages in 

liturgy, and the inclusion of more female students and faculty on campus. As an 

offshoot of this group, the Resource Center for Women and Ministry (RCWMS) in 

the South formed in 1977 and developed a supportive community for female 

ministers across the South. These groups took shape against the backdrop of the 

sit-in and protest phase of the black civil rights movements in North Carolina, and 

the formation of feminist organizations and consciousness raising groups, both 

secular and religious, across the country. In particular, this chapter stresses how 

these theological frameworks led to more fluid understandings of gender and 

sexuality within religious circles in subsequent decades.   

Even as women found outlets for new visions of social justice within the 

frameworks of liberal Protestantism, they also met with roadblocks that stymied 

their ability to fully reconcile their identities as feminists within an inherently 

patriarchal institution. As religious scholar Ann Braude notes, women historically 

served as the backbone of religious institutions while simultaneously occupying a 
                                            
3 As noted elsewhere in the dissertation and throughout this chapter, historian Sara Evans, a peer 

of Charlotte Bunch at Duke, first made this connection in 1976.  See Sara Evans, Personal 

Politics: The Roots of Women’s Liberation in The Civil Rights Movement and The New Left (New 

York: Knopf, 1979).  This chapter builds off of Evan’s research, particularly chapter two, by 

exploring the support of the Methodist Student Movement and other religious groups that she 

highlights, making this study a fuller investigation of both the synergy and tensions that marked 

the relationship between a religious student left and liberal Protestantism.   
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place of subordination.4 This chapter examines three separate religious groups 

and explores what motivated women to remain within their respective faith 

traditions, even as they continued to occupy an inferior status.  After a decade of 

leadership and activist roles within the Methodist Student Movement and the 

National Christian Student Federation, Charlotte Bunch left organized religion 

entirely. Women at Duke Divinity and RCWMS took the opposite track and 

remained within the footprint of institutional religion.  In doing so, they made 

tremendous strides in changing the institutional culture on campus and the 

experiences of female ministers, yet they still battled isolation and patronizing 

attitudes from their fellow students and colleagues.  Taken altogether, these 

experiences illustrate how the message of the social gospel opened new 

pathways for imagining the future, while also foreclosing others. As students 

attempted to imprint their own vision of social justice activism on the church, they 

faced resistance from larger denominational structures that limited the scope of 

their actions.    

These religious groups existed as one node in a diverse and well-

established feminist landscape across the hub of universities and communities 

that locals referred to as the Triangle: the tobacco rich and thriving medical 

center of Durham, the state capital of Raleigh, and the radical bastion of student 

activism in Chapel Hill. Women interested in social justice causes could get 
                                            
4 Ann Braude, “Women’s History Is Religious History,” in Retelling United States Religious 

History, ed. Thomas Tweed (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977), 90. 
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involved in the Durham Women’s Center at the YWCA, NOW, Duke University 

Women’s Center, the Durham Women’s Health Cooperative, Triangle Area 

Lesbian Feminists, and Durham Women’s Radio Collective.5  The Lucretia Mott 

Feminist Caucus focused on issues like the passage of the ERA, daycare 

legislation, healthcare for women, abortion, gay rights, and followed cases 

related to sex discrimination.6 One of the subcommittees of the Women’s Council 

at Duke Divinity focused exclusively on connecting students and communicating 

with these feminists groups in the Triangle, encouraging students to attend 

national feminist conferences, and share ideas and experiences with others 

female groups in seminaries across the country.7  The North Carolina Council on 

the Status of Women took on issues related to the enforcement of child support 

payments, amendments to the 1983 Equitable Distribution of Property Law, 

reproductive freedom, and equal rights.  Local chapters of this group addressed 

rape and education prevention, day care, and access to abortion.8  The League 

of Women Voters, Business and Professional Women, and the American 

Association of University Women similarly kept one eye on the ERA as they 
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fought for racial justice, fair housing, and employment. Collectively, these groups 

formed a dense nucleus of social justice activism that was neither strictly 

religious nor strictly secular. 

Women involved in religious organizations in North Carolina thrived in this 

bustling atmosphere of the Triangle but also connected with a vast national 

network dedicated to a feminist social justice agenda, broadly defined. Charlotte 

Bunch networked with other students and activists at national and international 

conferences hosted by the MSM and groups affiliated with the national and world 

Christian Student Movement and became deeply influenced by the international 

dimensions of human rights activism unfolding through global ecumenicalism and 

the United Nations.  Women involved at Duke Divinity connected with other 

female seminary students through national conferences, publications, and events 

focused on bringing together women from across the nation.  They shared ideas 

and attended conferences with women on other campuses across the country 

like Scarrit College in Nashville, Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, 

California, and the Association of Theological Schools in the U.S., and Canada, 

and the Center for Women and Religion of the Graduate Theological Union in 

Berkeley, California.9  Likewise, the Resource Center for Women and Ministry in 

the South originated out of North Carolina but served as a centralized hub for 

women across the South to exchange ideas and experiences. While often hyper-

                                            
9 The Sojourner Correspondence Folder, 1976-1980, Box 88, DDS Records.   
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focused on gender equality, each group also embraced an intersectional vision of 

social justice and advocated for economic equality, racial justice, and, eventually, 

issues pertaining to sexual orientation and gender identity.  

Dirty Christians: Duke’s Methodist Student Movement and Civil 
Rights Activism 
 The black civil rights movement provided the impetus, training, and 

inspiration for the emergence of a feminist Christian Left in 1970s North Carolina.  

In 1979, historian Sara Evans established the connections between the New Left 

and feminist activism in Personal Politics: The Roots of Women’s Liberation in 

The Civil Rights Movement and the New Left, drawing a straight line between the 

ideas that came out of the civil rights movement and the burgeoning second-

wave of feminist activism.10  Her contemporary, Judith Hole, also contributed to 

this religious understanding of feminism as she included “the church” in her multi-

pronged analysis of the roots of feminism in the 1970s.  Pointing out that 

religious groups received less publicity than their secular counterparts, she 

showed how “feminist actions within the confines of organized religion have 

become an almost daily occurrence.”11  Casting a wide net, she underscored the 

critical role played by all individuals of the church: theology faculty and students, 
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ministers, nuns, lay leaders, women involved in auxiliaries of the church, and 

parishioners.  Here she traced the origins of feminist activism to Catholic, Jewish, 

and Protestant women through their participation in groups like National Coalition 

of American Nuns, The Unitarian Universalist Women’s Federation, The National 

Council of Catholic Women, and Church Women United.12  Evans kept this 

momentum going in her more recent publication, Tidal Wave, as she included 

religious groups in her argument that multiple types of feminists came together to 

pave a way for a new wave of activism in the 1970s.13   

Scholars of women’s religious history have done the most work to 

highlight how women joined this momentum to advance progressive religious 

causes.14 Ann Braude traces the religious origins of NOW, showing how women 

like Murray and Anna Arnold Hedgeman brought a religious focus to the 

organization.  She also points out that United Methodist Women formed the 

largest reading audience for The Feminine Mystique, and educated women from 

the Catholic order formed a professional, already established network to support 

                                            
12 Ibid., 390-396.   
13 Sara Evans, Title Wave: How Women Changed America at Century’s End (New York: Free 

Press, 2003).   
14 As established in chapter one, a large body of literature documents this involvement from the 

progressive era through the civil rights movement. Yet, most historiographies of the feminist 

movement remain exclusively focused on a secular interpretation of women’s liberation, and Sara 

Evan’s 1976 documentation of the religious roots of the New Left have made few waves into the 

explosion of literature on the multiple facets and complexities of feminism in the 1970s and 

1980s. 
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feminist causes like abortion rights.15  Susan Hartmann follows this line of 

argumentation, revealing the breadth of feminist issues taken on by women in the 

National Council of Churches.  Like Braude, she argues that religious women 

addressed issues of gender inequality before the secular feminist movement, and 

that religious organizations reflected greater racial diversity and a stronger 

willingness to take on controversial issues.16  In Jesus, Jobs, and Justice, Bettye-

Collier Thomas underscores the critical role played by women of color in the 

establishment of these organizations and points to women like Pauli Murray to 

show how they kept white women accountable to a truly intersectional vision of 

religious social justice.17   

One of the clearest articulations of the relationship between the New Left, 

the Christian Student Movement of the 1960s, and second-wave feminism comes 

from a non-academic activist who spent her college years participating in civil 

rights and the Methodist Student Movement at Duke in the 1960s.  In Journeys 

that Opened up the World, feminist activist Charlotte Bunch describes how her 
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participation in the Christian student movement of the 1960s (the YWCA and the 

Methodist Student Movement in Bunch’s case) opened avenues into greater 

activism in the 1970s.18  Bunch’s activities are of particular interest to this study 

because she entered the Women’s College of Duke University in Durham, North 

Carolina in the fall of 1962.  In 1963, Duke began the racial integration of its 

undergraduate campus, and three of the African American students enrolling on 

campus resided in her dorm room.19  Through her participation in the Methodist 

Student Center at Duke and the YWCA, Bunch connected with these students 

and others across the Triangle who sought to make the process of integration as 

peaceful and supportive as possible. 

Bunch began her education at Duke just as the sit-in phase of the civil 

rights movement erupted across North Carolina.  In 1960, four students from 

A&T College in Greensboro entered a Woolworth’s, took a seat at the counter, 

and politely requested service. Although Murray and her fellow students 

undertook these same efforts almost twenty years earlier in D.C., the actions of 

these four students sparked a new phase of sit-in movements, one that rapidly 

spread across the state and nation.20 The NAACP, The Southern Christian 

                                            
18 Charlotte Bunch, “Charlotte Bunch” in Journeys that Opened Up the World: Women, Student 
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Leadership Conference, and Congress on Racial Equality came together in 

supporting the student sit-in movement.  During this three-year campaign to 

desegregate public facilities, protesters in Greensboro and elsewhere butted up 

against the loyalty white business owners and community leaders held to racial 

segregation and white supremacy, even as they worked to maintain the state’s 

reputation of progressivism and amicable race relations.21   

Hesitancy to take a bold stance on race defined North Carolina’s white 

progressive politics.  In his “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” Martin Luther King, Jr. 

called out white liberals for dragging their feet on issues of racism and 

segregation.  He wrote, “I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that 

the Negro's great stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is not the White 

Citizen's Counciler or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate, who is more 

devoted to "order" than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the 

absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice.”22 City 

leaders in Greensboro drew on this same amicable but ineffective approach to 

maintaining race relations which meant that conversation and stilted negotiations 

replaced rapid change and the enactment of equality.  Not wanting to rock the 

boat, even sympathetic state leaders dug in their heels at issuing directives on 

                                            
21 Ibid., 98, 105-106, 150-152.  
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race directly to city councils and other governing bodies.23  As King wrote, [the 

white moderate] “paternalistically believes he can set the timetable for another 

man's freedom; who lives by a mythical concept of time and who constantly 

advises the Negro to wait for a ‘more convenient season.’”24  

North Carolina was no exception. Throughout the 1950s, blacks in 

Durham largely deployed tactics such as negotiations with the Human Relations 

Committee, surveys, and unfulfilled threats of mass boycotts and 

demonstrations---acts that played into the progressive white power structure’s 

desire to offer a façade of negotiation and good race relations without really 

enacting change.25  As the 1960s and the direct action phase of the movement 

erupted across Durham, white Durhamites wrote into local newspapers, calling 

for the same slow and measured response to civil rights while also denouncing 

the sit-ins. Most white clergy, including the white Durham Ministerial Alliance, 

condemned the protests.26  In 1960, arch-segregationist Beverly I. Lake lost the 

governor’s race to Terry Sanford but carried Durham by a narrow margin. Viewed 

as progressive on race and labor issues, Sanford represented the liberal wing of 

the Democratic Party in 1960s North Carolina.  Looking to grow employment and 

prosperity across the state, he focused on replacing manufacturing jobs with a 
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more diverse economy bolstered by a growing educational system.27 Yet, 

Sanford initially embraced this same tired vision of “managed race relations,” 

based on negotiations with the black community, delays, and foot dragging that 

resulted in no tangible progress in the area of civil rights.28   

A handful of social progressives and religious liberals bucked this trend. 

When the direct action phase unfolded, white liberals like Frank Porter Graham, 

former president of UNC, supported the protestors, and the North Carolina 

Council of Churches, The Greensboro Council of Church Women United, The 

Episcopal Bishops of North Carolina, the Greensboro Unitarian Fellowship, and 

the YWCA did so as well.29 During the sit-ins and his travels to poor black 

schools across the state, Terry Sanford eventually realized that this stance was 

wrong and worked to reverse the state’s long-standing policy of racial and 

economic inequality.30  He appointed three dozen African Americans to state 

boards, conferred with black business and community leaders on a range of 

issues, and continued to visit black schools, a situation that finally led him to 

realize the need to address poverty and education head on.31    

                                            
27 Ibid., 4.  
28 Ibid., 44.   
29 Chafe, 87; 110; 140.   
30 Ibid., 48.   
31 Ibid., 49-50.  Historians Bob Korstad and James Leloudis document the establishment of a 

series of community-based groups to undercut poverty and racial discrimination in their 
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The Methodist Student Movement and the YMCA and YWCA at Duke 

stood at the forefront of organizations supporting the black civil rights movement. 

Just as the church had historically offered pathways for women to participate in 

social justice campaigns, liberal Protestant groups on southern campuses 

provided an inroad to participation in black civil rights.32  In contrast, the 

Methodist Church across the South remained segregated and resistant to these 

campaigns. Barbara Benedict, the associate religious director for the Women’s 

College, was an active and supportive white ally to the black civil rights 

movement in the city and worked through the Y to involve Duke students in 

protests at segregated public establishments across Durham.33  Through her 

participation in the Y, Bunch attended her first demonstration in 1963 as part of 

an interracial pray-in group outside of a locally segregated church, and after 

seeing a photo in the newspaper of one of the black students she’d met through 

the MSM being beaten by a police officer, her convictions hardened as she went 

down the path to becoming a lifelong activist.   At the 1964 MSM conference, 

Bunch heard a speech from sharecropper turned black civil rights activist Fannie 

                                                                                                                                  
examination of the North Carolina Fund, which eventually fell under the umbrella of President 

Johnson’s War on Poverty.  See Robert R. Korstad and James Leloudis, To Right These Wrongs: 
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32 Evans, Personal Politics, 28-29. For more on the formation and ethics of the YWCA see Nancy 

Robertson, Christian Sisterhood, Race Relations, and the History of the YWCA, 1906-1946 

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2010).   
33 Greene, 80.   
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Lou Hamer as she addressed the role of student Christians in the struggle for 

racial justice.34  In 1965 she traveled to Montgomery and provided logistical 

support for the thousands of marchers who walked from Selma to Montgomery 

protesting racist voting practices.  Across the south, other students participated in 

similar groups as part of campus ministries (including Baptists, Presbyterians, 

and Episcopalians) and YWCA’s, becoming some of the first white groups to 

respond actively to the direct action phase of the civil rights movement.35   

The MSM was notably the most radical of these campus groups. Given its 

activist stance, it is not surprising that the Methodist Student Movement at Duke 

served as what Bunch described as “a place of intellectual and political 

ferment.”36 The MSM was part of the Christian Student Movement that began 

with the founding of the World Student Christian Federation in 1895.37  The 

                                            
34 Bunch, 128.   
35 Evans, Personal Politics, 29-30.   
36 Bunch, 125.   
37 Although dating back to colonial America, liberal Protestantism first came into its own in the 

1930s. The Social Gospel underlay many Progressive reform movements (focused on the uplift of 

the poor versus personal salvation of evangelical reform movements) of the twentieth-century, 

and provided a moral compass emphasizing Christian love, cooperation, good deeds, moral 

convictions, and individual sacrifice—ideals that dovetailed with the new Progressive social order 

based on uplifting the urban working poor and newly arrived immigrants. Women, in particular, 

participated in mission societies that drew on the Social Gospel to address issues such as 

prohibition, child labor reform, educational initiatives for women and African Americans, anti-

lynching efforts, interracial cooperation, and pushed groups like the YWCA toward greater racial 

inclusiveness.  Emphasizing a goodness of human nature, a belief in progress, and the coming of 

the Kingdom of Heaven on Earth, liberals saw the Bible in light of modern society as they sought 
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Student Christian Movement that both Bunch and Murray participated in 

combined global outreach with college campus activism, giving students a 

chance to participate in both local and international discussions about inequality 

and social justice.38  The Student Christian Movement was part of the American 

Social Gospel Movement and explored existential theology, or the search for 

authenticity in both secular and Christian forms.39 In the 1960s, Allan J. Burry, 

the assistant Methodist chaplain at Duke described this philosophy as an effort to 

combat “the loss of meaning in an impersonal and destructive world.”40  After 

World War I, college chapters of the Y began to form across the country, 

sponsored by mainline Protestants, Roman Catholics, and Jewish groups.  After 

World War I, the Student Christian Movement began exploring social issues and 

working for global peace within the frameworks of Christian Evangelicalism.  Like 

the formation of the YWCA and YMCA, the student movement stood out as being 
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Revolution, 1968-1973 (Finnish Society of Church History, No. 174), 1998.   
39 Doug Rossinow, The Politics of Authenticity: Liberalism, Christianity, and the New Left in 

America (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 54. Rossinow shows how the language of 

Christian authenticity (truth, justice and democracy) informed the language of students of the New 

Left, even in purportedly secular organizations.  Paul Tillich and Richard Niebuhr particularly 

influenced the Christian Left.  For more on both theologians see Rossinow, 61-65; 319 and 59-65; 

272.   
40 Evans, Personal Politics, 29-30.   



 

 138 

progressive on issues of race and placing women in leadership positions.  In 

1913, to take one example, the World Student Christian Federation hosted an 

interracial conference in Lake Mohawk, New York.  In 1955, 35,000 students 

from 80 countries came together in Athens, Ohio at a conference entitled 

“Revolution and Reconciliation.”  Here they formally embraced the black civil 

rights movement while also leveling critiques at America’s cultural and economic 

imperialism.41    

The momentum for religious campus organizations accelerated as the 

century wore on.  On the whole, liberal Protestants became increasingly active 

during the 1950s and 1970s as their core philosophy—the Gospel must be 

applied to heal the injustices of the world—overlapped with the key social 

movements of the same time period.  Existentialist theology offered searing 

critiques of American society—including international foreign policy, U.S. 

imperialist actions, and civil rights.  Although always a religiously driven 

movement, student participation in civil rights activism offered an opportunity to 

actively apply the principle of their faith to enact social justice in the world—a 

new purpose in life that combined social action with self-reflection.42  The social 

                                            
41 Evans, Tidal Wave, 4-5. 
42 Historian David Chappel argues that the civil rights movement actually operated more as a 

religious movement than a social or political one.  See David Chappel, A Stone of Hope: 

Prophetic Religion and the Death of Jim Crow (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press), 

2004.  Others, like Charles March and Paul Harvey show how black churches in the South 

supported social change based on religious tenets.  See Charles Marsh, The Beloved 
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idealism and religious language pulsing through groups like SNCC, spilled over 

into the energy and enthusiasm young students brought to their college 

experiences as they looked for ways to chart their own path in the world.43  

Combined with the participation of campus ministers who sought to avoid the 

confines of staid churches and their avoidance of political issues, the campus 

milieu offered a chance for idealistic young people to reject the conformity of the 

1950s while still holding onto the faith traditions they were raised in.  The 

Methodist Student Movement remained on the forefront of this initiative, 

combining the effort to avoid meaninglessness with an action-oriented approach 

to solving societal ills.44   

The result was a call for an activist theology that often sent waves through 

the larger Methodist community as students advocated for a return to the 

Methodist tradition of social action and religiously driven involvement in social 

causes.  In November of 1964, Duke’s MSM followed the lead of the National 

                                                                                                                                  
Community: How Faith Shapes Social Justice from the Civil Rights Movement to Today (New 

York: Basic Books, 2006); Paul Harvey, Freedom’s Coming. 
43 As Sara Evans notes, the language of SNCC’s statement of purpose exuded a religious 
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Student Christian Federation (NSCF) (a national group for Protestant students 

partnered with the World Christian Student Federation) by endorsing Lyndon 

Johnson for president over Barry Goldwater, specifically citing Johnson’s support 

of civil rights, the Anti-Poverty Act of 1964, the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty, and the 

Senior Citizen Medical Care Act.  The statement passed by the general assembly 

also expressed concern for the “disparity between poverty and affluence,” and 

issues like unemployment, education, and the exclusion of minority groups from 

full participation in societal structures.  Turning to the larger world, the statement 

went on to call for nuclear disarmament and a foreign policy guided by “concern 

for all people and their specific needs.”45   Mincing no words, the authors urged 

direct action on the part of its members, asking them to “involve themselves in 

the political party structures, local, state, and national levels, working for those 

necessary reforms in both major political parties which will ensure justice and a 

fair hearing for all issues and that they work for racial and social justice at all 

levels of American life.”46 

This stance did not reflect business as usual for mainline Protestants. 

While other denominational bodies had previously released policy statements on 

issues relating to women’s rights or civil rights, no group had gone as far to 

endorse a specific political candidate.  Indeed at the national NSCF conference 

                                            
45 NCSF Statement, September 15, 1964, Folder 16, MSM 1964-1965, Box 1, Charlotte Bunch 

Additional Papers. 
46 Ibid.  
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the following year, the organization defended its newly political stance, calling for 

a break from previous strictures that prevented “doing.”47  Reflecting this 

departure from existing precedents, the North Carolina Methodist Student 

Movement dedicated an entire issue in their state publication, The Crusader, to 

the campaign.  While the North Carolina MSM endorsed the statement from the 

NSCF, they carefully avoided framing the endorsement as a command and used 

words like “suggestion” and “consideration” in reference to the decision.  Careful 

not to imply that they were demanding the Methodist denomination endorse 

Johnson (or any candidate), most of the articles argued in favor of the 

Johnson/Humphrey ticket and the right for students to engage in politics as 

Christians. One student wrote, “We feel it is the responsibility of Christians to 

become intelligently involved in the political order whether it be national elections 

or local legislation.”  In another article entitled “Dirty Christians,” a contributor 

wrote “to withdraw deliberately from the economic and political welfare of men is 

to misread the demands of the gospel and to pervert the ethical legacy of the 

Judeo-Christian religion.”48  One piece did argue in favor of Barry Goldwater and 

his commitment to maintaining traditional moral standards in the United States, 

                                            
47 Communique, vol. XXII, no. 2, November 1965, Folder 17 MSM 1964-1965, Box 1, Charlotte 

Bunch Additional Papers.   
48 The Crusader, November 1964, Folder 17 MSM 1964-1965, Box 1, Charlotte Bunch Additional 
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but overwhelmingly the student body endorsed an activist approach and overt 

support for Johnson.   

As the president of the Methodist Student Movement of North Carolina, 

Bunch took heat from local congregations for endorsing the decision. In general, 

the Methodist Church moved slowly on race issues and met the most resistance 

towards issues of inclusiveness in its white southern conferences.  Although 

Methodists established a commission on race and reconciliation in 1960, it was 

not until 1964—the same year as the MSM protests—which the denomination 

resolved to begin the slow process of merging its black and white conferences 

and address disparities in parsonages, salaries, and underrepresentation at the 

leadership level.  Southern churches would be the last to implement these 

voluntary efforts (it would take until 1973), and in 1964 southern Bishops sent a 

letter to churches, assuring them that “regional autonomy” would not be lost.49  

During this same year, Barry Goldwater lost the presidential election but carried 

the bulk of white votes across North Carolina as his calls for a return to traditional 

morality embedded in white supremacist language struck a chord with 

conservative voters across the state.50  In response to this political climate, 

Bunch created a form letter to circulate to ministers across the state.  Following 

                                            
49 In 1968, black Methodists leaders formed Black Methodists for Church Renewal to protest the 
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the tone in The Crusader, she assured clergy that MSM was not “dictating” a 

particular course to anyone and “welcomed” disagreement on the choice to 

endorse a candidate.  At the same time, she invoked the autonomy granted to 

campus organizations when she went on to write, “We recognize that the church 

cannot be solely identified with one party or even with one candidate; we must 

retain our own integrity and our right to examine each situation on its own merits 

and to make decision from our stand point as Christians.”51  In this way Bunch 

attempted to fall back on a Christian tradition of personal reflection and morality 

even as she knew many conservative clergy across the state would write off her 

words as tainted with the same liberalism Goldwater vowed to stamp out. 

  Bunch found herself directly embroiled in another aspect of the 1964 

election when the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP) challenged 

their state’s all white primary.  Also serving as a national officer for the Methodist 

Student Movement, Bunch participated in a committee that moved to formally 

endorse the efforts of the MFDP. Organized by Fannie Lou Hamer, SNCC 

founder and student organizer Ella Baker, and SNCC and COFO leader Bob 

Moses, the MFDP grew out of efforts of the 1964 Freedom Summer when 

students across the country traveled to Mississippi to register black voters.  

Unsuccessful in their efforts to work around the all-white primary due to literacy 

tests and poll taxes, the MFDP challenged the legitimacy of the state’s delegation 
                                            
51 From Charlotte Bunch to North Carolina ministers, 20 October 1964, Folder 17 MSM, 1964-

1965, Box 1, Charlotte Bunch Additional Papers. 
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election process and sought to unseat the delegation.  Arguing that the 

Mississippi delegation violated party rules and federal law, the MFDP traveled to 

Atlantic City in August of 1964.  Receiving national attention, Hamer’s speech 

before the credentials committee spoke volumes to the level of violence and 

terror blacks faced across Mississippi and the Deep South as they fought to 

participate in democratic structures.  She detailed the intimidation and violence 

she bore at the hands of police in Mississippi after registering to vote, including a 

violent beating as police forced fellow black prisoners to hold her down and 

repeatedly hit her with a weapon.   

 Hamer’s speech underscored the raced and gendered dynamics of white 

supremacy.  Although demanding the right to vote, the second class-citizenship 

she invoked left her vulnerable to a system of sexual abuse at the hands of white 

men and made a mockery of the ideals of freedom and democracy supposedly 

available to all Americans.  As she queried in her speech, “Is this America, the 

land of the free and the home of the brave, where we have to sleep with our 

telephones off the hooks because our lives be threatened daily, because we 

want to live as decent human beings, in America?”52 While all black Americans 

who challenged institutionalized racism risked severe economic reprisals and 

                                            
52 Fannie Lou Hamer, ”Testimony Before the Credentials Committee, Democratic National 
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http://americanradioworks.publicradio.org/features/sayitplain/flhamer.html, (accessed March 13, 

2018).    

 



 

 145 

physical violence, black women stood to lose the most as they faced the terrors 

of sexualized violence that marked race relations across the country.  Hamer’s 

testimony before Congress didn’t just address black civil rights—she also 

underscored gendered and raced dynamics of sexual abuse, buttressed by 

severe economic inequalities.   

Hamer’s words also forced the American public to grapple with the 

atrocities of black disenfranchisement as it came across the airwaves into their 

home for the first time.  The DNC eventually decided not to seat the MFDP, 

worried that their presence would drive a further wedge between conservative 

southern democrats and the more liberal wing rallying behind Johnson.  After 

being offered two “at large seats,” Hamer famously stated, “We didn’t come all 

this way for no two seats when all of us is tired.”  Hamer’s speech and the MFDP 

led to the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act the following year, and in 1968 

Hamer served as the first African American delegate since Reconstruction to 

serve in the Mississippi voting delegation.53   

  Although people across the country registered shock at Hamer’s words, 

Bunch’s participation in the MSM had opened her eyes to these atrocities for the 

past several years.  In 1962 she traveled to Montgomery, Alabama with a 
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Methodist delegation as part of the efforts to support the Selma march.  The hotel 

where the interracial group planned to stay refused to offer rooms until Peggy 

Billings, MSM Secretary, threatened to pull any future business of the entire 

Methodist Conference unless the reservation was fulfilled.  Remarkably, the 

threat worked, and the group provided necessary logistical support to the 

marchers. Many of the southern women who participated in Freedom Summer in 

1964 came from religious backgrounds and participated in the MSM.54  Although 

Bunch did not do this work, she was deeply aware of the risks and intimidation 

volunteers faced.  In a 1965 correspondence to friends, she apologized for the 

delay in getting out her letter, remarking that her thoughts had been with 

Mississippi.55 She included an enclosure detailing another student’s experiences 

registering voters. In this piece, the student described her work with the NCCOC. 

The student traveled to Greeneville, Mississippi and later Holmes County with a 

white Priest, a white Baptist, and an African American minister and his wife.  

After witnessing the innumerable ways the deck was stacked against black 

people who attempted to vote, she concluded “the whites of the deep South will 
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never voluntarily give Negroes their rights.”56  These words had a heartening 

effect on Bunch, and in her reflections on this time she wrote, “I see that 1963 

was the turning point in my life, moving me inexorably from timid moral 

opposition to the unfairness of segregation in the South to a wider political 

understanding of injustices in the world and a commitment to work against 

them.”57   

It was at this point that Bunch began to move from a singular focus on the 

injustices of racial discrimination in the American South towards an intersectional 

understanding of how gender, race, and class discrimination needed to be 

tackled on multiple levels across the nation and world.  Defending the MSM 

support of the 1964 MFDP, Bunch told Encounter “[We] need to see this 

resolution as a symbol in the field of human rights and I hope no one will feel we 

are discussing one particular section of the country.”58 Like Murray, Bunch 

invoked the language of human rights over civil rights to gesture towards an 

intersectional understanding of multiple forms of oppression that infiltrated 

institutional structures across the United States. Given the broad scope of 

discussions and debates happening in the Christian Student Movement around 
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war, internationalism, and the status of women, Bunch understood that the 

racism unfolding in the South represented a microcosm of what was happening 

elsewhere across the country and world.  Like many of her youthful peers, Bunch 

was determined to push religious communities to the forefront of changing this 

system.  

Much of this growing awareness came from the international focus of the 

Christian Student Movement.  During the 1960s a multitude of pressing issues 

came together:  decolonization, the pursuant meaning of women’s rights and 

human rights on an international scale, the Vietnam War, and United Nations 

Conventions focused on apartheid, Palestine, economic disparities of wealth, and 

the role of women in economic development.  The international student 

conferences Bunch attended captured this energy. As a participant in the 1963 

World Student Christian Federation Conference, for example, Bunch had the 

opportunity to attend panels on “the missionary perspective,” the civil rights 

movement, and a session entitled “reports from the church and the various parts 

of the world.”59  Composed of students from the Methodist Student Movement, 

the Baptist Student Movement, and the Lutheran Student Association, 
                                            
59 Although women had lost much of the autonomy they once had in the missionary movement 

after the 1920s, the roots of the Protestant missionary movement gave women a chance to 

exercise leadership roles otherwise closed to them in the church as they opened schools, held 

conferences, ran their own auxiliaries, and spread an evangelistic message across the world.  

These early leadership roles paved the women for women to agitate for even greater 

responsibility in the church beginning in the 1960s.  See Dana L. Robert, American Women in 

Mission: The Modern Mission Era, 1792-1992 (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2010).    
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conferences like these connected students and church lay persons with 

perspectives from other countries and religious dominations.60 In her later 

reflections on this time period, Bunch describes the campus YWCA and the 

Methodist Student Movement at Duke as politicizing groups, but the affiliated 

conferences as events where she truly “discovered the world.”61  It was during 

these occasions that she heard speakers from places like South Africa, 

Czechoslovakia, and Latin America. At a YWCA event in Hokkaido, she had her 

first encounters with activists from Asia, and in 1966 she traveled to Geneva as 

part of the World Council on Churches World Conference on Church and 

Society.62  These experiences oriented feminists involved with religious 

movements towards an international perspective and acquainted them with 

articulations of human rights emanating from other countries.  

While gender would emerge as a driving force in the global women’s 

movement in the following decade, the terminology of human rights within the 

international Christian movement still spoke largely from a male experience, 

ignoring or sidelining the presence and concerns of women.  As a youth delegate 

at The World Council of Churches’ (WCC) conference in Geneva in 1966, Bunch 

marched with a group of students to UN headquarters to voice concerns over 
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war, racism, and poverty.  While exhilarating, Bunch noticed a lack of women 

amongst the delegates and student marchers.63  Pauli Murray noted a similar 

phenomenon during her participation in the WCC in Uppsala, Sweden in 1968, 

particularly the exclusion of women in key policy-making seats of the council.64  

Although women constituted a large proportion of the missionaries who traveled 

the world and also attended these Christian conventions, the link between human 

rights and women’s rights was still difficult to implement into the practice and 

policies of these global structures.65  Pauli Murray served as an incredible 

pioneer in this regard as she tackled the twin pillars of gender and race 
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oppression while also applying the frameworks of human rights to her teaching, 

writing, activism, and ministry. While Bunch would eventually get to this point, it 

would not be until the mid-1980s—against the backdrop of Declaration of the 

Elimination of Discrimination Against Women and the UN Decade for Women---

that she found the vocabulary to truly execute on a vision of intersectional, global 

feminist activism.66  Yet, the building blocks for this work unfolded as she kept 

one foot planted in civil rights activism in the United States and another in the 

international scope of the student Christian movement.   

As someone who held multiple leadership positions across the Methodist 

Student Women and witnessed African American women driving the black civil 

rights movement, Bunch reported experiencing minimal sexism as a member of 

the student Christian Left. After graduating from Duke, her participation in 

ecumenical groups like the National Student Christian Federation led her to the 

position of the first student president of the University Christian Movement. 

Founded from the growing ecumenical transformation of the National Student 

Christian Federation in 1966, the organization hoped to draw students, faculty, 

                                            
66 The 1975 International Women’s Year Conference in Mexico City was the first UN gathering 
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staff, and campus ministers into the fold of a group that wasn’t beholden to 

denominational bodies like its predecessor. This group consisted mainly of 

students from Protestant denominations but also attracted Catholics, Orthodox 

Christians, and non-Christians.67  As the first president of this group Bunch 

continued to climb the leadership ranks of the student Christian movement, 

feeling largely uninhibited by her gender.  

It was the UCM’s overlap with the New Left, however, that heightened her 

awareness of the virulence of sexism in activist organizations. Bunch recalls that 

it was not unusual for students to attend events sponsored by secular groups like 

the Students for a Democratic Society or the Mobilization Committee to End the 

War in Vietnam, and it was during this time that she branched off from her work 

in ecumenical organizations, civil rights, and the MSM to male-dominated groups 

of the New Left.68 As part of the UCM, she began to work with The Institute for 

Policy Studies, a progressive D.C. think tank that championed causes like anti-

war activism and the civil rights movement in the 1960s.  For the first time, Bunch 

recalled feeling “invisible” in meetings.  She raised points that others routinely 

ignored, only to receive acknowledgment and support when a male later brought 

up the same issue.  Unused to this treatment, Bunch began to notice other signs 
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of rampant sexism across the New Left and formed a women’s consciousness-

raising group in 1966 in response to this treatment.69   

Bunch’s involvement in women’s consciousness-raising groups 

corresponded with a similar movement in organized religion as women began 

challenging their marginalized role in the church. In 1969, Bunch began working 

on a committee within Church Women United called “Women in Today’s World.”  

The group focused on activating women’s “full participation in church and 

society.”70  Bunch and Murray would serve on this commission together, along 

with women from Protestant, Orthodox, and Roman Catholic faiths.  They 

focused on economic justice for women, educational issues, poverty, school 

lunch programs and international peace.71  The women supported liberation for 

all women in the United States, “black browns, youth, and others” and nodded to 

the civil rights movement as they acknowledged “when we look back into History, 

we know as well as blacks that ‘we’ve been here before.’ We’ve experienced 

change up to a certain point, only to fall back.”  They critiqued the “anachronistic 

attitudes” embedded in church theology and its institutions, and called for greater 

representation of women on the governing board of the National Council of 
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Churches (only 11 women out of 200 members).72  This focus entwined the 

liberation theology of the black freedom movement with strong critiques of 

androcentrism in the church and its related organizations.  

Recognizing the overlap between the secular manifestations of feminism 

and those unfolding in religion, Bunch’s published her first feminist manifesto 

through the institutional channels she was the most efficient at navigating: MSM 

and the UCM.   In 1969, she served as the editorial assistant for Motive 

Magazine, a publication of the University Christian Movement and the Methodist 

Student Movement.73  At a time when feminist groups began publishing their first 

series of manifestos, Motive came out with its own special issue on the liberation 

of women in 1969.  Reflecting how Christian feminism operated in tandem with 

its secular counterpart, the issue explored topics like the emerging women’s 

liberation movement, the stereotypes and gender roles that limited women, the 

experiences of women in the New Left, and lesbianism.   The editor warned in 

her opening remarks that four letter words would remain in tact throughout the 

issue.  Although largely devoid of any investigation of religion, the editor wrote in 

her introductory remarks, “All this is clearly Christian in its counter assumptions.  

It assumes brotherhood and sisterhood, with a radical call to mutual concern, 

                                            
72 Statement Made to 1969 National Council Assembly by the Women’s Caucus of CWU, Folder 

19 Church Women United Task force on Women, 1966-1970, Box 1, Charlotte Bunch Papers. 
73 Motive began publication in 1944 and served as an Avant guard publication, addressing issues 

such as world peace, nuclear disarmament, and issues relating to racism, sexism, and, in its final 

issues, heterosexism.  See Richey, 185.   
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involvement, and commitment.  It assumes working for justice and equality and 

dignity ‘on earth.’ And if fighting injustice, inequality and exploitation means a 

change basic enough to be called a revolution…amen.”74   

The religious publication, Social Action, featured a special issue on 

women and church in society in 1971 that reflected a similar melding of secular 

and religious feminist issues within a growing agitation for gender equality within 

the church. Produced by the religiously pluralistic Council for Christian Action, 

this issue included many of the local-oriented goals offered by other women’s 

religious groups: a reexamination of women’s roles in the church, recognition of 

the contributions women made to history and culture, the ERA, property rights 

and the children’s gender roles. In addition, this same issue encouraged its 

readers to contact members of the Senate and encourage them to ratify the 

Convention on the Status of Women.75  These topics reveal how religious women 

drew on the energy of the domestic feminist movement while also engaging with 

the larger human rights frameworks used by the nascent strands of the global 

feminist movement. 

Although religious feminist and the women’s liberation movements would 

continue to work through these ideas over the course of the next decade, Bunch 
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grew impatient with the politics and pace of both groups after coming to the 

realization that she was a lesbian. Looking for more radical outlets for articulating 

identities of gender and sexuality in an intersectional framework, she became a 

founding member of the radical feminist collective, the Furies in 1971.  Based out 

of Washington, D.C., the Furies were a group of lesbian-feminists who advocated 

for the overthrow of patriarchy, white supremacy, and an end to U.S. imperialism.  

Bunch’s entrance into lesbian feminist politics coincided with her decision to 

leave her husband, Jim Weeks, and develop theoretical frameworks for 

understanding a lesbian-feminist identity.76  Bunch engaged in a relationship with 

Rita Mae Brown, a radical lesbian separatist who had been expelled from the 

University of Gainesville Florida for her participation in the Civil Rights 

Movement.  The Furies proved to be short-lived, but they produced some of the 

first theoretical essays on a lesbian feminist identity and also espoused an 

intersectional understanding of liberation politics that looked beyond the 

concerns of white women.77   

In their first publication of the Furies, the collective’s monthly newsletter, 

they announced “We call our paper the Furies because we are angry.  We are 

angry because we are oppressed by male supremacy…It is a system in which 

heterosexuality is rigidly enforced and Lesbianism is rigidly suppressed.  It is a 
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system which has further divided us by class, race, and nationality.”  Insisting 

that a unilateral focus on capitalism, racism, or imperialism was not enough, the 

opening page went on to identify male supremacy as the roots of all oppression.  

Bunch contributed an article to this first issue entitled “Lesbians in Revolt.”  In this 

piece, she further elucidated the core philosophies of the collective.  They saw 

lesbian-feminist politics as the basis for women’s liberation.  Identifying 

lesbianism as a political choice, not a sexual act, Bunch and her twelve other 

collective members saw themselves as “woman-identified women”—those who 

chose to completely abandon heterosexuality and any affiliation with men.  

Bunch explained that male leftists wanted to “depoliticize sex,” attempting to stop 

women from identifying the source of their oppression. She wrote that women 

must seize power in order to wrest themselves from male dominance.  Despite 

this focus on sexism, Bunch insisted “our war against white supremacy does, 

however, include attacking other dominations based on class, race, and 

nation…Race, class, and national oppressions come from men, serving ruling 

class white men’s interests, and have no place in a woman-identified 

revolution.”78   

As a member of the Furies, Bunch began to articulate and execute a 

political philosophy that stood at the intersections of the multiple movements she 
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Collection, Rubenstein Library, Rubenstein Library, Duke University. 
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had witnessed since beginning her education in Durham in the 1960s: civil rights, 

anti-war activism, international human rights, feminism, and now lesbian-

feminism.  Although Hamer’s speech before the DNC in 1964 had spoken deeply 

to the gendered politics of white supremacy, Bunch didn’t draw a straight line 

between racism, sexism, and other forms of oppression until she began to 

experience them herself.  The sexism she encountered in the New Left proved to 

be the catalyst for opening her eyes to the relationship between multiple forms of 

oppressions, and her experiences in the international Christian Student 

Movement gave her the vocabulary to begin to encapsulate these ideas within an 

anti-imperialist, international frame. The revolutionary ethos of the Furies tread in 

a similar footprint as other radical groups like the Black Panther Party and the 

Weather Underground, an organization based out of the SDS and the Civil Rights 

Movement advocating for the overthrow of the U.S. government and an end to 

the Vietnam War.  Although not quite as militant as the latter two movements, the 

Furies did embrace a separatist philosophy that called for a radical break with 

existing societal structures---not exactly the philosophy Bunch embraced when 

she participated in liberal Protestant organizations.     

Bunch found a way to disseminate her vision of radical lesbian-separatism 

to a religious audience. Having lost funding and support from the Methodist 

Church after the publication of the issue on women that Bunch helped to 

oversee, Motive ran out of funds to carry on but had the resources to publish one 

final issue on its own. Bunch rallied her fellow Furies members to connect with 
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other lesbians across the country to contribute content and oversee the 

production of this final issue.  In the 1971 Motive issue, the editorial board 

reported that “the church fathers really squirmed” when they read the special 

issue on women; yet, if they had an opportunity to peruse some of Bunch’s 

statements printed with the Furies, they might have welcomed the generally 

conciliatory tone of the 1969 issue.  While critical of larger denominational 

structures and the lack of female representation in governing bodies like the 

National Council of Churches, both Motive and Social Action ultimately argued 

for working within the system.79  This tone changed when the Furies took over as 

the editors for the final edition of Motive. While always pushing the boundaries on 

issues pertaining to activism, race, and domestic and international politics, the 

final issue began with a statement calling for “the overthrow of white supremacy,” 

a takeover of the government, and a reorganization of society.80   

In this way, the Furies embedded a philosophy of lesbian-separatist 

politics into what had previously been an organ for the voice of the progressive 

Christian Left. The issue contained an article co-written by Bunch and Rita Mae 

Brown.   The piece pulled entire paragraphs and concepts from the article Bunch 

published in the first volume of the Furies, but it also showed the evolution of 
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some of these ideas as it called for an ideology to guide lesbian-separatist 

politics that used “trial and error” to devise alternative societal institutions: an 

independent women’s media, economic cooperatives, childcare centers, food 

coops, and health clinic.81  Reflecting the collective ethos of the feminist 

movement, their approach still advocated a lesbian-separatist politics but 

softened some of the critiques Bunch previously leveled at straight women.82  

Women across the country contributed pieces that included art, poetry, coming 

out stories, and excavations of famous lesbians from history.  Like the previous 

women’s issue of Motive, the lesbian issue remained largely quiet on the issue of 

religion, with one author revealing how she struggled to reconcile her Catholic 

upbringing with her lesbian identity and another chastising the male dominance 

of the homophile movement and councils on Religion and the Homosexual.83  

The final pages of the issue included an ad for the Metropolitan Community 

                                            
81 This collectivist ethos also reflects the overlap with the Black Panther Party.  See Robyn 

Ceanne Spencer,  “Engendering the Black Freedom Struggle: Revolutionary Black Womanhood 
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Church in D.C., and a handful of books offering a gay-friendly approach to 

religion. 

This silence on issues of religion reflects how Bunch began to pull away 

from her previous belief in the power of religion to act as an agent of social 

change.  As a lesbian–feminist, she began to see the institutions like the NCOC 

as “woefully inadequate” for addressing the complicated intersections of gender, 

race, class, sexuality, and nationalism she sought to tackle.84 Despite the 

leadership roles she held throughout her time with the Christian Student 

Movement, she increasingly felt alienated from organized religion.  Her deep 

involvement with the Furies eventually demanded a separation from “an 

institution that labeled me a sinner or denied me the right to enter its highest 

calling.”85 Putting homophobia and the still virulent phallocentricity of religion on 

trial, Bunch chose to continue her involvement with what she termed “the wider 

Christian community” but no longer as a participant in the institutionalized 

Methodist Church.  Indeed in 1973, Bunch traveled to Ethiopia with the World 

Student Christian Federation.  Although she was no longer part of the church, it 

was within this religious structure (and the final days in her role its executive 

board) that she “reactivated my interest in developing a global perspective on 

women’s lives.”86  In this way, she maintained the philosophies of the global 
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ecumenicalism embedded in the Christian movement but eventually chose to 

execute them in structures that seemed less resistant to change than the 

denominational bodies of organized Protestantism. 

In future decades, it would become much easier to reconcile an out 

lesbian identity with Christianity, but the frameworks for understanding fluid 

conceptions of gender and sexuality were too nascent to affect Bunch’s 

experience. Like many women, Bunch struggled to make sense of her feminist 

convictions within the frameworks of institutional religion.  On the one hand, the 

Student Christian Movement both introduced Bunch to civil rights activism and 

offered her the opportunity to hold leadership positions, something uncommon in 

most New Left organizations at the time.  On the other, she butted up against the 

engrained sexism in the larger church apparatus and, eventually could not 

reconcile her sexuality with the homophobia she experienced within these same 

structures. Despite this decision, in her reflections on this 1960s activism she 

writes, “I feel that my work today on feminism and human rights is still part of the 

struggle I began in the 1960s to find a values-based politics that can give hope 

and vision for a better life for all—in community and with respect for our 

incredible human diversity.”87 Thus, the guiding frameworks and principles of 

Christianity and the student movement framed her philosophies as a lesbian 
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feminist for the rest of her life but had to be unshackled from the constraints of 

organized religion.88    

Duke Divinity School 
 While Bunch chose to fully renounce her ties with organized religion, 

others chose to remain within the system to enact institutional change.   Although 

women had agitated for leadership positions in all denominations for over a 

century, things ramped up in the late 1960s as the cultural shifts precipitated by 

feminism dovetailed with a growing sense of urgency on the part of religious 

women.  These efforts exploded in the 1970s as female divinity students flooded 

traditional schools and made demands for greater recognition of women.  They 

fought the make up of faculty and resisted the idea that the Bible dictated their 

subordinate status.  Across the country, female divinity students and ordained 

women reinterpreted key biblical texts like Genesis: 2:18-23 that depicted Eve as 

Adam’s helpmate, or the words of Apostle Paul that placed women at the bottom 

of a chain of divinely ordained hierarchy.89  While conservatives looked to these 

same texts for justification of women’s subordination, religious feminists drew on 

these passages to resist depictions of women as either a temptress or a pure 

                                            
88 Bunch is currently the Director of the Women’s Global Leadership Center at Rutgers, a 
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incorporating women’s rights into a human rights framework.  To see more on the development of 

her thoughts from lesbian feminism to global feminism see Charlotte Bunch, Personal Politics, 

Feminist Theory in Action--Essays, 1968-1986 (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 1987).  
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virgin or mother figure.  Concurrently, they used these exalted interpretations of 

women to argue for better salaries for women in the church, access to more 

influential and better-paying jobs, voting rights on important boards, and more 

autonomy for women’s special auxiliary groups, like Church Women United.  

Access to ordination took all of these efforts one step further because this placed 

women in a position where they had the power to interpret theology and scripture 

to their own congregations and determine church policies such as the allocation 

of funds, the curriculum in schools, and their denomination’s stance on feminist 

issues like the ERA, abortion, and birth control.  

Like scholars in Women’s Studies and Women’s History, female 

theologians and Religious Studies scholars produced an outpouring of literature 

that grappled with issues of gender identity, race, sexuality, and class.  In 1960, 

assistant professor of Theology at Boston College, Mary Daly published The 

Church and the Second Sex in which she used Simone de Beauvoir’s 1949 

critique of the Catholic Church as a launching paid for her own interrogations of 

the church as an institution complicit in the perpetuation of sexism.  Like de 

Beauvoir, Daly argued that women had been conditioned to see themselves as 

inferior beings through the traditions and biblical interpretations of religious 

institutions.90  In an interview after publication, Daly drew on recent events during 

the Vatican II, and publications by Catholic scholars to argue that even as the 
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rest of the Western world began to make advancements in the area of women’s 

equality, the church lagged well behind in treating women as equals.91  Like other 

religious feminists, she asked her readers to consider the social context of the 

Old and New Testament and offered new interpretations of the Bible that 

portrayed women as some of the earliest builders and leaders of the church.92 In 

1960, Daly viewed the church as an institution in need of reform but also a place 

where women could ultimately find liberation from its patriarchal tendencies.   

By the time she published Beyond God the Father in 1973, her views had 

shifted greatly. After the publication of The Church and the Second Sex, Boston 

College sent Daly a notice informing her that her contract would not be renewed.  

An outraged student body of mostly men protested this decision, and Daly 

eventually received tenure.  The incident and continual sexism she faced, 

however, pushed her views further and further away from organized religion. At a 

well-attended gathering at Harvard Memorial Chapel in 1971, Daly denounced 

Christianity as a lost cause.  Daly’s sermon was the first given by a woman at 

Harvard Memorial, and droves of women and men walked out in solidarity with 
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her statements.93  Now, rather than depicting herself as a reformist feminist 

within the Roman Catholic Church, she viewed the “myths, symbols, theologies, 

and practices of Christianity” as beyond redemption and complicit in presenting 

sexism as divinely ordained.94  In The Church and the Second Sex, she 

described feminism as “the true church.”  By 1973, she identified as a post-

Christian radical feminist intent on overthrowing the church as a societal 

structure. In her view, the Catholic Church and all Protestant religions were 

“irredeemable.” Following the ontology of Paul Tillich, Daly’s ongoing work and 

leadership represented a push towards post-Christian spirituality that looked 

beyond what she viewed as the male-defined world of church and society.95  

While Daly severed all ties with the church, other biblical scholars, like 

Rosemary Reuther, worked to reform the church into an institution of women’s 

liberation.  Reuther also came out of the Roman Catholic tradition and was 

trained as a theologian and historian.  Her scholarship drew on liberation 
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theologies to sort out the usable pieces of the Judeo-Christian religion.  Drawing 

on the Marxist assumption of comparing class to other forms of institutional 

oppression, her work looked at the position of women in relation to church and 

society and sought solutions on how to reform the institution, rather than 

overthrow.  Reuther’s ideas mapped a way for women to understand how to be 

both Christian and feminist—an approach that looked to both existing religious 

structures and new frameworks of feminism to reform patriarchal religious 

traditions. In 1979, she presented a talk at High Point College in North Carolina 

entitled “Feminist Liberation and Christianity: Are they compatible?”96 Her 1967 

publication of The Church Against Itself  argued that the church needed to get 

out of its own way and honestly explore how sexism shaped the foundations of 

its theological interpretations.  In Sexism and God Talk: Toward a Feminist 

Theology she similarly argued that only men played a role in biblical 

interpretations and the establishment of religious traditions.  As an alternative to 

this male-dominated approach, her research highlighted non-patriarchal 

traditions and acts of Jesus that depicted an egalitarian relationship between 

men and women, offering another way to understand biblical history.97   
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Across all of her public talks, articles, and publications Reuther argued 

that all forms of culture reflected patriarchal traditions and androcentric practices 

that either ignored or directly perpetuated sexism.  Yet, religion, like other cultural 

institutions, had enough depth and breadth to do more than just sanction sexism.  

The Bible, she argued, was written from a perspective that sympathized with the 

oppressed, specifically the poor, the orphan, and the widow.  As she argued in 

one article, this vision had the potential to “destabilize the existing social order 

and its hierarchies of power—religious, social, and economic.”98  The primary 

vision of the Bible offered “an alternative future, a new society of peace and 

justice that will arise when the present systems of injustice have been 

overthrown.”  Thus, from the perspective of Reuther and others like her, the true 

message of Christianity offered both “social criticism and a hope for an 

alternative society.”99  

While the split between Daly’s world of post-Church, anti-Christian 

feminism and Reuther’s reformist, religious feminism was stark, many women fell 

somewhere in the middle of these views.  Writing in Christianity and Crisis in 

1979, Reuther argued, “All feminists working in the area of religious ideas have 
                                            
98 Rosemary Reuther, “A Religion for Women,” Christianity and Crisis 39, no. 19 (December 

1979), 309.   
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some recognition of the revolutionary nature of women’s questions when 

addressed to traditional patriarchal religions.”  While some remained hopeful that 

“better translation and exegesis will reveal that Jesus (or Moses) was actually a 

feminist,” she also acknowledged that “Others regard the change as so 

fundamental, that it must bury all patriarchal faiths forever in the scrap heap of 

history as outworn and, indeed, demonic world views.”  Weighing the pros and 

cons of both of these viewpoints, she went on to argue that “Most religious 

feminist fell somewhere in the middle.  Although just where in between and on 

what ground they are by no means certain.”100  Her words reflect how women 

grappled with multiple aspects of religion regardless of denominational affiliation 

and disciplinary background, and those who chose to remain within the institution 

struggled with its contradictions in different ways.  

The pages of Christianity and Crisis and Woman and Religion reflect a 

hodgepodge of social issues wherein people wrestled with how to articulate a 

feminist critique of male dominated religions without completely abandoning the 

faith traditions they grew up in.  This quest sent them looking for usable pieces of 

the Bible while also refuting a biblical argument in favor of sexism.  In the first 

issue of The Journal of Women and Religion, a publication coming out of the 

Center for Women and Religion at Graduate Theological Union, the articles 

focused on “the tension many women feel when their feminist vision and religious 
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tradition appear to be contradictory.”101  A homily delivered at the Woman 

Worship service of this same group included a similar focus.  Lay leader Mary 

Cross, co-director for the Center of Women and Religion at GTU said, “I am 

speaking tonight about the dilemma of Christian feminism.  For some people the 

juxtaposition of Christian and feminism is the Gordian Knot, the riddle of the 

Sphinx and the immovable object meeting the irresistible force all rolled into one.  

How can a Feminist, one who is an advocate and supporter of the fullest life for 

all women and all that is of women, how can a Feminist embrace a patriarchal 

religion with a patriarchal tradition administered by a patriarchal church?”102  After 

describing this position, she went on to name how women found their own ways 

to worship, revealing how women who chose to remain in the church still 

grappled with how to balance these competing feelings.103  

Just as the wave of literature produced by second-wave feminism 

received critiques for focusing exclusively on the perspectives of white-middle 

class women, some scholars and activists judged the work of Daly, Reuther, and 

others for universalizing from the position of white women.  Yet, as one 

contributor to Christianity and Crisis pointed out in 1979, much feminist theology 

drew on the inspiration of liberation theology of the black civil rights movement, 

Chicano theology, and Latin American liberation theology.  These movements 
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grew out of the struggles of oppressed people, and resulted in theologies that 

criticized a dominant, white cultural perspective.  Feminist theology of the 1970s 

and 1980s came from this same mold: it theorized from the historical experiences 

of women, and, in some iterations, spoke to the political needs of oppressed 

people in an intersectional and relational manner.104  Both Reuther and Letty 

Russell, another prolific and high-profile biblical scholar, participated in the Black 

Civil Rights Movement and by the 1970s drew on a field of third-world liberation 

theologies that melded Latin American, African American, and Arab feminism to 

critique racism, classism, sexism, and colonialism simultaneously.105   

As in most other theological schools across the country, the ripples of this 

growing religious feminist activism and the excitement of these blossoming 

theoretical frameworks changed the scope of Duke Divinity School (DDS) by the 

end of the 1970s, but at the beginning of the decade, women constituted a small, 

and relatively powerless minority. Founded in 1926 by the United Methodist 

Church, DDS reflected the influence of the United Methodist Church but was 
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ecumenical in practice and drew students from all denominations.  In 1940, it 

officially transitioned from the School of Religion to a degree granting theological 

institution and became one of fourteen accredited seminaries of the United 

Methodist Church across the nation.  It expanded its facility space in 1972 to 

accommodate growing demand.106  In 1974 there were already over thirty women 

enrolled in the program, and the pictures included in its promotional literature 

show a smattering of women in classrooms and other academic settings 

predominantly populated by men.  Despite the fact that many of the male faculty 

came of age during the civil rights movement and participated in other 

progressive causes, the organizations, lectures, and courses advertised in the 

bulletin did not reflect any influence from the growing feminist religious 

movement.107  The coursework remained wedded to church history, pastoral 

psychology, and a ministry reflecting a male-centered viewpoint, and there was 

only one female faculty member. The slate of lecturers lined up for the 1974-

1975 academic school year likewise addressed topics that did not highlight any 
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of the recent agitation over reinterpretations of gender and sexuality and were 

delivered exclusively by men.108  Indeed, beyond the photos of women appearing 

in the booklet, the only other mention of women in the lengthy document was a 

student organization called “Divinity Dames.”  This group consisted of the “wives 

and women students” at DDS and allegedly provided a space for them to “share 

interests and concerns.”109  

The “dames” at DDS felt restless and dissatisfied with this subordinate 

status.  In 1971 The Robesonian interviewed a female divinity student conducting 

an internship with a local agency.  Reflecting the level of unfamiliarity the general 

population in North Carolina had with the idea of a female divinity student, the 

female journalist titled the piece, “Pony-Tailed Miss is Student of Theology.”  At 

the time, she was one of only ten female students at DDS, and she told the 

reporter that when people learned she was a student at DDS, the reaction was, 

“Oh, how nice.”  The journalist went on to state that this attitude “gets to be a 

bore.”110  Other students writing into The Duke Divinity School Review, a 

publication coming out three times a year featuring articles from faculty and 

students, highlighted the anxieties and frustrations they felt on campus.  When 

entering divinity school at Duke in 1970, one woman reported feeling shocked 

when she wasn’t the only woman on campus.  Yet, she soon experienced 
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patronizing comments from her male colleagues and professors as people 

referred to the presence of one to two female students as “a lovely rose among 

thorns.”111  Echoing these experiences, another reported, “We encountered 

various attitudes ranging from forthright statements on why women should not be 

ministers to the cool neglect of those who simply never allowed themselves to be 

engaged in serious conversation with women.”112 As an extension of these 

experiences, others encountered prejudice in their first year appointments in 

churches and religious organizations as they found themselves relegated to non-

preaching and subordinate roles.   

While these experiences created anxiety and frustration for many female 

divinity students, the women who entered DDS in the 1970s did so with the 

intention of changing the general arc of theological education.  Indeed, the fact 

that the main publication organ of DDS published an article entitled “Why Women 

Enter Divinity School?” in 1974 reflects the types of conversations that had 

begun on campus and the first steps women took to raise awareness about their 

situation.  They knew ahead of time that they embarked on new territory and 

brought a determination to change the treatment of women at Duke and in the 

ministry.  Many of the men felt “bewildered” by the boldness of these women who 
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kept raising their hands and asking, “What about the women?”113  Yet, given the 

climate of feminist and religious feminist activism unfolding across the country, 

the women at Duke pushed the boundaries of theological education and held the 

faculty and university accountable to a vision of gender equality.  As one woman 

reflected, “I share responsibility for raising questions of the Biblical texts 

regarding women and their roles; question which have been ignored, by the most 

part, by previous generations of students.”114 Through their determination to 

reverse the tides of discrimination they faced, they forced their male peers and 

superiors to take their presence seriously.   

Women at Duke drew on the inspiration of a larger feminist movement 

amongst female seminary students as they worked to change their own exclusion 

and position of marginality at DDS. In 1973 a handful of Duke women attended 

the first Women’s Interseminary Conference in New Haven at Yale Divinity 

School (YDS).  Organized by female students who felt marginalized at YDS, the 

conference focused on “the practical problems of admissions,” and the 

“theological problems [that] loom large: varieties of ministry for women, the shape 

                                            
113 Jeanette Stokes, interview by Frank Stasio, “Minister Helps Women Nurture Their Spirituality,” 

The State of Things, North Carolina Public Radio, April 8, 2013, http://wunc.org/post/minister-

helps-women-nourish-their-spirituality-and-out-church#stream/0, (accessed June 12, 2014).     
114 Duke Divinity School Review, vol. 39, no. 2, (Spring 1974): 62, Duke University Archives, 

https://registrar.duke.edu/archived-bulletins/divinity-bulletin-archives, (accessed November 11, 

2017).   

 



 

 176 

of feminist theology, the underrepresentation of women on seminary faculties, 

the subtle pressures which result from being a minority on campus.”115  Taken all 

together, women at Yale wanted to discuss these topics with other women 

across the north and southeast and facilitate “a network of communication and 

cross-fertilization.”116 The Duke students returned from this conference and 

immediately approached the administration about hosting the following year’s 

gathering.  They received approval, and in 1974 female seminarians gathered in 

Durham to continue this conversation.  

Through their participation in religious feminist conferences, women at 

DDS encountered well-developed frameworks for articulating and protesting the 

secondary status of women at Duke and across their respective denominations. 

Letty Russell, an assistant professor of Religious Studies at Manhattan College 

and a lecturer in the Divinity Program at Yale University, spoke at the 1974 Duke 

conference and also delivered a sermon to the community at Duke Chapel during 

the same weekend.  Russell was already entering the scene as a prominent critic 

of the androcentric practices of the church and followed in the vein of Rosemary 

Reuther as she argued for working within the confines of existing faith traditions 

to pave a new vision of liberation for women in the church.  At Duke, she 
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delivered a sermon entitled “Impossible Possibility.”  She argued against an idea 

of service that confined any human being to a position of “subordination, 

powerlessness, and oppression.”  Instead, she reframed understandings of 

service in the church.  In her feminist imagining of this role, she protested the 

tradition of hierarchical structures and instead called for women, African 

Americans, and third world people to embrace service as a way to experience 

liberation and their full human potential. Clearly connecting her talk to a political 

agenda, she closed by stating, “In this respect, the work of the Women’s 

Liberation Movement, and the Third World Liberation Movement for new 

structures of justice, partnership, and sharing sometimes may be disruptive to 

family, church, and society.”117 

Invigorated by the success and ideas flowing from this conference, women 

at DDS successfully got approval for the establishment of their own Women’s 

Center during the same year.  After securing a small grant from the Presbyterian 

Church and receiving support from some key faculty and administrative 

members, they set up an office in the basement of the Divinity School. The 

women’s office was a small, cramped space at the end of a long, dark hall, and 
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women used a rickety typewriter to send out newsletters and other missives. 118 

Yet, they received funding for their organization, and DDS paid for a position 

coordinator for the office who published the monthly newsletter and oversaw a 

twelve-person council and multiple subcommittees which addressed issues like 

career planning, informal and formal education within DDS, building community 

amongst female students, networking with other women’s organizations, and 

social issues like poverty and the passage of the ERA.119  Within one year, 

“Divinity Dames” bore the new title of “Divinity Wives,” and the yearly Duke 

Divinity School Bulletin included a description of the women’s center as a space 

for “the contributions of women in ministry to the church.”120   

The Women’s Center quickly grew into an information hub for students in 

the Divinity School. The students described it as a “space for everyone to 

actualize their unique gifts” while engaging in dialogue, learning, teaching, and 

struggling together in “discerning and doing God’s just will for ourselves.”121  It 

housed a lending library with books on women’s theology, newsletters from other 
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women’s movement organizations (both secular and religious), and papers 

written by students on women in the Bible, feminist theology, and the historical 

role of women in the church.122  The founders saw the space as a central area to 

provide information, communication, and referrals for students on campus.  They 

also envisioned a communal space where women could gather to explore their 

identities as women in a changing world, discuss pressing social issues, and find 

solidarity in their efforts to lobby faculty for women’s courses, more female faculty 

members, and other petitions to the administration.123   

Even as they grappled with the logistics of the attitudes and practices of a 

largely white institution, women at Duke Divinity looked to the legacy of an 

intersectional feminist praxis in developing their agenda.  In 1975 they named 

their feminist newsletter Sojourner, after abolitionist and women’s rights activist 

Sojourner Truth, who they viewed as inspirational figure in centuries-long fight for 

women’s equality.124 They selected Truth for her commitment to preaching the 

word of God while also embracing non-violence, abolition, and women’s rights, 

and her image also represented how race, class, and gender stood at the core of 
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these battles.125  This reliance on Truth’s legacy as a critical component of the 

work undertaken at by Duke Divinity women reveals the type of intersectional 

politics they hoped to embrace while also combating the sexism inherent in 

religious education. The Socio-Economic Justice subcommittee listed its main 

purpose as “to be and remain in solidarity with those who are oppressed and 

outcast,” and aligned itself with groups like the Southern Africa Coalition, the 

Carolina Brown Lung Association, University Committee Socially Responsible 

Investments, Women’s International League for Peace and Justice, The War 

Resisters League, Southerners for Economic Justice, and Amnesty 

International.126 Although predominantly populated by white women, the students 

attracted to the center hoped to work at these intersections by engaging with 

larger social and political issues.   

The scope of Sojourner’s articles reflected a commitment to changing the 

status of women in the church while also tackling a broad host of social justice 

issues. Contributors covered many topics pertinent to their lives as female 

theological students: spirituality as a component of academic life, surviving in a 

parsonage, marriage and academic life, biblical authority and feminism, and 
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racism and sexism.127  Yet, the articles also reached beyond the walls of the 

seminary to address a range of larger social issues including capital punishment, 

abortion, hunger and poverty, international peace and justice, and pacifism.   

Other articles covered topics concerning the nuclear arms race and the role 

Wilmington, North Carolina played as a port for the United States to ship 

weapons to Iran.  Another supported efforts to free the Wilmington 10 in 

conjunction with the campaign set forth by the Commission for Racial Justice of 

the United Church of Christ.  The editors of Sojourner urged its readership to 

write to both Governor Jim Hunt and President Jimmy Carter asking for a “pardon 

of innocence.”128  Thus, they remained focused on the primacy of gender as a 

form of institutional discrimination but reached well beyond a singular focus on 

women in the church as they tackled a breadth of issues pertaining to the world 

around them.   

As an organized contingent, they also lobbied for changes in the 

curriculum and make up of faculty at DDS.  Although the progress at times felt 

slow, the students did change the scope and focus of theology education at 

Duke.  A series of “encouraging” divisional meetings between students and 

professors opened dialogue on the inclusion of women’s history and theology 
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across all levels of curriculum.  They had also discussed the integration of a 

stronger focus on gender inclusive language in hymnals and liturgies.   The 

women and ministry class slated for the fall semester also encouraged the 

students, as did the “personal support and interest” shown by a “few” faculty and 

administrators regarding women and their concerns.  They proposed gender 

inclusive language in the classroom, and revamping of the type of courses 

offered. In 1975, they developed a student led course entitled Women and 

Pastoral Psychology.129  In 1976, a PhD Candidate in the Department of 

Religion, and Helen Crotwell, the Minister to Duke University, led another new 

course,  “Women in Ministry.”  The course focused on how to develop an 

individual theology, role models for women in ministry, and the logistics of 

securing a job as a woman in a male-dominated field.130  In 1977, the only female 

member of DDS faculty taught a course on Women, Religion, and Theology.131  

Following this trend, the female chaplain at Duke led non-sexist liturgies every 

Thursday afternoon at Duke Chapel.   

These efforts paralleled the steps taken by other women across the 

country as they attempted to establish Women’s Studies Programs on college 
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campuses.  Women developed courses from almost non-existent reading lists, 

took on extra teaching loads in order to offers some of the first Women’s Studies 

courses, and petitioned reluctant administrations for the space and time to focus 

on subjects like women’s history, women and biology, and women’s literature.  

Like the women at Duke Divinity, they faced reluctance and outright mockery 

from their peers for undertaking these efforts, and many untenured faculty risked 

losing their jobs for participating in an endeavor that seemed risky or a passing 

fad.  Yet, students, community members, and faculty joined forces to make 

Women’s Studies into a respectable academic discipline, and ultimately changed 

the androcentric focus of core disciplines, disrupted hegemonic narratives built 

into subjects like History and Literature, and altered the pedagogical structures of 

academia.132  Women at DDS took on the same set of challenges as they 

embarked on unknown territory to establish a place for themselves amidst an 

institution that didn’t know quite what to make of them.   

Like secular women’s groups, women who attended Women’s Center 

events worked on the development of their identities as women through forms of 

consciousness- raising built on solidarity and a sense-of-self in community.  In 

1977 a focus group composed of twenty women and one man met twice a week 
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to work through issues related to women, religion, and theology.  A 

spokesperson for the group reported, we “are finding ourselves in the middle of 

an amazing journey toward faith, un-faith, and re-faith (depending on who you 

ask and which historical period we are studying).”  Within their study, they 

examined the Old Testament and its images of God, the masculine 

representation of God in liturgy despite biblical imagery of God that was both 

male and female, and the overall marginalized position of women in the church.  

The group asked hard questions such as “Why do people admit readily to, and 

even praise women’s “influence” in their own and other people’s lives, but get 

jittery and even hostile when these same women claim power that is more 

political, more social, more economic, in a word, more concrete?”  Their 

questions also honed in on the specific make up of the community at DDS as 

they questioned why women interested in raising these issues occupied a 

secluded space in the Old Divinity Building, and why the topics they addressed 

about history, theology, and educated remained largely separate from the day-to-

day on goings at DDS.  Ultimately, they hoped to involve the entire DDS 

community in the questions they asked and begin a dialogue that with a 

demographically diverse group of students and faculty.  As one group member 

stated, “this group finds a fullness, a wholeness, and an integrity in the God-

human mission of mutuality that is startlingly hopeful.”133  They were also 
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committed to spiritual development and added a feminist vision to Bible studies, 

retreats, and support groups.134 

These efforts fell into the stream of the feminist organizing and 

consciousness-raising happening across the Triangle.  Scholarship on the 

feminist movement has moved away from focusing on key happenings on the 

east and west coasts, and instead, identifies multiple origins and manifestations 

of feminist activism in all parts of the country: the Midwest, South, rural areas, 

and amongst diverse racial and socio-economic groups.135  The community 

outside of Duke offered a vast array of feminist initiatives including a Rape Crisis 

Center, The Durham Women’s Radio Collective, a bi-weekly feminist newsletter, 

childcare cooperatives, and Ladyslipper Music, a catalog and resource guide for 

women’s music.  Many of these groups grew out of the same YWCA where 

Bunch first began her activism in the civil rights movement.  Located on West-

Chapel Hill Street near Duke’s campus, the stately brick building offered ample 

space for women to come together.  It housed the Durham Women’s Health 

Collective and the Durham Women’s Center and became well known for hosting 

women’s dances and other lesbian-feminist events.  Groups like the Women’s 
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Center looked to the model of the YWCA in crafting their own mission 

statements, and in their first newsletter stated “We aim to integrate our purposes 

with that of the YWCA, in particular, the imperative to eliminate racism through 

‘barrier-breaking love.’”136  Embedded in this mission was a desire to become a 

welcoming space for women of all races, classes, and religions.   

One of the core missions of the Women’s Center at DDS was to connect 

its members to this broader community in the Triangle.  The center established a 

committee specifically for reaching out to these groups, and the pages of 

Sojourner regularly included updates on happenings in the area, encouraging 

women to participate in outside events.  Students were informed of a women’s 

group exploring women and philosophy in nearby Chapel Hill, and the need for 

“prayers and letters of support for passage of the ERA.”137 While it is clear the 

female divinity students looked outward to these other groups, the events and 

struggles unfolding within the Divinity School received little attention from the 

wider community—feminist or otherwise.  Indeed, the most publicity the women 

received in the 1970s occurred when DDS chose to terminate the contract of 
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Helen Crotwell, a female chaplain who was instrumental in establishing some of 

the first feminist courses in the Divinity School.138  

The female students did capture the attention of their peers within the 

Divinity School, however, and the response oscillated from curiosity to 

resentment.  Men could and did subscribe to the monthly publication, and a sign 

up sheet located outside the office door listed at least 30 of the 90 males 

students as recipients of the newsletter.139  Their responses to the content, on 

the other hand, were not always positive.  In 1977, the editor of Sojourner noted 

that some members of the Divinity School complained about the “attitude” which 

came across in the pages of Sojourner and the militancy of Women’s Center 

participants.140 An editorial appearing in The Duke Divinity School Newsletter 

appeared to confirm this sentiment.  An anonymous editorial encouraged the 

women who ran the Women’s Office to “include those who feel their opinions are 

presently excluded, underrepresented, or unwelcome.”141  Within the same 

month, a male student wrote a letter directly to the editors of Sojourner 
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addressing these same issues.  He described the publication as “too critical” and 

fueled by “anger and cynicism.”  He suggested that this rough style might 

increase the hostility that women faced in ministry and admitted that he 

responded very poorly to this approach.142   

Helen Neinast, one of the Women’s Center coordinators, responded to the 

student’s letter by explaining “The Sojourner seeks to bring a feminist critique to 

the structure and content of women’s and men’s ministerial education here at 

Duke; I am sorry you heard only cynicism.  The prophetic voice is not always 

gentle; it is rarely priestly, as the two offices seek to accomplish radically 

different—though not mutually exclusive—ministries. “ She closed her letter by 

offering to open a dialogue with the student.143  Yet, a few years later, a male 

student wrote a letter to the editors of Sojourner echoing this same sentiment.  

Commenting that he “kept his ear close to the ground,” the student claimed that 

the majority of DDS students didn’t like the “attitude” of Sojourner, and most 

students felt that “negative” people ran the women’s office.144 

These attitudes spilled over into events hosted by the Women’s Center 

and the dynamics in the classroom, reflecting the degree of work it took for 
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women to achieve equal stature with men as students and academic thinkers.  

When speakers like Peggy Way, a prominent feminist professor from the Jesuit 

School of Theology in Chicago, came to campus to discuss these issues, only 

two male faculty members attended the three lectures she presented.  In an 

editorial submitted to Sojourner, a female student summarized the collective 

frustrations that arose from a peer discussion group at DDS. She reported that 

faculty referred to God as male, made sloppy comparisons between feminist 

theology and black theology, and generally assumed that women were happy 

with the politics on campus.145  Emphasizing the real anger and pain female 

students felt over their marginalized status, she wrote, “I cannot accept a God 

who does not want to be like me but does want me to be like my brothers.  I 

cannot give up my gender or my color or my stature, for that matter, for they are 

certainly part of me and helped make me what I am.”  Her editorial went on to 

challenge the image of an all-white, male God predominant at DDS, and closed 

with the statement, “I feel trapped in yesterday’s theology, yesterday’s 

anthropology.”146 

The early years offered both successes and gains for female students, 

revealing the push and pull between the opportunities women created for 
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themselves and the limitations they faced as they tread entirely new ground at 

DDS. Despite the agitation for more female faculty members on campus, when a 

position opened up in 1976 in Liturgy and Worship, the hiring committee 

interviewed three white men for the position. The female students advocated for 

tighter affirmative action policies in order to secure more female faculty members 

in higher education, but it would take several decades before these efforts came 

to fruition.147 Reflecting the weariness of this uphill battle, after a retreat in 1977, 

thirty female participants came up with a list of the strengths and weaknesses 

they felt the DDS community offered.  On the con side, they honed in on 

numerical dominance of men, and the lack of women holding both faculty and 

administrative positions.  Despite the strides made in offering a handful of 

courses on women and changing the format of existing classes, the group still felt 

they had little input into the courses, and the overall arc of instruction lacked a 

meaningful focus on women’s history and women’s theology. Additionally, they 

felt unprepared after graduation to embark on careers because DDS failed to 

offer them examples of women engaged in various forms of ministry.  As one 

student noted, “there is no real commitment in the Divinity School …to find out 

what it might mean to be a woman and a minister.” Cumulatively, these problems 
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created a sense that DDS offered a low-level of support to its female students, 

and they still felt a need to “claim some space for ourselves.”148 

The Resource Center for Women and Ministry in the South 
The mixed-results of the Women’s Center at DDS left many women 

feeling unprepared for their first assignments as ministers as many encountered 

outright sexism and hostility in their churches. Many women placed in churches 

across the state reported being treated like “children,” receiving inappropriate 

sexual comments from colleagues and parishioners, and only holding positions 

working with children and young people. If a woman was single, the community 

tried to set her up on dates, and, if she was married, she couldn’t lead the 

auxiliary.149 During their internships, women rarely received the opportunity to 

preach, and upon ordination, they held support positions as assistants.  Sharing 

her experiences, one female minister from Hickory, North Carolina wrote, “I am a 

minister.  It is hard for me to say that because I am from an era when minister 

meant the ordained, male, local preacher.  He was on a pedestal, pious, and 

distant, a teacher with answers.”  In contrast, people perceived her as “too out-

spoken, honest, and pushy.  I have been asked to keep quiet, not rock the boat, 

and to be patient.  I was fired from a church job because of my prophetic social 
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justice.”150 Reverend Kay Gottula, a minister serving in High Point, North 

Carolina similarly reported, “Getting a church to open its doors to a woman 

minster is often difficult, since many congregations are unfamiliar with the 

ordained woman and have never heard a clergy woman preach.”151 

Jeanette Stokes, a Divinity student at DDS from 1974-1977, witnessed 

these dynamics first hand during her stint as director of the Women’s Center in 

1975. One of her duties as director included visiting women in rural 

congregations across North Carolina during their summer internships.  Although 

the type of work each woman undertook varied, they found themselves similarly 

struggling with how to be taken seriously as female candidates for ministry and 

often experienced isolation in their positions.152 As she recalls, “Not being good 

ole boys, women are left out of much of the church politics, information, sharing, 

and help in getting or changing jobs.”153  She found women in situations that 

constantly demeaned their professional status, and despite the support they 

received as part of a women’s group on campus, most felt isolated and deeply 

frustrated as they attempted to carve out careers.   
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Upon graduating in 1977, Stokes set out to combat this discrimination. 

Teaming up with a female chaplain from Duke, and one other divinity student, 

she outlined a plan to connect women across the South as they engaged in 

ministry.  With $500 in the bank and after one meeting with a lawyer, the three 

women incorporated their non-profit and named it The Resource Center for 

Women and Ministry in the South (RCWMS). The center created pathways for 

women to connect with one another across denominations and from different 

geographic locations.  Many Protestant denominations had just begun offering 

this resource, but Stokes envisioned RCWMS as a central location for all of these 

resources and also a space for meditation, creativity, social justice and personal 

growth. Building on the conversations started at the Duke Divinity Women’s 

Center, Stokes wanted women to see spiritual practices as broad and all 

encompassing, and to explore questions like “Is spirituality different for 

women?”154  

Like many religious feminists, Stokes grew up in the shadows of a 

progressive Christian tradition. She hailed from a moderate Presbyterian family in 

Tulsa, Oklahoma and was extremely active in her neighborhood church in the 

1950s and 1960s.  Tulsa was the oil capital of the world, and social justice was 
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not a central to the community or the practices of religion that sprung up within it.  

Nonetheless, her family held true to their social values.  Her father was an 

obstetrician who was arrested for performing illegal abortions before Roe v. 

Wade.  At the time, Stokes recalls feeling embarrassed by the arrest: it had to do 

with sex and wasn’t a topic she was comfortable discussing.  At the same time, 

the version of Protestantism she grew up with welcomed her inquiries and active 

participation, and, as she recalls, “Nobody ever ran me off for asking 

questions.”155   

This activist upbringing came together for Jeanette Stokes as she entered 

college and became submerged in conversations and debates pulsing through 

campuses in the 1960s and 1970s: anti-war activism, efforts for international 

peace, liberation theologies, and the connections between civil rights and 

women’s rights.  It was her college chaplain who truly demonstrated how to 

merge this larger milieu of social action with Christian values.  Against the 

backdrop of students protesting against the use of nuclear warheads during the 

Vietnam War, he set an example of engaged ministry through his involvement 

with other clergy in helping other women receive safe abortions.156  After getting 

her undergraduate degree at Smith College and witnessing the opening of the 

Women’s Center at the University of Massachusetts, Stokes came to Durham in 

the 1970s. She viewed Durham as “a mecca for progressives, feminist, gay men 
                                            
155 Ibid.   
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and lesbians.”  Here she witnessed how “political, cultural, and spiritual practices 

grew together.”  She enrolled at DDS in 1974, just as the Women’s Center 

opened, and felt excited to participate in a social ministry focused on changing 

culture and spiritual practices simultaneously.157 

The creation of RCWS typifies what historian Sara Evans describes as the 

“do everything ethos” of the feminist movement of the 1970s as female-

managed, cooperative structures spread across the country.158 In Finding the 

Movement Anne Enke evidences this trend as she traces the proliferation of 

feminist bookstores, coffee shops, nighttime venues, and women’s softball 

leagues in three Midwestern cities.159  Evans characterizes the energy and 

passion unleashed by this aspect of second-wave feminist movement as “a 

fusion of private life and political action that allowed women to 

make public claims based on personal experience, to challenge the ‘naturalness’ 

of women’s secondary status in public settings…This assault on the status quo 

was coupled with a utopian optimism about future possibilities.”160 Women’s 

religious institutions followed this new utopian imagining as women like Stokes 

set up organizations with a community ethos focused on fostering the 

relationships and professional development of women.  
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As the creation of the Resource Center for Women and Ministry in the 

South reflects, religious feminists vigorously participated in this fast paced 

created of new feminist institutions.  Stokes designed workshops, conferences, 

retreats, and a monthly newsletter for women as outlets for reimagining the 

positions of women in religion. Like the other small-scale non-profits popping up 

across the country, the RCWMS started out small. Stokes initially operated out of 

a few cardboard boxes and index cards in her apartment.  She gradually built up 

a mailing list of women interested in feminism, religion, ministry and social 

justice.  In 1978, she secured a grant from the Council of Women and the Church 

of the Presbyterian Church, USA, and used it to produce her first issue of South 

of the Garden, a monthly newsletter covering a variety of topics related to 

feminism, religion, and politics.  She drew the name from a feminist song by folk 

singer Dorie Ellzey entitled, “Out of the Garden.” One line in particular stood out 

to Stokes from Ellzey’s song: “I’m in the bathtub but the water is gone.”  To 

Stokes, this represented how women were in the process of creating “new ways 

of being, thinking, and speaking about God.”161 

Similar to the pages of Sojourner, the topics covered in South of the 

Garden reflected the breadth of issues women of faith addressed during the 

1970s and 1980s. Many articles covered an exegesis of the Scriptures, 

arguments in favor of gender-neutral liturgy, and stories of the battles women 
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faced in seminary and in their denominations in churches. Yet, Stokes also 

reported on national events like the energy crisis in 1979, alongside pieces on 

domestic and sexual abuse.162  She included information on the formation of an 

ad hoc committee formed in the Triangle to appoint a female chaplain for female 

prisoners in Raleigh, and highlighted events taking place honoring black history 

month, and the National Conference of Negro Women.163  Drawing from the 

larger community, guests like Reverend Evelyn Mattern, a Catholic Nun who 

dedicated her life to poverty, economic justice, gender equality, and prison 

reform, contributed pieces on Cambodia in 1979.  Other pieces explored topics 

like the boycott of textile giant J.P. Stevens for its anti-union policies and Nestle 

for promoting breast milk alternatives in developing countries.  Commenting on 

the necessity of looking beyond issues of concerns to white feminists, Stokes 

wrote,” If people in our worshipping community are all of one class or economic 

bracket, the texture of the group may dull our hearing of the Gospel of peace and 

justice, and the role of the liturgy may be to comfort us rather than us to confront 

the systems which impede justice.”164 
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In addition to South of the Garden, a litany of other publications came out 

of women’s theological schools and organizations reflecting this same breadth of 

interests. Indeed, by the end of the 1970s, Stokes described South of the Garden 

as one publication in “a sea of periodicals by and for women interested in religion 

and feminism.” They included Daughters of Sarah, The Church Woman (Church 

Women United), Journal of Women and Religion, The Catholic Worker, 

Christianity and Crisis, Apple Core (a newsletter of American Baptist women in 

professional church leadership), the women’s newsletter of the American Friends 

Service Committee, The Witness, The Common Lot (United Church of Christ 

Coordinating Center for Women in Church and Society), and the Ecumenical 

Women’s Center Newsletter out of Chicago.165 The ecumenical Women’s Center 

had four central focuses: the life of women in the church, women in prison, 

women in the professional ministry, and violence against women.  In 1980 they 

printed Because We are One People, a songbook of 67 non-sexist songs, 

poems, and reflections on women’s spirituality and the Christian tradition.166  

The writings produced by these religious journals and publications 

reflected an intersectional focus and a commitment to engaging multiple axes of 

oppression in the fashion of Pauli Murray. An article appearing in the Journal of 
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Women and Religion on feminist spirituality and radical political commitment 

defined an all-inclusive critique of the church’s oppressive structures including, 

“Rejecting the his-tory of the oppressive, patriarchal structure, breaking through 

the sexism and misogyny, reclaiming our unwritten past, re-membering the Bible 

to join with our spiritual sisters, finding women of spirit in the herstory of our 

tradition, combined with our larger challenge to and work against the system 

which oppresses the poor and dispossessed, Blacks, Hispanics, Asian-

Americans, and indigenous Native peoples in the US, Third world peoples, 

lesbian, and heterosexual.”167 Similarly, in 1979, the Women’s Division of the 

Board of Global Ministries of the UMC produced a resource packet on human 

rights.  It included a bibliography of resource materials and organizations 

committed to global human rights, and reprints of articles, papers, and reports 

coming from The New York Times, the United Nations, and the World Council of 

Churches.  Described by Stokes as resource to “provoke thought and discussion 

about human rights,” the topics ranged from Apartheid in South Africa to 

sterilization abuse amongst Native American women in the United States.168   

In addition to publishing South of the Garden, Stokes organized 

conferences and retreats to bring women together across the South.  In 1979, 
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she hosted “Women and Ministry in the Rural South” in Hayesville, North 

Carolina to bring women together across multiple denominational affiliations.  In 

1980, the center hosted “Women, Faith, and Public Policy” and facilitated 

conversations on the ERA and international human rights.169 Funded by the UCC 

Southern Task Force, this conference drew participants from North Carolina and 

eastern Virginia, and honed in on questions like: What meaning do public policy 

issues concerning women have for people of faith? How can people of faith 

influence public policy decisions?170 After attending this event, Stokes described 

an ecumenical gathering of Baptists, Episcopalians, UCC folks, Presbyterians, 

Methodists, Roman Catholics, and Jewish women.  The sessions focused on 

how faith influenced politics, and women brainstormed how to influence issues 

like the ERA, grassroots political organizing, and how to advocate for women’s 

issues in denominations.  Reviewing these events, Stokes wrote, “It was Church. 

We were the people of God, gathered to be challenged and strengthened, and 

dispersed to do God’s work.”171 

These events reflected a pattern on a national scale where professional 

women across the country gathered to raise awareness about their experiences 
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as ministers.  South of the Garden reported regularly on these national religious 

conferences, and women who attended wrote into the newsletter to share their 

perspectives as they heard other women discuss ideas like clergy and laity as 

co-creators with God, reinterpretations of decision-making and the sharing of 

power in denominations, the female dimensions of God in the Old-Testament, 

and the appropriation of biblical stories in the Bible.172  To take one example, in 

1979, the second national United Methodist Clergy Women’s Consultation 

Conference took place in Dallas, Texas.  Over eight hundred clergywomen were 

in attendance, including a handful of bishops and faculty members from 

seminary. Reverend Audrey Powers, head of the Division of Ecumenical and 

Interreligious Concerns told the crowd, “You need to outgrow innocence.  I 

remember one of the main reasons I entered the ministry that I felt a woman 

would be a perfect associate minister for a male senior pastor.”173  Similarly, 

UCC women gathered the same year in Cincinnati.  At this meeting, over 1200 

women came together for leadership development.  While South of the Garden 

noted that several southern delegates felt “put off” by the idea of “Christian 

feminism en’ masse,” the group drew participants from forty-nine states and even 
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countries outside of the U.S.  Overall, this mix represented “a church whose folk 

cover a broad spectrum of political and theological positions.”174   

Like feminist religious publications, these conferences connected women 

across time and space to discuss issues pertinent to their experiences.  A quick 

glance at the calendar from 1979 included topics like “women doing theology: A 

Christian response to feminist, racial, cultural, and economic perspectives” 

(sponsored by Church Women United), “Theological Perspectives on Violence 

Against Women,” “Migrants: The Invisible Poor” (sponsored by the North 

Carolina Council of Churches and Church Women United), and the Second 

Annual Clergy Women’s Conference of the Presbyterian Church of U.S.175 

Others included, “Women and Ministry in the Rural South” (hosted in Hayesville, 

North Carolina).  A group of women from the Piedmont area of South Carolina 

organized this event and pitched it as a consciousness-raising session for 

women to share “their struggles, joys, and stories.”176  Like academic feminists 
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and secular women’s liberations groups, these meetings centered on how the 

personal was political and proposed collective solutions to individualized 

problems like gender discrimination. 

Many of the conferences organized by religious feminists also focused on 

the intersections of race, class, and sex.  One interseminary conference held in 

San Francisco in 1981, for example, focused on women’s ministry as an act of 

social justice, and included a talk from Sheila Collins of the United Methodist 

Church on classism, racism, and sexism in the church, and another by Ada Maria 

Isasi-Diaz, a Roman Catholic from Cuba whose theories led to the development 

of mujerista-theology from the perspectives of Latinas.177  At a peace and justice 

leadership conference in 1980, the Catholic Diocese of North Carolina 

challenged the group to make connections on the relationship amongst labor, 

wages, land-ownership, and the multi-national investments spanning across the 

sunbelt to the global marketplace.  Designed for ministers and other religious 

persons interested in social justice, the goal of this conference was “to sharpen 

their awareness of social justice as a gospel agenda and to highlight some of the 

issues that call out for ministerial understanding and response.”178   

The momentum from these events eventually led the RCWMS to switch 

gears.  As more organizations formed to put pressure on specific denominations 
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and theological schools, much of the necessary work Stokes facilitated in the 

early years—connecting women and sustaining dialogue—began to unfold within 

the large institutional structures in Protestant denominations.  By the mid-1980s, 

she changed the focus of the center to spirituality, and offered a space for 

women to connect through writing workshops, meditation, and other creative 

practices.  In this way, many of the struggles Stokes first encountered as a 

student at DDS in the early 1970s began to melt away by the middle of the next 

decade as women won many of the gains they began agitating for almost fifteen 

years previously.179  

Conclusion 
As feminism shook the foundations of organized religion in the 1960s and 

1970s, women like Charlotte Bunch and students at Duke Divinity tackled 

institutional discrimination in broad strokes.  Bunch slowly pieced together the 

frameworks for a global vision of women’s rights through her involvement in the 

black freedom movement, the international student Christian movement, the New 

Left and lesbian feminism.  Frustrated with the pace and virulent homophobia of 

organized religion, she abandoned her moorings in faith-based groups early on 

but stuck to the theoretical frameworks they offered.  Other women, like the 

female students at Duke Divinity and Jeanette Stokes, struggled with their 

positions of subordination in seminary school and as ministers but remained with 
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the system as they challenged gender discrimination while also remaining 

attuned to a broader agenda of intersectional social justice. Collectively, their 

voices contributed to a series of larger political conversations that shifted the 

terrain of the 1960s: they brought a religious perspective to the organizing efforts 

of the New Left, they developed the theoretical frameworks and organizing tools 

to change the status of women in church and society, and they also put pressure 

on national religious bodies to be on the forefront of efforts to eliminate poverty, 

racism, gender discrimination, and imperialism in the nation and world.   

Although drawing on theoretical frameworks that defined feminism in both 

academia and popular culture in the 1970s, the women examined in this chapter 

used religious concepts and teachings to articulate a vision of women’s liberation 

that spoke to their own experiences and those of other oppressed groups.  To 

state this slightly differently, feminism was more than a tool for challenging the 

patriarchal traditions and practices of the church; the vision of liberation and 

social justice these women found in the Bible made feminism relevant to their 

daily lives.  Despite occupying an uneasy place of subordination in their own 

denominations, churches, and theological schools, religious feminists drew on 

the message embedded in their own faith traditions to make religion their own 

and to advocate for social justice. Without these vectors of social justice, 

women’s liberation would have remained either inaccessible to them or detached 

from their day-to-day realities---they needed religion to make feminism come 

alive for them. 
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At the same time, as women became increasingly involved in activist 

politics and feminist understandings of religion, they chafed at the limitations they 

found within their own faith traditions.  Even as liberal Protestantism offered 

opportunities for imagining news horizons of social equality and justice, it 

foreclosed others as women faced denominational structures, campus 

administrators, and local congregations who couldn’t fathom the idea of 

religiously based gender equality.  As women first walked through the doors of 

Duke Divinity or approached the lectern for their inaugural sermon at churches 

across the state, they faced both the promise of love and acceptance embedded 

in the social gospel and the peril of androcentric conceptualizations of worship 

and church leadership.  For some, these barriers proved insurmountable, and a 

clean break with religion offered the only possibility for executing their vision of 

morally driven activism.  Yet, others stuck it out and continued to work nudge 

recalcitrant institutions closer to the promise of universal human rights and 

gender equality they saw as part and parcel of liberal Protestantism.  This was 

the Christian Left imagined by early pioneers like Murray, and this was the vision 

that would continue to animate activists in future decades as they worked against 

the complicated overlap of racism, sexism, and homophobia embedded in both 

their religious traditions and the social and political landscape of North Carolina.   

As the next chapter shows, the theoretical concepts developed by religious 

academics trickled over into ground level activism as lay women canvassed the 

state making religious arguments in support of the Equal Rights Amendment.
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Chapter 3: “Who Will Protect the Family?”: Making 
Feminism Respectable During the ERA Debate in North 
Carolina 
 

Religious women often served as both the backbone and impetus for 

feminist campaigns across the South in the 1970s.  Although largely overlooked 

by the media at the time and occupying only a footnote in most feminist 

historiographies, the women from Duke Divinity and the Resource Center for 

Women and Ministry in the South changed the trajectory of arguments about the 

place of women’s rights in both church and society and existed as a key 

component of feminism in North Carolina. As the battle for the ratification of the 

ERA hit North Carolina in the 1970s, many laypersons across the state drew on 

similar theological frameworks to reframe traditional understandings of gender 

roles, reflecting how ideas about Protestantism and the role of women circulated 

amongst multiple groups. Grassroots activists from the North Carolina Council of 

Churches (NCCOC) challenged traditional understandings of the place of women 

in the church as they argued against the notion that the ERA would upset a 

divinely ordained gender hierarchy. In many respects, the scriptural 

interpretations set forth by the NCCOC was one of the most effective tools for 

combating the messages coming from religious fundamentalists and reflected an 
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overlap with the more theoretical messages developed by religious women in 

academia.   

Deeply aware of the importance of this feminist Protestant leadership, 

Pauli Murray urged religious folks to fight for the passage of the Equal Rights 

Amendment in her sermon at the Chapel of the Cross in 1977.  Asking the crowd 

to “hope and pray” for the ERA, she fused the radical potential of the social 

gospel with the promise of far-reaching gender equality.1  Never one to keep 

church business separate from the current political climate, she used her position 

behind the pulpit to advocate for social change and hoped other ministers across 

the state would follow her lead.  While many Protestants hesitated to include 

politics in the Sunday morning worship service, Murray knew from her past 

campaigns that the social networks and leadership resources of individual 

churches, denominations, and religious organizations could play a critical role in 

influencing social issues.  Particularly in a place like North Carolina, where 

religion existed as a deeply embedded strand in the overall social fabric, an issue 

like the Equal Rights Amendment would simply not gain enough political traction 

without the involvement of churches and related religious networks.    

Murray’s stance on the ERA served as a significant departure from her 

previous opposition to the amendment.  She had left NOW in the late 1960s due 

to the organization’s vigorous support of the amendment.  Fearful that the ERA 
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would alienate labor groups and overlook the needs of women of color, she 

instead threw her weight and legal acumen behind the Equal Protection Clause 

of the Fourteenth Amendment. This strategy rested on a case-by-case approach 

to remedying gender discrimination without wiping out protective labor legislation. 

Treating race and sex as analogous---rather than identical--- categories, this 

approach drew on the legal victories advanced by the NAACP and the ACLU, 

and advocated for a stronger relationship between civil rights and women’s 

liberation.2 

Yet, by 1971, Murray described the ERA as a guarantee that “transcends 

gender” and claimed that “Negro women as a group have the most to gain from 

the Equal Rights Amendment.”3  She based her reasoning on the minimal 

benefits the black civil rights movement afforded women of color, who remained, 

she observed, “the lowest and most vulnerable social and economic group in the 

United States.”4  This change of heart coincided with Murray’s battles with young 

black men at Brandeis, her growing pessimism towards what she viewed as the 

Black Nationalist tendencies of the civil rights movement, and the increased 

support women’s groups threw behind the ERA after NOW’s official endorsement 

in 1967.  Arguing that race and gender stereotypes worked in tandem to 
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demonize black female matriarchs, Murray pointed to economic statistics to show 

that black women occupied the lowest rung of earning potential in the country.  

Both working African American wives and single black women were the most 

likely to live in poverty and work in occupations that did not receive union 

protections or safeguards under labor standards legislation.  A blanket approach 

to addressing gender discrimination, she argued, was the surest route to 

rectifying this situation.5   

At the time of Murray’s sermon in 1977, the North Carolina House of 

Representatives had just approved the amendment by six votes, and an 

organized coalition spearheaded by religious groups felt optimistic that a victory 

was certain in the Senate.6  While the mountainous areas in the western part of 

the state, and the rural eastern parts of the state held out as conservative 

strongholds, in urban areas like Charlotte, Greensboro, Winston-Salem, and the 

Triangle, a strong history of activist and feminist support seemed to assure 

victory.   Yet, as historian Bill Chafe notes, compared to other states across the 

Deep South, North Carolina had a progressive reputation that sat uncomfortably 

next to its social and economic realities.7   Key figures like North Carolina 
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Senator Sam Ervin and conservative radio personality Jesse Helms blamed 

liberals for a decline in morality, individual responsibility, and religious values—

philosophies diametrically opposed to the emphasis on personal freedoms and 

individual rights emanating from groups supporting the ERA.8 Within this matrix, 

a combination of grassroots activists, high profile business and religious leaders, 

and a sophisticated bureaucratic infrastructure led to the re-emergence of the 

Right by the late 1970s.9 In the South, these issues became tightly bound with 

calls for local control of both public and private issues, a trend deeply embedded 
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in the region’s resistance to government interference in race relations but also 

hugely important to debates over gender roles and the ERA.  

Although arguing from different perspectives, both liberals and 

conservatives imagined a heterosexual nuclear family at the center of their 

debates for or against the ERA.  Factors such as the increasing divorce rate, a 

growing public acceptance of sex outside of marriage, and the national 

legalization of abortion heightened evangelical concerns about the decline of the 

family.10  Fearful that these trends undermined traditional norms of femininity and 

masculinity, conservatives rallied to preserve respective roles and spheres for 

women and men.11  On the other side of the coin, liberal feminists argued that the 

ERA did not in any way interfere with the logistics of family life.   They insisted 

that the ERA would not affect the governing of private universities; it would not 

intrude upon familial relationship or the structure of families.  Instead, it would 

change governmental actions, erase the legal inequalities women faced, and 

alter the inherently biased structure of the law.  In this narrative, the ERA would 

strengthen existing laws that enhanced the position of women and erode 

remaining pockets of discrimination in the areas of obtaining credit, women’s 

control of property, alimony, and equal access to jobs and education.12 

                                            
10 Daniel K. Williams, God’s Own Party: The Making of the Christian Right (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2010), 105.   
11 Ibid., 107.   
12 De Hart and Mathews, 125-130.   
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Furthermore, as changing economic conditions dictated that both men and 

women must enter the workplace to support their families, women needed 

workplace equality to earn the wages necessary to sustain their households.  

Especially in a state like North Carolina where textile manufacturing employed 

sixty percent of the female workforce, the ERA was the surest way for these 

women to garner adequate workplace protections and wage equality.  Indeed 

liberal feminists viewed the ERA as the surest avenue to truly protecting women 

and the families that depended on them.   

The Corporation for Public Broadcasting visited North Carolina and 

covered this acrimonious environment during the 1979 and 1981 legislative 

sessions.  As depicted in the film, nationally-recognized conservative figures like 

Utah’s Orrin Hatch, Eagle Forum’s Phyllis Schlafly, and the Evangelical Preacher 

Jerry Falwell traveled to North Carolina during both ratification cycles, linking the 

ERA to abortion, waning national morals, the decline of the family, and a weak 

democratic foreign policy. In focusing closely on the presence of these 

conservative figures and grassroots evangelical activists, PBS presented a 

lopsided version of the ERA: one that overemphasized the presence of religious 

fundamentalists and bypassed both moderate strands of opposition and the 

state’s robust liberal religious movement.   

The narration, interviews, and voice-overs for the one-hour episode came 

from Pulitzer Prize winning journalist, Frances Fitzgerald. A graduate of Radcliffe 

college, Fitzgerald was best known for her coverage of the Vietnam War and 



 

 214 

would emerge in future decades as an astute commentator on America’s cultural 

trends, covering American history and politics on a broad array of topics, 

including a full length book on evangelicals.13  Fitzgerald’s commentary attempts 

to bring a balanced perspective to the ERA debate, but the image of an articulate 

and well-established female journalist interviewing fundamentalists vehemently 

opposed to women’s rights sets up an awkward contrast.  Fitzgerald represents a 

class of educated, successful professional women with impressive careers who 

stood to benefit from the ERA. Coupled with the film’s one-dimensional 

representation of ERA advocates, her presence further entrenched a secular 

narrative of both women’s liberation and the ERA.   

Unbeknownst to viewers of “Who Will Protect the Family?,” support for the 

ERA also galvanized the religious community like no other feminist issue during 
                                            
13 Fitzgerald’s first book offered a critical assessment of America’s involvement in Vietnam, 

arguing that the war was doomed from the start because Americans did not understand the long 

and complicated history of Vietnamese politics, foreign relations, and system of governance.  It 

won the Pulitzer Prize, the Bancroft Prize, and the national Book Award. Frances Fitzgerald, Fire 

in the Lake: The Vietnamese and Americans in Vietnam (New York: Little Brown and Company, 

1972).  In 1979, she published a critical account of the consensus narrative built into American 

textbooks.  She argued for a more diverse, multi-cultural account of the divergent experiences of 

all Americans versus the triumphant, nationalist narrative she traced in her research. Ibid., 

America Revised (New York: Vintage Books, 1980). Continuing her investigations of American 

culture, history, and politics, in 2000 she published an unflattering assessment of Reagan’s 

Strategic Defense Initiative, Star Wars and its lingering costs and inefficiencies as a missile 

defense program.  Finally, in her 2017 publication of the long roots of the evangelical movement 

in the United States, she traces how evangelicals have shaped American history, culture, and 

politics since the founding of America. Ibid., The Evangelicals: The Struggle to Shape America 

(New York: Simon and Schuster, 2017).   
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the 1970s and 1980s.  While many mainstream Protestants balked at what they 

viewed as the cultural radicalism of women’s liberation, the ERA attracted a wide 

range of supporters—professional women, younger and older women, ministers, 

secular feminists, and regular churchgoers.  A broad pro-ERA coalition 

composed of the League of Women Voters, Church Women United, NOW, the 

YWCA, the National Women’s Political Caucus, The North Carolina Council of 

Churches, and other groups rallied behind the ERA, relying explicitly on religious 

networks for the passage of the amendment.14  In urban areas like Charlotte, 

Greensboro, Winston-Salem, and the Research Triangle of Raleigh-Durham-

Chapel Hill, religious networks and religious figures critically supported the 

ratification campaigns that took place between 1975 and 1982.  Particularly in the 

eastern half of the state, local researchers described the network set up by 

Church Women United as a “model liaison,” connecting a broad ecumenical 

religious network to other organizations across the state.15  

“Who Will Protect the Family?” not only ignored this strong presence of 

religious groups at the national level, but also missed its presence in North 

Carolina.  For one brief moment, the camera scans in on an orange button 

reading “People of Faith for the ERA” but pans away so quickly, it would be easy 

                                            
14 De Hart and Mathews, 24.  See all of Chapter 5.  
15 Ibid., 78. 
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for a viewer to miss it entirely.16   Yet, this broad coalition of ‘people of faith’ 

represented a far-reaching and diverse segment of ERA supporters—an 

interdenominational religious group that spanned the entire state and engaged in 

social justice issues that extended well beyond the ERA.  While urban areas like 

Charlotte, Greensboro, and the Triangle started out as the most active pockets of 

pro-ERA activism, the educational efforts undertaken by religious groups 

eventually reached both the eastern and western edges of the state.17   

The PBS focus on a vocal, politically active Christian Right eclipsed the 

awareness of this feminist, Christian Left.  Importantly, this omission highlights 

one of the broader arguments of this dissertation: the role liberal religious groups 

played in supporting the ERA and other feminist causes got lost in the shuffle of 

national media coverage, retrospective analyses, and feminist historiography. 

Like PBS, most accounts focused on religious fundamentalists and either 

completely bypassed religious feminists or treated them as a bizarre footnote to 

debate over the ERA.18  Against the backdrop of a larger shift to the Right in 

                                            
16 PBS, “Who Will Protect the Family?” directed by Victoria Costello, April 13, 1982, Folder Series 

IV Audio Visual Materials “Who Will Protect the Family?,” Box 13, The Equal Rights Amendment 

Campaign Archives Program, 1970-1985.  Smith College, Sophia Smith Collection.  North 

Hampton, Massachusetts, (hereafter cited as “Who Will Protect the Family?”) 
17 North Carolina Women’s Political Caucus Newsletter, December 1981, Folder National 

Women’s Political Caucus, Elizabeth Hargrave Papers (hereafter cited as Elizabeth Hargrave 

Papers), Box 4, Rubenstein Library, Duke University, Durham, North Carolina.    
18 Most histories and retrospectives position the ERA as a largely secular issue opposed by 

religious fundamentalists.  See Christine Stansell, The Feminist Promise: 1792-Present (New 
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national politics, the local and national figures covered in the documentary 

represented a prominent but partial glimpse of how religious groups actually 

responded to the ERA.  

Highlighting this core of religious support changes how we understand 

public acceptance of the women’s movement. The support of the religious 

                                                                                                                                  
York: Random House, 2010); and Jane Mansbridge, Why We Lost the ERA (Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 1986).  Both Stansell and Mansbridge only discuss religion in the context of 

fundamentalist opposition.  Stansell links the ERA’s demise to Schlafly’s ability to successfully 

recruit working and middle-class women from Protestant Evangelical churches, and Mansbridge 

describes a “split that would become familiar in the new politics of the 1980s: religious 

fundamentalists and heavy churchgoers against agnostics and Jews…The battle against the ERA 

was one of the first in which the New Right used women’s issues to forge a coalition of the 

traditional Radical Right, religious activists” (34). What Mansbridge describes as the 

“fundamentalist South,” gets particularly singled out in this calculus, as she and other authors link 

“strict fundamentalist churches” to anti-ERA opposition (152). In Feminism Unfinished, Cobble, 

Gordon, and Henry similarly position the ERA as a secular issue, exclusively fusing its 1970’s 

resurgence with the efforts of NOW.  See Dorothy Sue Cobble, Linda Gordon, and Astrid Henry, 

Feminism Unfinished: A Short, Surprising History of American Women’s Movements (New York: 

Liveright, 2014). Works focusing on the grassroots activism of conservative women also repeat 

this assumption.  See Donald Critchlow, Phyllis Schlafly and Grassroots Conservatism: A 

Woman’s Crusade (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2008). Critchlow claims that 98% of 

those opposed to the ERA held a religious affiliation while only 31%-48% of pro-ERA supporters 

did. In this narrative, fundamentalist and evangelical Protestant women looked to the Bible to 

support traditional models of the family, subsumed under the leadership of a husband.  He 

describes these groups as anti-big government, anti-egalitarian, and concerned with traditional 

moral values.  In the South, people with these values came from the Southern Baptist Church, the 

Church of Christ, and small fundamentalist congregations. In general, he shows how Schlafly 

drew on the support of evangelical Christian women, Catholic women through the National 

Council of Catholic Women, and also African-American ministers, Lutherans, and Orthodox Jews.  
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women and ministers altered how the general population eventually thought of an 

issue like the ERA. Many people across North Carolina backed away from what 

they viewed as a radical feminist movement—women who wanted to act and be 

like men and break the cultural norms dictating other gender and sexual mores—

but feminist issues took on a different note when couched in the language of 

biblical tradition or moral righteousness.  Well-known ministers and religious 

organizations drew parallels between the ERA and Jesus’s treatment of women 

in the Bible.  They defended women’s equality by reinterpreting passages of the 

Bible and pointing to a vision of universal equality embedded in the message of 

the social gospel.  This made women’s liberation palatable to moderate 

Protestants, and less of a threat to those who feared rapid changes in gender 

roles and other cultural conventions.  Their actions made the ERA and feminism 

respectable to other mainstream Protestants across the state in a way other 

advocates failed to do.  In the case of the ERA, the only arguments that 

responded directly to fundamentalists—particularly the question of who would 

protect the family—came from religious circles.  Even though they did not change 

the outcome of the ERA vote, the frameworks they established to reimagine the 

Bible’s stance on gender norms made it possible to conceptualize more fluid 

concepts of gender and sexuality in future decades when battles for gay 

liberation and AIDS activism unfolded across the nation. 
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The (Long) History of the ERA 
Support for the ERA dated back to the early twentieth-century.  The 

National Women’s Party (NWP), led by Alice Paul, first introduced the 

amendment in 1921. The ERA proposed to erase virtually all gender distinctions 

in law.  As women who previously identified as suffragists split off into groups 

dedicated to voting issues, progressive and labor causes, and international 

women’s work, the NWP fought for passage of the amendment even as they 

received extreme criticism from what historian Christine Stansell describes as 

“virtually all liberal organizations.”19  Advocating for systems of legislation that 

treated women as equal participants in a system of wage labor, they saw the 

ERA as a way to level the playing field for women who received unequal pay and 

could not gain access to certain types of work.  This was the surest route to 

erasing the image of workingwomen as a weak and dependent class and would 

also give them critical access to trade union participation.20 

Maternalist politics and support for protective labor legislation stood at the 

crux of opposition to the ERA.  Socialist feminists who fought hard for minimum 

wage, maximum hours, weight-lifting protections, and required bathroom and 

lunch breaks worried that the ERA would wipe out these hard won pieces of 

                                            
19 Stansell, 180; 196-197.   
20 Nancy Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 

125.   
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protective labor.21 While the National Women’s Party saw these protections as 

hurdles to economic equality rather than benefits, socialist feminists pointed to 

fair labor standards as one of the only protections firmly ensconced for working-

class women.22  Women like Florence Kelley, general secretary of the National 

Consumer’s League, had worked hard to offset the deleterious effects of 

industrial wage labor and felt strongly that women needed special protections as 

workers because of their joint roles as mothers.  The social legislation she helped 

to pass offered benefits like mothers’ pensions for widows and maternal health 

protections designed to lower infant and maternal mortality rates.  In her view, 

the ERA would erase these important pieces of social legislation and eliminate 

the precarious foothold working women had in industry and unions.23   

From 1923 through the 1950s, this debate continued as the NWP and a 

handful of professional women’s groups battled socialist feminists over the 

consequences of the ERA on the working conditions of women and by extension, 

their families.24 In 1947, what historian Dorothy Cobble refers to as “social justice 

feminists,” advocated for a Women’s Status Bill.  This sought to also eliminate 

discrimination based on sex but not via a constitutional amendment.  Instead, 

                                            
21 Stansell, 180; 196-197.   
22 Ibid.,198.   
23 Kathryn Kish Sklar, “The Historical Foundations of Women’s Power in the Creation of the 

American Welfare Sate, 1830-1930,” in Mothers of a New World: Maternalist Politics and the 

Origins of Welfare States, eds. Seth Coven and Sonya Michel (New York: Routledge, 1993), 48.   
24 Cobble, et al, 11.  
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they proposed a presidential committee on the status of women, and chief 

among their concerns was equal pay for equal work, civil rights legislation, and 

laws beneficial to working mothers.  Instead of a gender-neutral blanket 

approach proposed by the NWP, they wanted to do a case-by-case review of 

existing laws.  This approach sought to balance the concerns of inequality in the 

workplace against the unique roles women occupied as workers and mothers.25  

Male trade unionists, on the other hand, pounced upon this same view of the 

importance of motherhood and opposed the implementation of the ERA based on 

paternalistic views that positioned women as wives and mothers, ultimately 

restricted by their predetermined biological and sex roles.  This attitude co-opted 

the vision set forth by socialist feminists and also served to bar the entry of 

women into male fields and union organizing.26 

Racial and class divisions never lingered far from the surface of these 

concerns.  Much of the early support for the ERA reflected the perspectives of 

middle class white women who, like male trade unionists, exalted women’s roles 

as wives or mothers. The elimination of sex-based labor legislation they 

advocated spoke to a rare class of particularly skilled or professional women who 

did not share the same working conditions or standards of living as poor 

women.27  In addition to ignoring the needs of working-class women, the NWP 

                                            
25 Kish Sklar, 48. 
26 Cott, 126. 
27 Ibid., 127. 
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often appealed to racist ideologues, partnering with conservatives like Strom 

Thurmond of South Carolina to pass legislation specifically designed to protect 

white women.28  Indeed, it was with the encouragement and blessing of the NWP 

that Democratic Representative Howard W. Smith of Virginia proposed adding 

sex to the Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Bill—a move intended by the NWP to 

extinguish a bill that initially had nothing to do with women but gave new rights to 

black men.29   

Yet, Murray and others saw the inclusion of sex in the bill differently, and, 

with its passage, worked towards a renewed alliance between feminists and civil 

rights advocates—seeing another opportunity to make the case for race and sex 

parallels in the law.  Ultimately, this brought the NWP and civil rights activists 

closer together and closed some of the rifts between the NWP and socialist 

feminists as they all became invested in the success of the Title VII and worked 

to keep the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission accountable for 

minimizing both race and gender discriminations.30  When NOW threw its weight 

behind the passage of the amendment in 1967, the UAW quickly reversed its 

long-standing opposition to the ERA, reasoning that the loss of protective labor 

legislation was less of a threat than continued sex discrimination.31  Always with 

                                            
28 Mayeri, 12.   
29 Ibid., 20.   
30 Ibid., 22-23.   
31 Cobble, et al, 110.   
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a keen eye towards building alliances, Murray too fell in line behind the ERA, 

even as she continued to support anti-discrimination under the Fourteenth 

Amendment.32  By 1970, Murray viewed a constitutional amendment as the 

surest way to guarantee equality for black women in housing, health, welfare, 

education, job training, and employment.33  Yet, she chose to work for passage 

under the umbrella of the ACLU rather than NOW.34 

With the strong backing of NOW, Congress ratified the ERA in 1972 and 

allotted seven years for the necessary ratification by three-fourths of the states. 

Within one year, thirty states ratified the amendment, and only eight more 

needed to fall in line for it to become the law of the land.   It seemed likely this 

would happen quickly.  Flying on the coattails of successful civil rights legislation, 

a litany of protections for women became law in the 1970s: the 1972 Equal 

Employment Opportunity Act, The Equal Credit Opportunity Act (1974), and The 

Women’s Educational Equality Act (1974). The ERA seemed no different, and, 

initially, received support from both Democrats and Republicans.  Yet, opponents 

of the ERA drew on themes of maternalism and protectionism used by opponents 

in the previous decades as they effectively branded the ERA as a tool of elitist, 

professional women and depicted ERA supporters as women who worked in 

high-salaried jobs outside of the home and did not support the idea of stay-at-

                                            
32 Mayeri, 38.   
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home mothers.35  Against this backlash, a handful of states hung in the balance 

over the course of nine years, and even with an extension deadline of June 1982, 

the Equal Rights Amendment never garnered enough support to change the 

legal status of gender discrimination in the Constitution.   

North Carolina’s Political Landscape  
White supremacist politics, dating back to the turn of the century, 

influenced the political landscape and make up of party politics in North Carolina. 

In the beginning of the twentieth-century, the bi-racial, fusionist Republican Party 

experienced a violent and final defeat at the hands of self described defenders of 

white supremacy, and a system of one party rule became the norm for the better 

part of a century.36  While FDR’s New Deal slowly moved the Democratic Party to 

the left on social issues (mainly civil rights), moderates, progressives, and 

conservatives called the Democratic Party home. Right-wing business leaders 

viewed the concessions FDR made to labor and civil rights groups during the 

New Deal with growing suspicion, and these stances only hardened when 

Truman took office in 1948.   Truman took unprecedented steps against lynching, 

police brutality, and racial discrimination.  In 1948, he called for the repeal of the 

poll tax and federal penalties for lynching, along with desegregation of interstate 

                                            
35 Critchlow, 224.   
36 For more on the legacy of the Wilmington race riots see David Cecelski, Tim Tyson, and John 

Hope Franklin, eds.  Democracy Betrayed: The Wilmington Race Riot of 1989 and its Legacy 
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travel and an executive order banning segregation in the armed forces.37  His 

actions ignited a long simmering national campaign for states rights and 

constitutional conservatism—especially in the South. Led by South Carolina 

governor James F. Brynes and buoyed by the Grand Dragon Hamilton, a still 

small coterie of elite southern leaders made a tactical shift away from the rhetoric 

of white supremacy and instead embraced their right to enact segregation in the 

1950s.  Described by historian Jason Morgan Ward as a “refined brand of racial 

politics,” this move was as an attempt on the part of southern leaders to 

represent segregation as “responsible public policy.”38   

Against this backdrop, a small group of religious liberals and social 

progressives worked to imprint a vision of New Deal social democracy.  A 

handful of southern white women such as Anne Braden, Lillian Smith, and 

Virginia Durr made a large impact in the South on the development of civil rights 

in white communities and interracial organizations beginning in the 1930s.39 

Historian Patricia Sullivan explores how southern, New Deal progressives made 

up a loose alliance of ‘student radicals, CIO organizers, civil rights litigators, 

national policymakers, congressional lobbyists, and voting rights activists.” In 

                                            
37 Jason Morgan Ward, Defending White Democracy: The Making of a Segregationist Movement 

and the Remaking of Racial Politics, 1936-1965 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
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38 Ibid., 121-123. 
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North Carolina, a small group of socially progressive Protestant ministers, mostly 

Baptists, pushed back at segregated churches and preached that racial 

segregation was inconsistent with the scriptures in the 1950s and 1960s.40  

Collectively these groups worked to extend political democracy across the South 

and participated in interracial organizations to bolster black civil rights, interracial 

unionism, and universal suffrage.  Described by Sullivan as a group of Christian 

socialists, these activists largely dissipated during the 1950s as they became 

vulnerable to both anti-communism and a white segregationist backlash, but 

pockets of their activism lived on into the next decades.41  

The debates over the ERA reflected this long history as (mostly white) 

southern democrats and evangelical voters completed a move away from the 

Democratic Party in the 1970s, and, instead embraced the national politics of an 

increasingly conservative Republican Party intent on preserving the racial status 

quo. This shift reflected a growing rejection of New Deal liberalism and a return 

to traditional values, albeit without such a strong communist focus.42  Jesse 

Helms became one of the first and most visible Democrats in North Carolina to 

move to the GOP in 1970, specifically seeing the party as a place to strengthen 
                                            
40 David Stricklin, A Genealogy of Dissent: Southern Baptist Protest in the Twentieth Century  

(Louisville: University of Kentucky Press, 2000), 23-24; Paul Harvey, Freedom’s Coming: 

Religious Culture and the Shaping of the South from the Civil War through the Civil Rights Era 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 47-49. 
41 Patricia Sullivan, Days of Hope: Race and Democracy in the New Deal ERA (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2005).  
42 Critchlow, 5. 
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conservative causes.43  Helms had worked at WRAL News in Raleigh since 1960 

and used the station as a platform for projecting his views over an 80- mile radius 

out from Raleigh.  His show highlighted opposition to mandatory busing, tirades 

against war protesters, and critiques of social spending.  In 1972, he ran for the 

Senate and carried many counties that historically had voted Democratic.44  

Although it would be over a decade before a Republican Party that rallied behind 

social issues became recognizable in the state, his victory in 1972 signaled the 

advent of two party competition, and the rise of a Republican Party cemented 

around conservative social issues, support from evangelical voters, and a 

dedication to maintaining the existing racial and gender status quo.45 

While Helms received a great deal media attention, he remained an 

anomaly in terms of ideology in 1970s North Carolina.  The majority of legislators 

were an educated and relatively comfortable group of white males who did not 

have a firm commitment one way or another to social issues like feminism.  At a 

time when the average household income in North Carolina was $8950 per year, 

over 100 legislators earned more than $30,000 annually, largely through their 

own businesses.46  Additionally, unlike the general populace, most had college 

degrees.  These politicians, to varying degrees, assumed that incrementalism, 
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pragmatism, and a resistance to innovation defined the political culture and 

attitudes of voters in the state.47  They were also sensitive to federal intervention, 

and business and money interests dominated the political scene in North 

Carolina.  In 1970, only thirty-eight percent of legislators in North Carolina came 

from urban areas (cities greater than 50,000 people), and of this group, forty-four 

percent came from areas with less than 2500 people.48  Thus, in both the House 

and Senate, most elected officials from both parties cared more about business 

and financial interests than social and cultural issues.  They supported low-taxes 

and minimal appropriations for public projects and responded to the opinions of 

wealthy and influential people in their hometowns.49  Accordingly, people 

associated with key industries in the state—banking, real estate, textiles, 

tobacco, and insurance---were the most likely to sway their votes.50  

In 1973, men outnumbered female lawmakers by a margin of 20:1.   

Representative Carolyn Matthis, a Republican from Mecklenburg County told the 

Burlington Daily Times, that the disproportionate number of women actually 

represented an “advantage.”  Clarifying, she went on to add, “There are so few of 

us we get the attention.”51  Another Republican from Guilford County, 

                                            
47 Ibid., 84.   
48 Ibid., 181.  
49 Ibid., 183.  
50 Ibid., 187.  
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Representative Margaret Keesee and Democrat Lara Tally, similarly described 

the imbalance as an asset, stating that other lawmakers were more inclined to 

listen to their point of view given their minority status.52 Yet, Patricia Stanford 

Hunt, a Democrat from urban Orange County, described the men she worked 

with during this time as “chivalrous” and always “very nice,” but they didn’t 

actually take women seriously as political actors.  While working with a male 

member of the appropriations committee, for example, Stanford Hunt recalls 

requesting money for state park preservation, and her colleague responded by 

patting her on the head, telling her “not to worry her pretty head” about funding.53 

As these attitudes reveal, access to office did not guarantee access to power.   

Marilyn Bissel, a Republican from Mecklenburg County, also found herself 

shut out of key networks of decision-making.  Men would meet for a dinner to 

discuss political issues but, as she explains, would be “embarrassed to go to 

dinner with me.”  Emphasizing how politically disadvantageous this could be to 

female politicians, she added, “And that is where the real hashing and rehashing 

goes on.” Hunt concurred that women did not easily gain access to male centers 

of influence.  In her view, men would get together on their own to discuss issues, 

and “they don’t always invite the women.”54 During this time, she forged alliances 
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with a few key men who took her seriously as a female legislator and also 

worked with other women to form a women’s caucus, a move that she recalls 

made male legislators “extremely nervous.”  In the end, however, this group of 

women brought varying opinions and loyalties to their role as legislators and 

never emerged as an entirely untied front.55   

Like most other female legislators in the support of the ERA in North 

Carolina, Hunt worked to pass legislation that benefited women while keeping the 

women’s movement at arm’s length.56  She was a 1950 graduate of the 

University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill and a wife, mother, and educator.  

Always very interested in politics, she supported her husband’s successful bid for 

the House in 1965, while also running her own campaign as President of the 

North Carolina Association of Educators.  Upon her husband’s death in 1970, 

Governor Bob Scott appointed her to take over her husband’s role for the 

remainder of his term.  She ran on her own merits in 1972 and won five 

consecutive terms, emerging as a key spokeswoman for the ERA and traveling 

nationally at times to give speeches and raise money for the cause.   She joined 

others in supporting the amendment as the most effective means of creating 

equity in the state’s divorce, alimony, child custody, and employment laws.57  
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Hunt initially viewed the passage of the ERA as a guarantee; she simply needed 

to sway a few legislators after its initial failure in 1971. During this time, she 

actively tried to “defuse” the efforts of lobbying groups like NOW because she 

didn’t want to stir up any controversy or draw undue attention to the 

amendment.58  

With the exception of women like Hunt and a handful of progressive male 

Democrats, politicians didn’t initially have an opinion one way or another about 

the ERA.  As in many other states, when the ERA first came to a vote in North 

Carolina in 1972, many activists saw it as a foregone conclusion that the 

legislature would ratify it because it didn’t attract much attention one way or 

another.59  Legislators considered the amendment “lightweight material” and 

were eager to get onto other pressing issues like budgetary matters and a recent 

investigation by the highway commission.60 Yet, an outpouring of letters, both in 

support of and against the amendment and a packed legislative gallery on the 

day of the debate changed the dynamic, and many legislators backed off their 

previous support.61 In 1977, Senator Marshall Rauch, a Democrat from Gaston 
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County, changed his vote after getting mail from 3500 opponents in one day.62  

Another female legislature from the mountain district of Avery followed suit when 

she received a “storm of protest” from her constituents.63  

Despite this acrimony, supporters felt confident that the election of 

Democratic Governor Jim Hunt in 1977 would turn the tide in their favor.  Hunt 

was thirty-five years old when elected governor.  He graduated from UNC with a 

law degree in the early 1960s and was president of the Young Democrats in 

1968. Hunt was a devout Christian and a family man who ran on a platform of 

human equality and equal opportunity.64 During his time as Lieutenant Governor, 

he established a reputation as someone who worked easily with both centrists 

and liberals and was the acknowledged leader of the Democratic Party.65 Upon 

taking office, he persued educational initiatives, environmental protection, 

diversity and fairness in the workforce, and economic growth.  He infused the 

office of governor with a young staff and a focus on including women and African 

Americans in policy-making decisions.66  Supported broadly by teachers, 

                                            
62  “Vote to be held on ERA by Panel,” The Robesonian, February 24, 1977, p. 9 
63 “Another Close Fight on the ERA Vote,” Daily-Times News (Burlington, NC), January 4, 1977, 

p. 2. 
64 De Hart and Mathews, 106.   
65 Eamon, 159. 
66 De Hart and Mathews, 194. Hunt appointed Howard Lee as Secretary of Commercial 

Development and Natural Resources, making him the first African American man to hold a state-

level executive position.  See Eamon, 176.  Also under Hunt, Betty R. McCain served as the first 

woman to head the Democratic Party.  Trish Hunt served as chair of the Judiciary Committee, 
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feminists, and organized labor, Hunt became increasingly popular as he made 

visiting factories, farms, and schools part of his routine as governor.67   When he 

mentioned his support for the ERA in his 1977 State of the State Address, he 

received a standing ovation from the crowd.68   With Speaker of the House, Carl 

Stewart, as an ally, it seemed inevitable that the ERA would pass, and pass 

quickly.69  

Yet, the strong presence of conservative Democrats, connected to a long 

history of gender and racial conservatism, undercut the effectiveness of this 

progressive alliance.  Hunt never established a solid relationship with the 

General Assembly, and he battled with Democratic Lieutenant Governor Jimmy 

Green on many issues, especially the ERA.  Green epitomized the type of 

conservative, southern democrat who dug in their heels at the mention of FDR’s 

New Deal and Johnson’s Great Society, and similarly, remained vehemently 

opposed to the ERA in North Carolina.  In contrast to Hunt, Green was a veteran 

                                                                                                                                  
and Jane Patterson as Secretary of Administration.  This placement of women in high-ranking 

positions signaled that the administration was friendly not only to women in leadership roles but 

causes like the ERA.  See De Hart and Mathews, 80.     
67 Eamon, 172; 176.  Indeed, Hunt became so popular during his first term that he became the 

first governor since 1866 to win nomination to a second term. 
68 “ERA Hearing Planned by House Committee,” Statesville Record and Landmark, January 19, 

1977, p. 14.   
69 De Hart and Mathews, 79.  Stewart was the son of a millworker and held two degrees from 

Duke. Stewart voted in the tradition of a moderate-liberal who favored progressive changes 

across the state. In addition to Hunt and Stewart, George Miller of Durham also strongly backed 

the ERA.  
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politician with twenty-three years of experience in state government and a 

wealthy tobacco owner with a record of voting as a fiscal conservative. As the 

presiding officer of the Senate, he appointed people to chief money committees 

who shared his viewpoint.  One newspaper described him as having a reputation 

for “being tough and cunning, feared by legislators he presides over and most 

comfortable exercising his power behind closed doors.”70  Green modeled the 

type of democratic conservative who would finalize the Dixiecrat exodus begun 

with Strom Thurmond in 1948 and intensified after the civil rights movement.  

During the 1970’s ERA campaigns, however, he remained firmly ensconced in 

the party’s conservative wing, and remained a thorn in the side of Hunt, Stewart, 

and other ERA advocates.   

Accordingly, white supremacist politics combined with traditional notions of 

gender roles ultimately led to the demise of ERA.  As the state and the nation 

became increasingly right leaning after the 1976 election cycle, even pro-ERA 

legislators began to back away from what they viewed as an increasingly 

unpopular and controversial issue. During the 1978 cycle, Republicans gained 

seats in both houses, and while Democrats continued to hold the majority, the 

force of Jesse Helms, who captured fifty-seven percent of the vote, attracted 

conservative Democrats across the state.  Indeed, by 1978, his Congressional 

Club was one of the most effective fundraising apparatuses in the state, 
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presaging the Republican upsurge that culminated in the 1980 election of Ronald 

Reagan.71  

A new version of maternalist politics grew out of this conservative 

movement as opponents increasing linked the ERA to issues such as women 

leaving the home, avoiding childcare responsibilities, and facing the possibility of 

the draft.72  As The Daily Tar Heel noted, the ERA invoked images of “mothers 

dragged from nursing children to serve in battle trenches.”73 Patricia Hunt 

similarly recalls how during one legislative session men contended that they 

wouldn’t let their daughters be “slaughtered in combat” due to the supposed 

military requirements imposed by the ERA.  Others insisted that women didn’t 

need the ERA because they were already equal, benefited from the salaries of 

their husbands, and enjoyed important protections as women.74  Legislators 

balked at embroiling themselves in a series of issues that drew so heavily on 

emotions---feminism, abortion, civil rights, and non-traditional gender roles---

                                            
71 Eamon, 186. 
72 As historian Elizabeth McRae notes, white women often couched their opposition to social 

issues like integration and forced busing in the language of mother’s rights while masking their 

determination to simultaneously preserve the racial status quo.  While ERA opponents rarely 

invoked race, women used their role as mothers to oppose the amendment while similarly 
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(New York: Oxford University Press, 2018). 
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especially at a time when Democrats seemed to be losing steam across the state 

and nation.  

“Who Will Protect the Family?” 
PBS began filming in North Carolina in the middle of this debate.   The 

segment brings into focus the concerns of people who either adamantly 

supported or opposed a constitutional amendment by closely following pro-ERA 

advocate Beth McAllister and ERA opponent Marilyn DeVries during the 1979 

and 1981 legislative sessions.  Initially, the film depicts McAllister and DeVries as 

two women cut from the same cloth but with startling divergent views on the 

ERA.  Both are middle-class wives and describe themselves as “born-again 

Christians.”75  As “children of the 1940s and 1950s,” the film flips through photos 

of both women in prom dresses, with sorority groups, and eventually married and 

with children.  To underscore the similarity between them, the narrator tells the 

audience that both women “conform to the conventions of their generation.”  Both 

were “pretty and popular” growing up, and eventually married, had children, and 

didn’t return to work until their children entered school.76   

Yet the differences appear to end there.  McAllister approaches the ERA 

as a liberal feminist, seeing traditional models of the family as dated and out of 

step with the changing economic demands of American society.  As a social 
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worker, member of the League of Women Voters, and the previous head of 

Wives and Mothers for the ERA, she now leads the legislative campaign for 

North Carolinians United for the ERA (NCUERA).77  Like other liberal advocates 

for the ERA, she supports a combination of federal and state interventions to 

protect women and children: state legislation, a constitutional amendment, and 

social institutions to expand the social safety net and offer communal solutions to 

individual problems.  Throughout the film, she appears at rallies, in legislative 

hallways, and in the offices of key congressional supporters emphasizing the 

need for changes to the legal code to protect the rights of women.78   

Unbeknownst to viewers of the PBS special, McAllister viewed her faith as 

the driving force behind her ERA activism.  As she recalls in an oral history 

interview, “Growing up in the South in the church was also something that 

radicalized me and taught me that I had a responsibility to fight for the rights of 

people who had no rights and who could not have a voice, did not have a 

voice.”79 Many of these convictions came from her family upbringing.  She grew 

up in a family of yellow dog democrats, and fell asleep to the sounds of her 

grandmother praying in the room they shared together.  Her parents were 

Southern Baptists, and her father was a sought after vocalist in the church.  

                                            
77 De Hart and Mathews, 99.   
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Within this milieu, McAllister described religion as “very much a part of her life,” 

but never felt that there was a dichotomy between the roles allotted to women 

and men.  McAllister recalls growing up under the influence of a mother who 

served as an office manager for an engineering company, and an aunt who her 

ran her own business.  Both of these women were “very assertive and very much 

involved in community and careers.”  In this respect, faith remained central to her 

fight for the passage of the ERA and her understanding of equitable gender 

roles.   As she explains, “I believe that you want to do justice and love mercy and 

practice kindness and that includes what we’ve been talking about.”80 

This religious ethos drove the activism of McAllister and other women 

across the state as they engaged in social justice causes throughout the 1970s.  

When the ERA battle began to unfold in North Carolina, McAllister joined forces 

with other women who bristled at the argument that “God was on the side” of 

conservative opponents.81 McAllister attended a packed meeting at Meredith 

College attended by other religious women.  They formed “Wives and Mothers 

for the ERA” and worked with a broad coalition across the state to fight for the 

ERA.  This coalition quickly led to the formation of North Carolinians United for 

the ERA.   North Carolina native Reverend Maria Bliss served as the first 

president of the group in 1976.   The image of Bliss, a former elementary school 

teacher turned ordained minister at Asheboro’s United Methodist Church, 
                                            
80 Ibid.   
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contrasted sharply with the image of radical women’s libbers protesting in the 

streets set forth by conservatives.  Bliss had been married for twenty-one years, 

had three children, and was connected to many local organizations.  In her own 

words, “I think I must look like the normal, everyday housewife—and I am.”82   

 Despite the secular spin PBS gave North Carolinians United for the ERA, 

religious networks led by wives, mothers, and grandmothers served as the 

foundation for the organization. In 1977 Bliss spearheaded a campaign to 

activate the grassroots at an aggressive level.  She wanted to draw “mainstream 

people” into its fold and include local churches and groups like Business and 

Professional Women and the League of Women Voters.  Bliss coordinated the 

establishment of coalitions at the county level that corresponded with House 

districts. In attempting to build this network in Randolph County and across the 

state, Bliss relied on her pre-existing contacts, many of them religious.  She 

worked with the President of the United Methodist Women’s Group, Business 

and Professional Women, and Democratic women.83 In this way, liberal and 

progressive Christians rallied to counter the anti-family message evangelicals 

connected to the ERA, attempting to show how the religious community fell lock 

in step with the vision of the ERA.  
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In 1979, Beth McAllister took the reigns of NCUERA and continued in the 

tradition of Bliss to bring a broad coalition of ecumenical and secular groups into 

the fold for the ERA. During her tenure, Methodist Bishop Robert Blackborn and 

Dr. Marse Grant, editor of The Baptist Biblical Record both served on the 

NCUERA board of directors.84  In a flier produced for an ERA march in the 

1980s, the organizers quoted Susan B. Anthony against a backdrop of women of 

different races marching together.  Under the heading “Shoulder to Shoulder,” 

stood the words of Anthony, “There will never be another season of silence until 

women have the same rights as men on this earth.”  North Carolinians United for 

the ERA created the flier, but other groups were also listed as participants: 

AAUW, AFL-CIO, American Friends Service Committee, Black Women’s Political 

Caucus, Church Women United, The Commission on the Status and Role of 

Women (Western North Carolina Conference of the United Methodist Church), 

North Carolina Council of Churches, United Church of Christ, United Methodist 

Women, Unitarian Universalist Fellowship, and the YWCA of Charlotte and 

Raleigh.85  This broad swath of progressive organizations represented an 

interracial coalition committed to connecting issues of labor, race, religion, and 

gender to the passage of the ERA.   

                                            
84 “Proponents Name Advisors,” Rocky Mountain Telegram, January 13, 1977, p. 10. 
85 Flyer for ERA March, North Carolinians United for the ERA, “Shoulder to Shoulder,” Folder 

WPC Davidson County, Box 4, Elizabeth Hargrave Papers.   



 

 241 

McAllister was enmeshed in this work when the cameras started rolling in 

1979, but the PBS special omits her religious background and instead positions 

McAllister as the perfect foil to Marilyn DeVries. Devries was a fundamentalist 

Christian opposed to the ERA.  Originally from New Jersey, she was a stay at 

home housewife whose husband works for IBM in North Carolina.  Described by 

the narrator as a “pro-family activist,” her views fall in line with a turn in the New 

Right that stressed social issues like abortion and anti-feminism in conjunction 

with a lingering anti-communist agenda.86   DeVries perfectly encapsulated this 

mindset as she argued on film that women should ‘down size’ in order to stay 

home with their families.  In addition to raising her family, DeVries conducted 

workshops on Christian womanhood and other religious themes.   Like many 

other conservatives, DeVries opposed the outreach of federal and judicial power 

in solving individual problems.  Instead, she hailed the wisdom of state 

legislation, and ultimately, the guidance of God and conservative Christians in 

preserving and protecting traditional gender norms and a nuclear family model.87     

                                            
86 Although this emphasis on the family held a long history in American conservatism, religious 

scholar Rosemary Reuther argues that the feminine mystique of the 1950s became codified in 

evangelical publications of the 1970s as conservative leaders valorized traditional norms of 

masculinity and femininity as divinely ordained and sanctioned in the Bible.  They backed these 

arguments not only with the traditional teachings of Christianity and Judaism but also with sexist 

iterations of psychology and sociology, particularly Freudianism, functionalism, and 

behavioralism. See Rosemary Reuther, Christianity and the Making of the Modern Family 

(Boston: Beacon Press, 2000), 158.  
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The conflict between these two opposing viewpoints came to a head early 

in the film.  Meeting unexpectedly in the halls of the North Carolina legislature, 

DeVries and McAllister exchanged viewpoints on the ERA while the cameras 

were running.  Both women were dressed professionally in business suits and 

minimal jewelry and attempt to keep the conversation cordial despite the strong 

differences they bring to the topic.  McAllister began by telling Devries that she 

wanted to state “out front and very honestly…your private life and your family 

structure and all those things will not be touched” by the passage of the ERA.  

Appearing unconvinced, DeVries took an entirely different track and linked the 

introduction of the ERA in 1923 to the Bolshevik Revolution.  Reflecting the 

lingering suspicion of communism still present in 1970s conservatism, she 

declared that it was part of Lenin’s plan to “take the world by Communism.”  

Placing a hand gently on McAllister’s wrist, she asked, “Beth, have you taken the 

time to read their goals?”88    

DeVries shows how the Right placed the model of a Biblically sanctioned 

family unit at the center of their debates against cultural issues like the ERA, 

arguing that women’s rights, gay liberation, and abortion were a direct assault on 

the family.89 She appeared at the WPJL Raleigh Radio Station (We Proclaim 

                                            
88 Ibid.   
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historical treatment of the family as conceived of a nuclear unit.   As Reuther argues, “for much of 

its history, Christianity took a negative or highly or at least highly ambivalent view of the union of 
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Jesus Lord) shortly after the opening scene with McAllister. Taking calls from 

listeners on the topic of the ERA she told one person, “As a Christian I’m 

concerned that the precedents being set are very dangerous.  They will 

undermine these God-Given Rights that the family should be a union and not a 

partnership.”  As she explained, “In the Scriptures, it’s Christ, the husband, and 

then the wife.”  When the husband ceases to be the head of the house, this 

natural moral order impacts the family and the rest of society. This argument 

garnered new traction in the 1970s as it resonated with both the arguments 

coming out of the New Right and the rising tide of conservative female activists 

who drew on their roles as wives and mothers to oppose a host of social 

changes: school integration, forced busing, the sexual revolution, and feminism.90  

Setting up a contrast with the supposedly secular, entirely legally based 

arguments of the left, the film then immediately cuts to McAllister, who tells the 

camera that she views marriage as a partnership between equals.91  

  DeVries’s vision of a hierarchical family in which the wife and mother 

bears the responsibility for maintaining the home, raising children, and instilling 

morals held a long genealogy in conservative movements.  Although popularly 

imagined as a domestic ideology that emerged in the Cold War Era, this 
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glorification of women as the protectors of the house dated back to the colonial 

era as women engaged in forms of Republican motherhood to safeguard their 

families against the excesses of European culture and raise virtuous and hard-

working citizens.92  Moving forward in time, anticommunists and nationalist 

women’s organizations engaged in similar rhetoric as they fought the expansion 

of the welfare state and sought out communist sympathizers during World War 

I.93  In the name of protecting the family, women engaged in battles against 

communists, progressive school boards, and teachers throughout the post-war 

era, all the while arguing for local control and parental rights.94  Many of these 

same anti-feminist groups maintained close ties to religious organizations, and 

women, in particular, constituted large portions of the New Christian Right, linking 

their crusades to preserve the family to what conservatives eventually called a 

“pro-family” agenda in the 1970s.  

Critically, familial privacy was the cornerstone of this anti-statist discourse 

and pitted the interests the “average family” against the interventionists meddling 

of the federal government.95  Historian Michelle Nickerson describes how in this 

narrative “the middle class nuclear family with a bread-winning patriarch and 
                                            
92 For a good example of how this ideology played out during the colonial era and in the new 

republic see Mary Beth Norton, Liberty’s Daughters: The Revolutionary Experience of American 

Women, 1750-1800 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996).   
93 Critchlow, 27. 
94 Michelle Nickerson, Mothers of Conservatism: Women and the Post War Right (New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 2012), 11.  
95 Ibid., 25. 
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nurturing mother” stood at the core of a civilized and functional society.96 

Conservatives vilified feminists who supported abortion, divorce, and the ERA, 

insisting that these issues would topple the sacred family unit.97  The ERA, in 

particular, played into this narrative by evoking images of women who preferred 

to compete with men in the workplace rather than stay home caring for children 

and preparing home cooked meals.  Although completely divorced from the 

economic reality of an increasing number of American families, this narrative 

played out again and again as ERA opponents drew on the amendment as a 

synecdoche of all the cultural and social changes they feared: a rising divorce 

rate, the demise of the nuclear family model, gay rights, affirmative action 

policies, and the increased prevalence of women across all labor sectors.     

National figures bolstered the efforts of conservative women as they drew 

on similar rhetoric in their campaign against the ERA.98  During her time on the 

radio, DeVries quoted North Carolina Senator Sam Ervin who viewed the ERA as 

a “constitutional time bomb,” an overreach of federal power, and contrary to the 
                                            
96 Ibid., 29. 
97 As Jane Mansfield argues, the activism of the Warren court ironically worked to undermine the 

efforts to pass the ERA.  The liberal stances taken by the court on pornography, school prayer, 

busing, and abortion provided easy fodder for opponents who linked the ERA to an over-

extension of federal judicial power. Advocates of the New Right connected the 1973 Roe V. 

Wade decision legalizing abortion to this looming threat of federal intervention and effectively 

drew on this decision to bolster a states’ rights arguments and demonize the feminist movement. 

These same opponents pointed to the court’s stricter scrutiny of gender equality under the 

Fourteenth Amendment as proof that the ERA was unnecessary.   
98 Nickerson, 15. 
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word of God. The film cuts over to Ervin as he tells a crowd gathered before a 

public hearing, “Genesis says ‘Male and Female…God gave men the capacity to 

beget and women the capacity to bear.’”  Waving his hand and reveling in the 

applause from the crowd, he tells those assembled, “You can add a thousand 

ERA’s to the Constitution and it will not nullify the laws of the creator of the 

universe!”  Rallying against the “Bella Azburg and Gloria Steinem’s of the world,” 

Ervin argues that the two sexes cannot “be made into identical legal beings.”99 

Before his opposition to the ERA, Sam Ervin stood at the center of battles 

for states’ rights and segregation.  Since 1954, Ervin argued in favor of the rights 

of white southerners’ to resist desegregation.  He opposed Brown v. Board, the 

Civil Rights Act of 1957 and 1960, and again in 1963/1964.  With the passage of 

Title VII of the Civil Rights Acts, he worked tirelessly to dismantle and undermine 

the effectiveness of the EEOC. As early as 1957, he warned that the ERA was 

just another example of overreach on the part of the federal government and the 

judiciary system.  Like the passage of the Fourteenth Amendment, the ERA 

would hand over federal power to the courts in matters regarding marriage, 

divorce, property rights and employment legislation.   As the chair of the Senate 

Judiciary Committee, he led hearings against the ERA starting in 1970s.  During 

this time, he concurrently carried out a campaign against forced busing in his 

home state, resisting a ruling by a federal judge that ordered busing between 
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Charlotte and its suburbs to achieve racial integration.  On behalf of the 

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Classroom Teacher’s Association, he filed a brief against 

the Supreme Court decision, arguing that the motion denied children equal 

protection.100  Using language and arguments he would repeat in his case 

against the ERA, he referred to the Supreme Court ruling in Swann v. Charlotte-

Mecklenburg Board of Education as “utterly repugnant to the governmental laws 

which the Constitution was ordained to establish.”101 

Ervin’s opposition to both civil rights and the ERA points to the strong 

underlying relationship between white supremacy and anti-feminism.  Like other 

Christian activists opposed to the ERA, segregationists dating back to the New 

Deal era saw segregation and racial discrimination as part and parcel of a 

divinely ordained social order.102  This paternalist political order bore a striking 

resemblance to the racist patriarchal arguments deployed by men like Ervin as 

he rallied against the ERA.  Advocates of this mindset increasingly called for a 

moral and constitutional basis to handle race reforms at the local level.   Just as 

Ervin insisted that sexism wasn’t at the core of his arguments, the leaders who 

signed their names to the Southern Manifesto in 1956, a document protesting the 
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1954 Brown v. Board ruling, described their crusade as an attempt to maintain 

states’ rights as a patriotic and moral obligation as citizens and protectorates of 

the nation.103 Ervin used almost the same phrasing in his fight against the ERA.    

Importantly for the debates over the ERA, gender also stood at the core of 

these debates over local control.  When Ervin argued that women already had 

equal rights and were happy with their status as wives it mothers, his arguments 

echoed statements he had previously made when he insisted that African 

Americans received an equal education in segregated facilities and did not seek 

change. Similarly, calls for “local control” of everything from the dynamics of  

classrooms to gender equality signaled an attempt by the white male power 

structure to maintain the existing status quo---one cut through with hierarchies of 

race, class, and gender. On its own merits, the ERA would not drastically change 

social attitudes, gender roles, or personal relationships.  Its passage, however, 

would have drastically altered legislation at the state level and bolstered the 

efforts already taking place to open employment opportunities for women. Ervin 

and his allies benefited from the daily workings of this inherently unequal 

employment situation and maintaining racial hierarchies worked part and parcel 

with keeping a system of male dominance in place.  Disruptions to this in the 

form of equal pay, property rights, and alimony threatened to upend a system 
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that sanctioned paying men more than women and keeping women and racial 

minorities locked into a caste-system of low-wage labor.   

Ervin demonstrated his commitment to this gender hierarchy as he 

claimed to be an advocate for women while patronizing them in the same breath.  

In a speech before the U.S. House of Representatives in 1970, Ervin described 

the ERA as “a radical alteration of the most revered document of the United 

States history, our Constitution” which would lead to “the unfettered exploitation 

of women.”  Drawing on his well-known role as a gallant southern gentlemen, he 

warned that the ERA came to the House in “the appealing garb of women’s 

rights...How difficult is it to resist the desire to play to the ladies of the gallery of 

this great land with the resounding platitude of ‘equal rights for women’ as its 

opening line.”  Especially on the fiftieth anniversary of women’s suffrage, Ervin 

claimed to sympathize with the intentions of these “vocal ladies” but insisted they 

were simply misinformed.104 Drawing on an arsenal of legal precedents, Ervin 

insisted that a constitutional amendment simply wasn’t necessary.  Indeed, 

states already effectively dealt with sex-based discrimination in hiring, pay, and 

advancement.  The liberalization of divorce and abortion laws also covered what 

advocates professed to achieve with the passage of the ERA.105 
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Ervin also invoked the specter of racial mixing and the sexual violation of 

white women when making his case against the ERA.106  In a 1978 statement 

against extending the deadline for ratification he argued that people thought that 

the ERA would “abolish discrimination against women,” but he continued, “this is 

not so.”   While he didn’t question the “sincerity” of advocates for the ERA, in his 

estimation, the amendment did more harm than good.  In his statement before 

Congress he argued, “The Amendment undertakes to convert the two sexes 

created by God into identical legal beings.”  It “pretends sex does not exist,” and 

wipes out protections offered to wives, mothers, homemakers, and widows by 

eliminating laws that made offenses like rape, seduction, and other sexual 

offenses illegal.  Reiterating an argument that he would offer in a variety of 

contexts, Ervin insisted, “It is the height of folly to command legislative bodies to 

ignore sex in making laws.  This is true because the continuation of life on earth 

                                            
106 In 1950 liberal Democrat Frank Graham Porter ran against conservative Democrat and 

Raleigh attorney Willis Smith.  Throughout the campaign, Smith referred to Graham Porter as a 

socialist and portrayed him as an advocate of integration.  In the wake of the Sweat v. Painter 
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phrase for interracial sex.  Graham Porter lost the run-off election, and his defeat motivated future 

progressive candidates like Terry Sanford and Jim Hunt to tread cautiously when dealing with 

issues of race.  For a full history of this race see Julian Pleasants and August Burns, Frank 

Graham Porter and the 1950s Senate Race in North Carolina (Chapel Hill: University of North 
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is dependent on sex.  God gave men the capacity to beget children and women 

the capacity to bear them.”107  

By naming white women’s vulnerability to “rape, seduction, and other 

sexual offenses” Ervin drew on a well-rehearsed narrative in southern history.  

Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth-century, the specter of the black male 

rapist intent on harming white women served to squelch everything from the 

power of the bi-racial fusionist movement to progressive political initiatives and 

integrated schools.  The image of the black male rapist flourished during the first 

decades of the women's rights movement in the south and served to police the 

behavior of white women opposed to abolition and other social causes. The 

pedestal of southern womanhood simultaneously exalted the status of southern 

women while requiring them to conform to specific gendered and racial norms to 

receive protection from this same system.108 Ervin was not alone in dredging up 

these same ideas in a 1970s context.  In 1972, North Carolina Democratic 
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Senator Phil Godwin asked his colleagues, “What’s wrong with placing women 

on a pedestal and recognizing their beauty?”  He insisted that women needed 

“extra protection” in society.109  Ervin invoked the threat of rape and sexual 

violence to reinforce this same idea as he argued that the ERA could lead to a 

sexless society where men and women shared unisex bathrooms and interacted 

on equal footing in a variety of other settings—scenarios that would not only 

create upheaval in existing gender relations but also disturb established patterns 

of race relations.   

Ervin backed up his beliefs with religious doctrine, and constituents 

responded enthusiastically to this line of reasoning.  Indeed, in all things, Ervin 

felt that existing laws and the code of religion offered women the protection and 

safety needed to fulfill their mandated roles on earth.  In a speech to the North 

Carolina General Assembly, he told lawmakers, “Since God intended them to 

complement each other in everything essential to the continuation of human life 

on this earth, their relationships in this respect should be left in large measure to 

mutual understanding and religion rather than a code of rigid laws.”110  These 

sentiments appealed to people across the country.  Letters poured into his office 

thanking him for his hard work and requesting duplicates of his speeches and 

published statements on the topics.  Writing to Ervin, a woman from Greensboro, 
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North Carolina wrote, “It is my firm belief that God made man to be the head of 

the household and woman to be his helpmeet…Your voice and your opinion 

carry more weight than that of any man in America…I will be praying for you (and 

I’m sure with you) that God’s will be done in this situation.”111 Echoing the 

arguments Ervin made himself, another woman from Greensboro, North Carolina 

wrote, “A small percentage of women in the United States are attempting to put 

through legislation that will change our Constitution and affect the freedom of all 

people…What about the home?”112 

Ervin also drew on these arguments to push North Carolina legislators to 

reject the amendment. In a correspondence to members of the North Carolina 

Senate Committee on Constitutional Amendments, he insisted that the 

amendment deprived states of the ability to make distinctions based on sex to 

existing laws.  Instead, it would result in compulsory military service for women, 

release men from paying alimony, and prohibit gender segregation in prisons, 

reform schools, public restrooms, and other public facilities.  He closed by 

stating, “I write this letter with charity for all and without malice for any.  I write it 

because I love North Carolina, and do not wish her people to be made victims of 

unwise legislation which is the worst sort of tyranny.”  Understanding the power 
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of religion in his home state, he entreated lawmakers to remember the proverb 

“God cannot be everywhere; so he made mothers,” and wrote, “I thank the good 

Lord for the fact that most intimate relations between men and women are 

regulated by love, not law.”113  

Many of these concerns dovetailed with opposition led by Phyllis Schlafly, 

head of the anti-feminist organization the Eagle Forum.  Like Ervin and Helms, 

her message was laden with concerns about federal intervention, gay rights, and 

a decaying moral fabric.  Despite emphasizing her role as a mother of six 

children, Schlafly was anything but the stay-at-home housewife from Alton, 

Illinois she projected on the public stage.  The author of several books and 

previously employed by conservative think tanks, Schlafly graduated Phi Beta 

Kappa from Washington University in St. Louis, received a MA from Harvard in 

1945, and a law degree from Washington University in 1978.   Reflecting her high 

level of education and long involvement in conservative causes, her arguments 

were well rehearsed and succinctly represented the agenda of the Right.  While 

Schlafly attacked the liberal welfare state, centralized government initiatives, 

bureaucratic and judicial expertise in one fell swoop, her bread and butter during 

the 1970s and 1980s was the ERA.114  Prior to the ERA, Schlafly did not have 

much interest in feminism and mostly stuck to anti-communist critiques while 
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simultaneously arguing for a stronger military defense.  Her shift to a strong anti-

feminist rhetoric reflects a larger shift in conservative grassroots activism towards 

social and cultural issues like gender, abortion, and feminism.115   

In particular, Schlafly mobilized evangelical women who saw their roles as 

housewives within traditional gender hierarchies at stake.  She drew on the 

support of evangelical Christian women, Catholic women through the National 

Council of Catholic Women, and also African-American ministers, Lutherans, and 

Orthodox Jews.116  In 1972 she began her own grassroots organization, STOP 

ERA, and established a local group in North Carolina in 1977. She selected 

Dorothy Slade to lead the North Carolina group. Described by one local 

newspaper as “a gray-haired, grandmotherly looking woman,” Slade was an 

acquaintance of Phyllis Schlafly and a member of the John Birch Society.117 

Although she vigorously opposed the ERA, Slade didn’t consider herself a good 

candidate to lead the opposition.  As a mother of small children and an employee 

at American Tobacco Company in Reidsville, she had her hands full at home 

keeping everything running.  When Slade received an invitation to Schlafly’s anti-

ERA conference in St. Louis, she declined, feeling she had too much going on at 

home to leave for several days.  Yet, she changed her mind a few days later 
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when the phone rang, and Schlafly was on the line.  In her straightforward 

manner, Schlafly described the ERA to Slade as “a bad piece of legislation” and 

emphasized that someone needed to lead opposition efforts in North Carolina.118  

Slade’s involvement in STOP ERA fell in line with a much larger swath of 

grassroots political activism led by women across the country.  As early as the 

1960s, women's coffee groups dedicated to disseminating the anti-communist 

message sprung up in places like southern California and slowly evolved into 

extensive conservative networks. Shifting their message to address the teaching 

of religion in schools and eventually the support of political candidates, these 

groups attracted individuals who felt dislocated in a changing social world.  In 

contrast to the impersonal nature of societal institutions and suburban 

neighborhoods, the church provided a space for conservatives to combat this 

deleterious social environment.119 In a similar vein, as southern families uprooted 

and followed defense jobs to places like Orange County, California, invitations by 

neighbors to join church networks provided women with a common identity and 

sense of purpose that contrasted greatly with their isolated lives as suburban 

mothers and housewives.120 Accordingly, on the surface, the message of the 

religious Right appealed to individuals because they felt that their lifestyles and 
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values were under siege.  Yet, their desire to join churches and conservative 

organizations was just as deeply intertwined with isolating patterns of 

suburbanization, an increasing disillusionment with the unfulfilling role of a 

housewife, and population shifts that placed families into unfamiliar communities.  

The Phyllis Schlafly Report became Schlafly’s main vehicle for connecting 

these women across time and space and her primary tool for propagating an 

anti-ERA agenda.  In one brochure, a red stop sign appeared on the cover with 

the words: STOP ERA. The inside pages consisted of a list of reasons to oppose 

the ERA.  First and foremost, it would hurt the family by making child support 

payments optional and taking away social security benefits from widows.  

Taxpayer dollars would be used to establish mandatory childcare facilities that 

would pull mothers out of the house and into the workplace and military combat.  

Second, the ERA would legalize “homosexual marriage” and give these “couples” 

the opportunity to adopt children and receive tax and homestead credits currently 

reserved to heterosexual husbands and wives.  This laxity could lead to a 

slippery slope of gender nonconformity: the elimination of sex segregation in 

reform schools, public restrooms, prisons, and even make sports like wrestling 

and football co-ed.  It would harm men by requiring police forces to hire women 

on a one-to-one basis with their male counterparts.  Women too would suffer 

under this arrangement as they lost protections like lower life and auto insurance 

rates and workplace policies eliminating the requirement for heavy lifting and 

mandatory overtime.  Ultimately, all of these unwise intrusions transferred too 
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much power to the federal government and robbed states of the ability to 

legislate in the areas of marriage, property rights, inheritance, divorce, alimony, 

and child custody.121 

While the STOP ERA materials lacked the flowery language, eloquence, 

and biblical references of Sam Ervin’s speeches, his influence was stamped all 

over their contents.  Ervin allowed Schlafly to use his political office to mail out 

her newsletter, and they appeared together at rallies in North Carolina throughout 

the ERA debate.122 The front cover of the STOP ERA brochure contained a 

quote from Ervin describing the ERA as “the most destructive piece of legislation 

to ever pass Congress.”  The content of the brochure also seemed to lift many of 

Ervin’s speeches verbatim and effectively put ratificationists on the defensive as 

it insisted that the amendment would do none of the things it professed to do: 

equal pay for equal work, improve education and workplace conditions, or protect 

personal privacy.  Deploying a classic Ervin strategy, the brochure listed specific 
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pieces of legislation that already gave women these protections such as the 

Equal Credit Opportunity Act of 1974 and educational amendments of 1972.123 

 

Figure 1:  Sam Ervin rallies the crowd at an anti-ERA rally at Dorton Arena in 1977 as 
Schlafly sits beside him.  Raleigh News and Observer. 

 

Creating a sharp juxtaposition between this type of religiously driven 

message and the secularism of pro-ERA feminists, the camera immediately cuts 

to McAllister after covering Sam Ervin’s activism.  She was again in her office at 

NCUERA, and said she “just had to crack up” after hearing Ervin’s speech 

because “there’s not a Bella Azburg among the North Carolinians.” Straight-

forward and devoid of any religious references, this scene set up one of the 

many instances in which the directors establish a stark divide between a 

religiously-driven fundamentalist movement and a secular pro-ERA movement.  

Throughout the film McAllister stuck to her argument that the ERA will not alter 
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existing family structure as she instead focused on its legal benefits. McAllister 

also never appeared with any religious figures or made any claims grounded 

outside of the legal arena.124  This trend continued throughout the filming of the 

entire 1979 legislative season as she appeared with other professional women in 

suits at lobbying offices and met with key senators, strategizing from a political 

perspective.   While the producers of “Who Will Protect the Family?” seemed 

oblivious to this other side of McAllister, as a North Carolina activist deeply 

rooted in faith and progressive causes, the importance of religion in this debate 

may have been so self-evident and inherent to McAllister that it didn’t require 

explaining to the cameras. 

The opponents of the ERA, on the other hand, appear almost exclusively 

in religious contexts and boisterously articulate their religious principles.  Days 

before the 1979 vote, fundamentalist churches sent thousands of activists to 

Raleigh to show opposition to the ERA.  These activists poured into the 

legislative halls, carrying Bibles, wearing bright red “Stop ERA buttons” and 

singing religious hymns.125  The PBS Special first captures this event through the 

lenses of DeVries’s living room.  The camera zooms in on her as she watches 

students from the Christian schools pouring into the capitol.  Pointing out her 

daughter on television, she watches as a young woman critiques the “Dr. Spock 

era of permissiveness as a complete failure.”  Another female student describes 
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the “complete confusion” wrought by the women’s liberation movement, and 

asks, “How many experiments can our troubled society stand?”  DeVries watches 

passively from the comfort of her middle-class home, sipping a cup of tea as she 

nods in agreement with the students on television.126 

Many of the religious fundamentalists who traveled to North Carolina to 

protest the 1979 vote came from small, rural towns in the eastern and western 

parts of the state.  To get a closer glimpse of these activists at work, Fitzgerald 

and her crew head to Hickory, North Carolina, a small town sixty miles northwest 

of Charlotte, with what she describes as “an active pro-family movement.”  The 

viewer meets Reverend Settle from Tabernacle Church and School.  Settle tells 

the viewer that he first joined the pro-family movement when the Supreme Court 

made the decision to ban prayer in public schools.  By the 1960s, he describes 

how Christian parents became “fed up what was happening.”  In 1979 he also put 

his students on a three-hour bus ride to Raleigh to protest the ERA.  Echoing the 

sentiments espoused by DeVries’s daughter, a series of young men and women 

from Settle’s Christian school tell the camera how they identify with the traditional 

gender roles for men and women and fear the effects of the ERA.  Settle’s 

teenage son states, “I know the word of God is right.  So I know I’m standing on 

the right principles.”  Another young women muses about her future and tells the 
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audience, “I will only work if my kids are dying of poverty; I see the woman’s 

place is in the home.”127 

When asked about this involvement of the Christian schools, McAllister 

makes light of the event to the PBS audience.  Seeming amused, she describes 

the massive influx of protesters as “little school buses from little fundamentalist 

churches.”  Ignoring the serious lobbying and well-articulated statements on 

gender roles and traditional values the audience saw a few scenes earlier, 

McAllister tells the camera that the kids were “playing all over the top of the 

building, in the restrooms, and in the lunch line.”  Carrying a stack of papers and 

dressed in her normal lobbying suit, she appears to dismiss their influence out of 

hand and is detached and unconcerned about the power of religious groups to 

rally against the ERA.128  It is unclear why McAllister takes this stance.  Perhaps 

she wanted to maintain a positive front for the camera—a move she deploys 

continually throughout the film.  It’s also possible that she, like many other people 

observing the slow-build up of the New Right, did not recognize its strength in the 

moment, or as retrograde in a state wedded to narratives of social progress. 

North Carolina had experienced its ups and downs in progressive political 

movements for decades, and perhaps McAllister viewed the fundamentalist 

activism as a short-lived phenomenon.  Indeed, the full effects of the evangelical 
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and Republican alliance would not come to fruition until the mid-1980s, about the 

same time the ERA would meet its final defeat in North Carolina.    

Despite McAllister’s optimism, North Carolina’s steady shift to the right 

became more apparent as the decade neared an end.  In 1978, Democrats 

controlled both Congress and the Presidency, but in North Carolina, as in other 

states across the nation, moderate Democrats struggled to maintain a foothold.  

Anti-ERA candidates such as Anne Bagnal, described by NOW’s Eleanor Smeal 

as “the equivalent of Phyllis Schlafly in North Carolina,” swept into office on an 

anti-feminist, anti-ratificationist campaign supported by Christian fundamentalists 

and conservative, anti-tax groups.129  The rising popularity of Jesse Helms 

increased the chances of women like Bagnal winning a seat.  Anti-ERA women 

also won races in the General Assembly, and those supporting the ERA held 

onto their majority in the House by a narrow margin.130  After a tense meeting 

with McAllister, Senator Craig Lawing, the chief sponsor of the ERA in 1979, let 

the vote die in committee because he feared a humiliating defeat. Insisting that 

the pro-ERA forces simply did not have enough votes, he declared it an “exercise 

in futility” to take the ERA to the Senate floor and feared that the anti-era activists 

would “crucify us publicly and hang us from the rafters in the Senate 

Chambers.”131   
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The Rise of the Evangelical in North Carolina 
 In their reflections on why the ERA failed in 1979, McAllister and DeVries 

offer two opposing opinions. In a dyad now familiar to the audience, DeVries 

confidently tells the camera “the greatest thing that helped defeat the ERA in 

1979 was the prayers of the people…the people in the churches who had to 

make a decision.” McAllister, on the other hand, sees the defeat as “purely 

political.”  Insisting that lawmakers largely supported the issue but didn’t want to 

take a stand, she looks to a stronger electoral campaign and lobbying efforts as 

the key to future success.  Whereas DeVries sees the ERA as “a spiritual battle;” 

McAllister links the defeat to the maintenance of existing North Carolina laws and 

“a wide range of issues.”132  

Yet, both of these assessments (and PBS’s truncated depiction of them) 

mask one of the key historical shifts taking place during the 1970s.  Instead of 

reflecting a split between the religious and the political, the battle over the ERA 

reflected one of the key moments when evangelicals began asserting that 

religion is political. Rather than clinging to the values of the past, the religious 

right succeeded in changing the political landscape of the United States by 

positioning religious concerns as a legitimate topic within broader national 

agendas.  The alliance between conservative evangelicals and Republicans 

began during the early years of the Cold War as evangelicals like Billy Graham 

                                            
132 Ibid. 



 

 265 

forged unprecedented relationships with President Eisenhower.   While Billy 

Graham famously met with Eisenhower and instituted prayer breakfasts at the 

White House in the 1950s, this was the first time that evangelicals had a 

stronghold on the goals and agenda of the Republican Party.  From the 1940s-

1960s, conservative evangelicals saw the GOP as part of their anti-communist 

agenda and loosely aligned with a Protestant moral order.  Although individuals 

like Graham formed alliances with Dwight D. Eisenhower and Vice President 

Richard Nixon, the divisions amongst denominations and groups prevented 

evangelicals from forging any strong alliance or influence with either of the 

country’s major political parties.  Yet, by the late 1960s, this dynamic shifted.  

Evangelicals increasingly identified Republican politicians as their partners in 

combating cultural issues like feminism, abortion, pornography, and gay rights, 

and, importantly, they garnered enough clout to influence the agenda of the party 

itself.133 

A variety of factors propelled this growing evangelical influence and 

involvement in political affairs.  In 1960, Southern Baptists, Northern 

evangelicals, and independent fundamentalists came together to attempt to stop 

the election of Catholic nominee, John F. Kennedy.  Unsuccessful in their bid, 

evangelicals pivoted from a focus on anti-communism and secularism to the 

culture wars.  Motivated by Supreme Court rulings against prayer in school, by 
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the end of the 1960s, evangelicals broke with their long-standing aversion to 

Catholics and forged interdenominational alliances to protest the growing 

secularization and moral decay of society.  Collectively, they began to protest the 

sexual revolution, sex education in schools, race riots, and the feminist 

movement.134 The peril many conservative Christians perceived in these cultural 

issues motivated them to overcome many of the denominational and regional 

differences that separated evangelicals in the past.135 By the 1980 Republican 

Convention, leaders like Lynchburg, Virginia’s Jerry Falwell were playing a key 

role in convention events.   The founder of the Moral Majority met privately with 

Reagan, a self-described evangelical, to advocate for the inclusion of a 

constitutional amendment for school prayer, prohibitions against abortion, and 

denunciations of the ERA in the Republican platform.136   

Reverend Settle’s congregation portrays how this evangelical model of 

activism played out on the ground.  Returning to Hickory in 1981, the film crew 

catches Settle sitting outside of the church at a picnic table sipping lemonade 

with his family.  Placing his hand on a Bible as he expounds the importance of 

keeping the man as the head of the household, he falls in line with those calling 

for an even stronger return to traditional values. Nodding their heads in vigorous 

agreement, a young couple sits beside him.  Mrs. Morris, a member of Settle’s 

                                            
134 Ibid., 5.   
135 Ibid., 6.   
136 Ibid., 1.   



 

 267 

congregation, describes how she used to be a feminist and spent the first seven 

years of their marriage “fulfilling” and “enriching” herself by taking classes and 

pursuing other interests outside of the home. Yet, her children were “miserable” 

and the marriage “was not a good one.”  The first time she heard Settle state that 

women should be submissive to men she was tempted to “punch him in the 

face,” but things changed when she accepted the Lord as her personal savior.  

After this, she began to defer to her husband’s judgment, because “he has more 

sense than I do.”  Clarifying that this doesn’t mean that women are “doormats,” 

Mrs. Morris and her husband explain how she is too emotional to make 

decisions, and it is a huge relief for her to hand off this responsibility to her 

husband.  Mr. Morris shakes his head in agreement as she shares the story of 

her transformation, and chuckles along with the rest of the group when she tells 

everyone that she is better than him at some things, “like changing diapers.”137    

The arguments set forth by Settle and his congregants surfaced 

elsewhere in North Carolina.  An ad placed in the Asheville Citizen Times by 

North Carolinians Against the ERA in 1975 featured quotes from both Helms and 

Ervin in addition to a Baptist minister.  Reiterating the theme of the ERA as 

detrimental to woman, an image of Helms appears alongside a quote arguing, “In 

my opinion, the Equal Rights Amendment is a great fraud being perpetuated 

against American women.”  The quote from Ervin describes the ERA as “the 
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most destructive piece of legislation to ever pass Congress.”  Reverend Virgil 

Holloway of Pole Creek Baptist Church covers the family angle by arguing the 

ERA “would violate the principle on which the family was built.  The man was 

made and then woman was made and given to man from a helpmate.  The man 

therefore became responsible for the woman and she became dependent on his 

protection and care.  This is God’s Divine order for the sexes and we should not 

want to change it in anyway.”  The ad entreats people to write or telegram their 

legislators in opposition to the ERA and attend a rally to show their 

dissatisfaction.138   

As Republicans gathered increasing numbers of evangelicals into their 

fold, this new coalition slowly chipped away at the New Deal Democratic coalition 

that had laid the groundwork for some of the most progressive initiatives of the 

previous few decades.139 North Carolina’s placement as part of the Bible Belt 

made abortion high on the agenda of pressing social issues, along with steady 

attacks on Roe v. Wade.  Ultimately, these arguments carried enough weight to 

once again defeat the ERA.  By 1980, the shift towards the Right became more 

apparent across the state.  In the wake of Ronald Reagan’s landslide presidential 

election in 1980 five new Republicans entered the North Carolina Senate (check 

p. 109).  Governor Hunt held onto his seat with 62% of the vote, but he did not 
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stump for the ERA during his re-election campaign.140 Progressive Senator 

Robert B. Morgan lost to Jesse Helms’s Congressional Club.  The victory of 

Reagan and other Republicans across the state signaled a shift started by Helms 

almost a decade earlier as previously Democratic leaning areas that included 

working class, marginally-middle-class, and anti-labor areas shifted allegiance to 

the Republican Party.  

The failure of the ERA to gain traction in the 1981 legislative session and 

again in 1982 revealed the growing power of this conservative, evangelical 

demographic.   On February 27, 1980, Senate majority leader Kenneth Royall, a 

powerful Durham legislator announced a gentlemen’s agreement to the press, 

essentially a joint agreement between Republicans and Democrats to “cleanly” 

kill the bill without a messy and contentious public debate.141  In 1981, legislators 

tabled the bill in a “gentlemen’s agreement,” and buried it in a private legislative 

session.  In response to the defeat, droves of feminists poured into the streets, 

surrounding the capital building and waving signs critiquing the move.  Activists 

would have one more shot in 1982, but their efforts never came to fruition. Jim 

Green, an opponent of the ERA from day one, referred the ERA to a 

Constitutional Amendment Committee with a move for no further action.142  This 

served as both the last battle for the ERA and one of the final pieces of evidence 
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that evangelicals were moving closer to interjecting their religious values onto 

America’s political landscape.   

This series of gentlemen’s agreements also epitomized the inherent 

problems with passing the ERA in a state that still excluded women from key 

centers of power.  Despite Hunt’s efforts to oppose the agreement and the 

intense lobbying of McAllister’s organization, a coterie of well-connected, 

established male legislators blocked efforts to even debate the bill.  Female 

legislators, like Democratic Senator Rachael Gray were furious over the decision, 

and again bemoaned how they remained cut out of key centers of decision-

making power.  Despite their attempts to meld a respectable professional image 

with that of women’s equality, they continued to come up short—both in their 

attempts to break through the key decision-making bodies in the legislature and 

effectively reach voters who remained on the fence about issues of women’s 

equality.   

Religious Feminists 
Importantly, the liberal coalition assembled by McAllister and her allies did 

little to counter the strong anti-family message coming from evangelicals.  

Instead of attempting to maintain control of the debate over how the ERA 

enhanced and protected the family, they bypassed the issue entirely, instead 

focusing on legal claims.  A perfect example of this failure occurs when 

Fitzgerald and her crew make a brief stop at a Hosiery Factory in Hickory, North 
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Carolina.  Seventy-percent of working women in North Carolina punched the 

clock in a factory each week, and, accordingly, represented a class of women 

most likely to benefit from the ERA.143  Pat Blackstone, an organizer for 

NCUERA, meets with the women.  Blackstone is in her early thirties, and 

appears in a dress with sunglasses propped up on her head.  She sits with the 

workers and asks them about their main concerns as workingwomen.  The 

factory workers span the gamut in age, but all are white.  They complain to 

Blackstone about low pay and how “the boss man gets on your nerves.”  One 

woman, in particular, expounds in a deep mountain accent about unfair working 

conditions, but goes on to tell Blackstone that “man is supposed to be head of 

family.  If you live according to the Bible and according to God…The man is 

supposed to be head.  The woman under the man.”  Another woman states, 

“What we don’t understand is what the ERA is going to do about all that?”  As the 
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other women snicker knowingly, she asks, “Will my husband do dishes? What 

else will it fix besides money?”144 

Sticking to the separation of public and private espoused by McAllister, 

Blackstone tells the woman that the ERA will help with legal disputes outside the 

home.  She also tells the women that the attitude that women are not supposed 

to work outside of the home is the exact reason wages remain low.  Some of the 

women seem to agree with Blackstone while others remain ambivalent.  The 

camera catches up with Blackstone in her home after the meeting.  Appearing in 

a comfortable middle-class kitchen, she dries some dishes as she tells the 

interviewer that she felt the meeting went well.  Once she can earn their “trust” 

she feels that working class women will fall in line behind the ERA.145   

Yet, with an argument aligned entirely along legal lines, it was unlikely 

Blackstone would ever garner the trust of working class women.  As they 

revealed with their own words, many working class women spent their daytime 

hours doing the same work as men, and then filed into a church every Sunday 

and heard a minister tell them they were not entitled to equal rights or respect 

despite this hard work.  The only way to untangle this knot—for women to see a 

through line between their support of feminism and their adherence to faith—was 

to change the types of messages coming out of churches and for ERA organizers 

to address the issue of family dynamics head-on.    
                                            
144 “Who Will Protect the Family?” 
145 Ibid. 



 

 273 

Liberal Protestants across the state had been responding directly to the 

“pro-family” stance of the evangelical movement since the ERA debate renewed 

in the 1970s.  In 1973, many ratificationists felt that the ERA strategy failed in 

North Carolina because women’s liberationists and outside activists from NOW 

fought for the ERA with bold methods: marches, protests, and abrasive letters to 

Senators.  One Senator claimed “The ERA was pushed by women’s libbers with 

radical motives.  They hate men, marriage, and children.  They are out to destroy 

morality, and consider husbands to be exploitative.”146  By the time 1975 came 

around, the coalition supporting the passage of the ERA in the state was ready to 

shift gears and put forward an image of everyday housewives in support of 

women’s equality---much like the image Slade and Schlafly projected to the 

public.  Groups like North Carolina Council of Churches and ERA United sought 

to avoid radical demonstrations and instead worked through local newspaper 

outlets and radio stations to show how wives, mothers, and the religious 

community stood in support of the ERA.  Relying on the inherent respectability 

and their own deeply rooted connections to organized religion, female members 

of the NCCOC would ultimately make more headway in convincing large groups 

of “mainstream” folks that an issue like the ERA truly was in the best interest of 

the average North Carolina family.   
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Figure 2: ERA Activists in 1981 on the state capitol grounds.  Raleigh News and Observer. 

Perhaps the best known and most organized groups representing people 

of faith was The North Carolina Council of Churches (NCCOC).  The NCCOC 

was an interdenominational association of representatives from 17 communities 

including all three Episcopal Dioceses in the state.  Operating as the main 

ecumenical body in the United Stated, the NCCOC began with a focus on race 

relations.  In 1921, it formed the Department of Race Relations, which changed 

its name to the Department of Race and Cultural Relations in 1950.  In 1952, the 

NCCOC issued a ‘Statement on Church Segregation,” directly condemning racial 

segregation in Protestant churches and in society.  The statement went on to 

name specific actions churches should take to desegregate and declared 

desegregation “diametrically opposed to what Christians believe about the worth 
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of men.”147  While ahead of the resolutions issued by most mainline 

denominations, a coalition of southern churchmen protested the statement.  This 

led Adam Clayton Powell’s 2,000- member congregation at Abyssinian Church in 

Harlem, Pauli Murray’s stomping ground during her time at the YWCA, to secede 

from the NCOC.  This action and protests from other black church leaders kept 

the NCOC on track with its original statement, but, like all resolutions, the 

“Statement on Church Segregation” served as a guideline and did not have 

enforcement powers across denominations or individual churches.148 

Nonetheless, the NCOC advocated the type of direct action that Bunch and her 

peers rallied behind in the 1960s and continued to support progressive causes 

into the 1970s.   

Not only the terrain of men, the National Council of Churches reveals how 

progressive Christianity resulted in social action led by religious feminists.  As 

religious historian Susan Hartmann notes, “women affiliated with the National 

Council of Churches saw church as their church too, based on women’s ample 

presence and contributions, and they determined to make liberal Protestantism 

embrace their feminist claims.”149  Although the NCOC was dominated by men in 
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the 1960s, feminists harnessed its mission of social activism and its institutional 

structure to include women’s rights in its agenda.150 Church Women United, a 

department of the NCOC, protested the absence of women in administrative and 

decision-making of the council, and, beginning in1954, advocated for stronger 

leadership positions for women, and supported equal pay legislation in the 

1950s.  They also called for changes to interpretations of the Scriptures in the 

mid-1960s and critiqued the male-centered focus of the NCOC’s black manifesto 

in 1969.151  In addition to advocating for religious practices that exalted the 

position of women, this group also threw its moral authority behind the ERA and 

abortion.152   

The council first endorsed ratification of ERA in 1975, and state chapters 

rallied to support the initiative with grassroots activism.  In North Carolina, council 

members decided to hire a paid coordinator to publicize what Collins Kilburn, 

President of the Association described as “the predominant position of most 

major church bodies” in the state.  As Kilburn explains, the opposition from 

fundamentalist churches made it “more imperative for those who feel differently 

to express our view—also in an out, explicit way—that equality is a part of the 

                                            
150 Ibid., 50. 
151 Ibid., 50-51.   
152 Ibid., 64.   



 

 277 

Christian tradition.”153 Described by Kilburn as “a remarkable ecumenical group 

of women who inspired, encouraged, and empowered one another as they 

entered the fray of justice,” the NCCOC worked closely with groups from NOW, 

AAUW, NCAE, the League of Women Voters on the ERA.154  The North Carolina 

Council of Churches and United Methodist Women formed committees with paid 

coordinators to visit individual congregations and educate people on the 

theological justifications for the ERA.  The NCCOC produced its own ERA 

materials that other secular groups and legislators relied on for disseminating 

information on the amendment.  Through Bible studies on the role of women, 

district seminars, and their own publications, they sought to connect their 

Christian perspective to the passage of the amendment.155    

Although they worked in a broad coalition for the passage of the 

amendment, religious activists felt strongly that faith drove them to support the 

ERA.   Writing into the Asheville Citizen Times, one woman editorialized that the 

ERA “seems to embody the ethical teachings, if not the salvation message of 
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Christianity.”156  In this piece, Catharine Vick, President of the North Carolina 

Conference of United Methodist Women argued, “our faith supports the idea of 

equality between men and women.  Our faith gives us the imperative to work for 

equality as we strive for justice.”157  In an article published in The Hickory Daily 

Record shortly before the ERA came before the General Assembly in 1975, one 

woman interviewed for her views on the ERA told a reporter, “The basic 

advantages would have to relate to the basic principles I have as an American 

and apart of the Judeo-Christian religion would have of equality of all people.  It 

is consistent with the basic American philosophy of equal rights before the law.”  

As the first paid organizer for the NCCOC, Laura “Tibbie” Roberts 

perfectly represented the ‘softer’ grandmotherly image needed to garner more 

mainstream support for the amendment.  As an active Methodist from Morehead 

City, North Carolina and well known in her community as a mother, 

businesswoman, and lifelong resident of the state, she exuded the image of an 

average North Carolina woman while also having deep networks in the state.  

Yet, Roberts didn’t set out to become an activist for the ERA.  As a member of 

the Christian Social Involvement Committee for the North Carolina Conference of 

the United Methodist Women, she had already experienced the vitriol of being 

the spokesperson for volatile social issues.  As an advocate for school integration 
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she recalls “it’s a really abrasive place to be, because you get a lot of criticism, 

and you don’t get a whole lot of support.”158  When she heard that the NCCOC 

Religious Committee for the ERA needed a full-time coordinator, her first thought 

was “I’m not about to get into something like that again.”  During her time on the 

Christian Social Involvement Committee, she recalled that “My enemies were 

shooting at me from the front; my friends from behind, and I had battle scars at 

the time.” Melding social activism with church politics proved to be a precarious 

business in the South, and Roberts intended to steer clear of anything to do with 

the ERA.159   

History and family heritage intervened in Roberts’ plans.  Around the time 

that the Religious Committee for the ERA began seeking a coordinator for their 

outreach work, she received a call from her aunt in Beaufort, North Carolina.  

Robert’s aunt was organizing her home and came across a trunk that once 

belonged to Robert’s grandmother.  Robert’s grandmother had made a strong 

impact on Tibbie’s life.  Growing up, she watched her grandmother volunteer as a 

Sunday School teacher and participate as an active member of her church while 

simultaneously running her home and personal business.  She remembered her 

grandmother’s home as a central gathering place for family and community 

affairs.  These memories flooded back to Roberts as she opened the trunk filled 
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with envelops and yellowed papers.  Her hand stopped on an essay her 

grandmother composed in 1878 entitled “Turnabout in Fair Play” as a student at 

Greensboro Female College.  In the piece, her grandmother chastised men for 

not giving women a chance, and called for increasing rights for women.160   

As Roberts sat with her grandmother’s yellowed essay in her hands, she 

thought to herself, “My Lordy, my grandmother is speaking to me from the 

grave.”161   How could she possibly turn away from this rich legacy of women’s 

rights started by her grandmother and other activists in the state?  She 

telephoned Collin Kilburn the same day and accepted the position as coordinator 

for the North Carolina Council of Churches Religious Committee for the ERA.   

The funding for a paid position came mostly from the coffers of the United 

Church of Christ, but the Lutheran Church of America, United Methodist Women, 

and the National Religious Committee for the ERA also provided backing (a 

national organization composed of over twenty five Catholic, Protestant, and 

Jewish groups.)162 Over the next eight years, Roberts worked within an 

ecumenical coalition composed of Southern Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, 

Catholics, Lutherans, Episcopalians, and others for the ratification efforts.  

In her role as a field organizer, Roberts looked to the Bible to counter the 

pro-family arguments coming from fundamentalist groups. She traveled across 
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the state delivering sermons and meeting with women’s groups in attempt to 

outline the theological and moral vision of the ERA.  In a sermon she would 

reproduce in congregations across the state, Roberts drew on passages from the 

Old Testament to debunk the myth of female inferiority.   Similar to the themes 

emerging in Pauli Murray’s sermons during this same time period and the ideas 

floating in the pages of Sojourner and South of the Garden, Roberts outlined how 

Jesus ignored the low social status accorded to women, and, instead, treated 

them as individuals with unique gifts and potentials.  Because the oppositionists 

looked to the Bible to oppose the ERA, Roberts similarly turned to its pages to 

justify the passage of the amendment. Acknowledging that culturally women held 

a low status during the time of Jesus, Roberts went on to describe how he 

bucked this trend by treating women as individuals worthy of respect.  From her 

perspective “The Bible is really the bastion for sexual equality.  We come full 

circle from the Genesis account of male and female created in the image of God, 

to Jesus affirming this in his life and teachings, to Paul’s final affirmation…In 

Christ there is no Jew nor Greek, no slave or free, no male or female, for we are 

all one in Christ.”  (Galatians 3:26).163   

Roberts drew on the same stream of ideas as those set forth by feminist 

theologians and biblical scholars but condensed her arguments into readable 

snippets that could easily fit on promotional materials distributed for the ERA.  
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The NCCOC published an article entitled “The Bible Tells Me SO” wherein 

Roberts reproduced many of these same comments from her sermon.  In this 

piece, she also underscored the centrality of the amendment to families.  While 

the opposition positioned the ERA as something detrimental to families and a 

threat to the status of the homemaker, Roberts insisted, “Some people have a 

fear—a false fear—that ERA will endanger the family.  I feel the ERA will 

supplement the family unit.  It will tend to raise the value of the non-financially 

contributing member, usually the woman, and create an environment where 

women’s contributions to the family are valued more equally with men’s.”164 She 

went on to make a religious connection to this line of reasoning. Like the 

academic feminists covered in the previous chapter, she drew on theological 

interpretations and gendered frameworks to include women in the history of the 

church, but she did so in a language palatable to mainstream Protestants who 

were neither lock in step with the ERA or familiar with the jargon developed by 

students enrolled in seminary or working within established universities.  This 

approach directly countered the arguments coming from fundamentalists groups 

while also broadening the audience who received these ideas.   

The respectable, grandmother image evoked by Roberts was a deliberate 

move on the part of NCCOC leaders, and they selected a similar prototype for 

their second paid organizer.  While Tibbie Roberts canvassed the eastern half of 
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the state, Frances Lindsey worked the western half.  Kilburn described Lindsey 

as a “grandmotherly” type woman, who, as a deacon, worked actively with the 

opposition in her church.165  Lindsey was also a minister’s wife and an ordained 

deacon.  An article in the North Carolina Christian Advocate described her as “a 

handsome, energetic, and capable woman who has fulfilled both the roles of wife 

and mother as well as done volunteer work for the United Methodist Church.”166  

Like Roberts, she traveled across the state speaking to Kiwanis’s groups, 

Sunday school classes, and women’s organizations.  She viewed education as 

her primary task and felt that “a lot of people don’t really know what the Equal 

Rights Amendment is, and if they do, they think the Bible is against it.”  Yet, as 

she spoke with people, she found that they became “attentive.”167  Enjoying her 

ability to show another side of the religious argument, she stated, “It’s fun to 

watch their faces change as they come to see that we are all created in God’s 

own image, that equality is scripturally based and that being unequal doesn’t 

mean being unisex.”168 

In this sense, the religious arguments set forth by Roberts and Lindsey 

spoke to a much greater audience than the strictly legalistic and secular rationale 

set forth by groups like NOW, The League of Women Voters, and Business and 
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Professional Women.  By pointing to specific Biblical passages and faith 

traditions as justification for the ERA, religious organizers actually stood a 

chance of swaying people who didn’t already fall in line with a feminist agenda.  

They provided an argument that responded directly to the arguments of people 

like Sam Ervin and Jerry Falwell and couched it in phrases that made sense and 

spoke to people who had spent their entire lives making moral and practical 

decisions based on the dictates of their respective churches and denominations.   

With this strategy in mind, the NCCOC ERA committee engaged in a 

statewide campaign to legitimize the ERA to Protestants across the state and let 

state legislators know that “the church” stood behind the amendment. Roberts 

formed broad coalitions with the North Carolina Federation of Women’s Club, 

United Methodist Women, and also worked very closely with the United Church 

of Christ and Christian Discipline.  Women from across the state banded together 

to fuse the image of Christianity and pro-ERA support.  As she recalls, “I was 

delighted with the response, and, boy, the Catholics were really turned loose.”  

She found the United Church of Christ, in particular, very responsive to her work 

and described her contacts in this denomination as “concerned with the total 

gospel and social issues.”169  In her correspondences to legislatures, Roberts 

stressed the biblical basis for the amendment.  Writing to the North Carolina 

General Assembly in 1979, she opened with an optimistic salutation: “Members 
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of the General Assembly and visitors.  I bring you good news today. Sexual 

equality is biblically based!”  Her letter included a long list of biblical precedents 

that she used as justification to urge them to vote for the ERA.170   

In addition to influencing key legislators, mobilizing a grassroots based 

depended on visible and vocal support from ministers.  As Roberts recalls, “If 

ministers are against it, so are the people.”  Roberts hoped to draw on this newly 

educated and activated base of religious folks to stress both religious support 

and theological grounding for the amendment.  Overall, she was impressed with 

how churches worked together and felt strongly they engaged the base of 

specific congregations, not just the ministers.171  All of these efforts mattered 

because legislators, particularly those on the fence, wanted to know if pockets of 

the religious community supported the ERA.  Given the visible presence of 

religious opposition, Senators asked Roberts for mail from preachers and 

religious groups to show that there was “church support” for the issue.172   

The NCCOC Committee for the ERA printed scripts for its members to 

follow when contacting legislators.  A typical transcript might read: “As Christians 

we are concerned with more than the legal and political aspects of the ERA.  We 

want to examine the ERA from a faith perspective.”  The hand out also gave 
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people the materials they needed to cite biblical evidence supporting both female 

equality and the ERA.  Again, drawing on the same ideas as the women at Duke, 

the pamphlets pointed to the story of creation and argued that Eve was not 

subordinate to Adam.  Instead, in the New Testament, Jesus dealt with women 

as equals and treated them as a vital part of his ministry.  Women first witnessed 

the resurrection and a closer look at St. Paul reveals the crucial role women 

played in the early Christian Church.  Drawing on the same passage Murray 

used when speaking to the congregation at the Chapel of the Cross and used by 

Roberts in her sermons, the leaflet included the phrase, “There is neither Jew nor 

Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, for all are 

one in Christ Jesus.”173 

The steps taken by the North Carolina Council of Churches mirrored the 

steps taken by national religious groups to rally support for the ERA.  At both the 

state and national level, religious groups picked up the cause for ratification as 

entire denominations and national networks mobilized to support grassroots 

ratification campaigns.  As early as 1973, NOW’s National Task force On Women 

and Religion sent editorials justifying the equality of women to papers in un 

ratified states across the nation.174  Other national publications like Catholic 
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World printed articles outlining the theological equality of men and women.175  

Joyce Slayton, the National Coordinator for the Task Force on Women and 

Religion for NOW similarly published an editorial attacking the institutional 

sexism within in the church and then went on to debunk the myth that the bible 

supported women’s subordination.  Following a narrative set forth by Pauli 

Murray and other Christian feminists of the time, she argued that Jesus treated 

women as equals and highlighted that women witnessed the resurrection before 

anyone else.176 Collectively these efforts stressed to many mainline Protestants 

that feminism and Christianity were not incompatible.  

Conclusion 
Many feminists bristled at the coverage PBS gave to fundamentalist 

opponents of the ERA.  Reporting on the program in 1982, a journalist for Mother 

Jones wrote, “The Religious fundamentalists have certainly been allowed to 

speak for themselves in the documentary.” She went on to accuse the crew of 

being “too even-handed in presenting both sides.”177   The New York Times 

similarly reported, “Costello and Fitzgerald are clearly on the side of the 

proposed amendment, but, in their efforts to be fair, they have dissipated their 

energies in a scattershot approach to too many issues.  They jump from 
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concerned fundamentalists to women seeking equal pay to rape victims with 

startling ease.”178 Reflecting the debates drummed up by the airing, The 

Washington Post described “Who Will Protect the Family?” as the most 

controversial documentary since “The Death of a Princess.”179  While the media 

critiques of these inherent biases of “Who Will Protect the Family?” revealed the 

contentious seeds it sowed between liberals and fundamentalists, they did little to 

break apart the false dichotomy that positioned these two sides as the only 

players in the debate over the ERA.   

Although not directly responding to the documentary, one of the most 

passionate defenses of the ERA as necessary for the strength of families came 

out of Christianity and Crisis, a journal reflecting the liberal views of American 

Protestants on a host of social and cultural issues.  In 1980, Rosemary Reuther, 

one the foundational religious feminist scholars who influenced women at Duke 

Divinity and RCWMS, published an article critiquing the idea proffered by 

Schlafly, Helms, and Ervin that the ERA represented an attack on the family.  In 

her estimation, the family the Right wished to redeem was “white, Christian, and 
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middle-class.”180  She encouraged readers to understand “the imperative need to 

vigorously contest the claims of the New Right to represent the interests of the 

family.”181  Instead, she looked to the legacy of the early suffragist movement to 

argue that feminist causes for educational rights, social welfare, and world peace 

were “necessary for the defense of the family.”  Although acknowledging that 

there were many components of this movement “that we don’t want to emulate,” 

she closed by asserting that women should stand strong in their convictions that 

altering the scope of public policy was in step with efforts to protect the home, 

and that the real enemies of the family were “war, poverty, and oppression; not 

the people who promote shelters for battered women and daycare for working 

women.”182   Reuther’s arguments landed feminist issues within a rich terrain of 

social activism that melded a liberal interpretation of Christianity with progressive 

social values.  

 There were limits, however, to the range of people these religious 

communities would ultimately reach.  Although “Who Will Protect the Family?” 

focused entirely on the plight of white women in factories, women of color 

occupied the largest segment of this group. PBS’s single-minded focus on the 

gender discrimination effectively side-stepped the intersectional approach to 
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human rights that stood at the core of Murray’s initial vision.  In 1980, United 

Methodist Women held a “consultation” with forty ethnic minorities to determine 

the reason for low participation.  While they stressed the impact of the ERA on 

housing, employment, health care, and education during this meeting, the 

emphasis remained on the homemaker and protection of traditional gender roles 

and sexual norms.  The consultation ended with a commitment from participants 

to head back home and gain contact with local minority organizations, churches, 

and neighborhood programs.183  

The problems Methodist women faced in building meaningful interracial 

coalitions for the ERA played out across the country.  On a national level, women 

of color never occupied a visible role in any major ERA organization.  A paper 

published by the National Institute of Women of Color cited the failure of national 

groups to include the perspectives of women of color as one of the huge failings 

of the ERA campaign. Women of color never served as the sole or primary 

speaker at an event or existed in other leadership roles.  With the exception of 

Eleanor Holmes Norton, Cecily Tyson, and Carmen Delgado Votaro, they 

described how the “faces and voices” of the ERA were “overwhelmingly white.184  

Similarly, in North Carolina women of color and their concerns remained on the 
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periphery of the fight for equal rights, and the church’s decision to appeal to 

mainstream, white Protestants contributed to this problem.  Even in an area like 

Durham with its strong black middle class, ERA activists struggled to attract 

African Americans in any significant organizations.185 This failure not only 

reflected the limits of a white liberal Protestant agenda but also how the 

theoretical frameworks of intersectionality established by white religious scholars 

and women at Duke Divinity actually played out in a grassroots setting.  Despite 

the best intentions of white activists, decades of tension between white and black 

women and the blinders of white privilege stood as a formidable stumbling block 

to meaningful interracial coalition building.186   

In many ways, this pattern justified Murray’s initial opposition to the 

amendment.  Even when she endorsed the amendment, she cautioned that 

“Negro women enjoy neither the advantages of the idealizations of ‘womanhood’ 

and ‘motherhood’ which are part of American mythology, nor the ‘protections’ 

extended to women which opponents of the Equal Rights Amendment are so 

zealous to preserve.”187 When NOW first debated support for the ERA in 1967, 

one of the ideas the ERA committee proposed was the adoption of a “Human 
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Rights Amendment,” a proposal that specifically named race and gender 

discrimination in addition to maintaining all abortion protections.  Another more 

expansive view included age, color, economic status, national origin, political 

belief, race, religion, sex, and social status in its list of protections.188  Murray 

suggested that NOW take several months to consider one of these alternatives, 

but when the organization voted to adopt the initial language set out by the NWP, 

she sent a letter to Kay Clarenbach warning that this move dissipated any 

chance of the ERA advancing a strong human rights platform.189  This certainly 

seemed to be the case when the vision of the amendment coalesced around 

protecting a “family” implicitly coded as heterosexual, white, and middle-class.  

Sexuality also played into this equation.  Despite the painstaking efforts 

made by NCCOC, NCUERA, and United Methodist Women to depict supporters 

as everyday housewives, the opposition successfully depicted the primary 

beneficiaries of the ERA as radical feminists, gays, and lesbians.  Schlafly 

commonly included gay rights in her list of oppositions, and North Carolina 

Senator Ollie Harris told The Daily Tar Heel in 1981 that the amendment would 

grant rights to “homosexuals and lesbians.”190 Thus, instead of focusing 
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189 Pauli Murray to Kay Clarenbach, 21 November 1967, Folder Board Members-National 

Conventions, Box 4, Kay Clarenbach Papers, University Archives, University of Wisconsin-

Madison. 
190 Allan Chapple,“ERA Supporters Anticipate Final NC Showdown,” The Daily Tar Heel, 

September 3, 1981, p. 1. 
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exclusively on the legal benefits and protections women would accrue under a 

constitutional amendment, ratificationists spent a lot of time condemning gender 

and sexual nonconformity.  As Bliss explains, they emphasized, “ERA will not 

make you go to the bathroom with men.  ERA will not let homosexuals get 

married.  ERA will not destroy the family.”  In a similar fashion Tibbie Roberts 

described how “the family thing and homosexuals” always stood as one of the 

first obstacles she had to overcome when educating voters.  This focus shifted 

the emphasis away from expanding arenas for women in areas of employment, 

housing, and education, and, instead, stagnated the terms of debate to a 

preservation of the status quo.   

Accordingly, an emphasis on traditional family values softened the broad-

reaching agenda intended by Murray and other advocates for the ERA and also 

blunted the potential effects of reimagining gender and sexuality on a broad 

scale.  Instead of sending the message that the ERA stood for an expansive 

interpretation of non-discrimination in employment, education, and other areas of 

life, religious folks doubled down on the message that the ERA offered new 

protections for the homemaker and didn’t alter tradition gender roles or sexual 

norms. This focus on the homemaker implicitly coded the vision and scope of the 

ERA as a version of feminism and equal rights intended for middle class white 

women and bypassed the radical potential the amendment could offer for 

improving the opportunities available to poor women and women of color. In this 

way, religious groups attempted to expand the opportunities offered to women 



 

 294 

while limiting the broad potential of the ERA in the same breath.  This approach 

certainly aided white religious activists in drawing a larger number of moderate 

churchgoers into their fold during the 1970s and 1980s, but it would haunt them 

in the decades to come as they added gay rights and AIDS activism to their 

agenda against the backdrop of a growing KKK movement in the state.
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Chapter 4: Sodom on the Eno: Moderate Protestants 
Encounter Gay Pride  
 

Two puzzling banners dotted the throng of participants gathered for 

Durham, North Carolina’s 1986 gay pride parade. The first, displayed front and 

center, depicted a rainbow next to the phrase “God is Love.” Carried by members 

of the local Integrity chapter, composed largely of gay and lesbian Episcopalians, 

this group unmistakably signaled an intermingling of religion and gay identity. 

However, another sign even further back, reading “Lesbians Against Religion,” 

bespoke of the complex relationship many other parade participants held with the 

South’s deeply religious heritage. The largest contingent, loosely organized 

under the affiliation of Triangle Gays and Lesbians, stood assembled in a parade 

formation, ready to march down one of the main thoroughfares in town.  A group 

of supporters stood on the sidelines, yelling words of encouragement to 1,000 or 

so parade participants.  Another group, just as conspicuous, looked upon the 

event with hostility, occasionally shouting jeers or waving signs of protest.  The 

name of Wib Gulley, the town’s mayor, also popped out from the brightly colored 

signs and buttons scattered throughout the street.  Alternatively reading “Recall 

Wib Gulley,” or “Durham Supports Mayor Gulley,” Gulley’s recent decision to sign 
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a proclamation in support of gay rights animated people on both ends of the 

political divide.1   

This hodgepodge of residents and sentiments captures the charged 

political and social climate of central North Carolina in the summer of 1986.  On 

one end of the battle stood the 1,000 or so marchers, predominantly from the 

state’s left-leaning Research Triangle: Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill.  

Composed of a dense thicket of universities and social groups advocating for 

feminism, civil rights, gay equality, and other issues, the Triangle had a 

reputation for incubating protest movements. As the presence of Integrity 

suggests, religious organizations and churches did not abstain from this activism.  

In addition to Integrity, the Jewish Gay Community and the explicitly gay-friendly 

St. John’s Metropolitan Community Church also stood out prominently from the 

crowd.  Many other supportive ministers yelled support from the sidelines or 

waved from front porches as the parade meandered through Durham.2 

Conservatives dressed in suits and ties also lined the sidewalks on that hot 

summer day, waving their fists and pointing angrily at the women with short hair 

                                            
1 “Hundreds Stage Gay Rights March in Durham,” The Durham Morning Herald, June 20 1986, p. 

1A/4A.   
2 “Gay/Lesbian Pride March a Dazzling Success,” The Pink Triangle, July 1986, Folder Religion 

and Gays (general), 1979-1992, Box 3, Triangle Community Works (hereafter cited as TCW 

Papers), Rubenstein Library, Duke University, Durham, North Carolina.   
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and men dressed in tight shorts parading through the streets with balloons and 

brightly colored banners.3    

 

Figure 3: Image of 1986 Gay Pride Parade in Durham, N.C. Photo Courtesy of Durham Morning 

Herald, June 20, 1986, p. 1A. 

While some would come to view Gulley’s proclamation as an act of 

betrayal to local norms, many more struggled to understand exactly how to treat 

the growing visibility of gay people within their communities. Not quite ready to 

condone what some moderate mainline ministers referred to as “the homosexual 

lifestyle,” these same persons also bristled at the messages of hate emanating 

from fundamentalists religious groups and Citizens for Moral Government, an 

organization assembled in 1986 to recall Mayor Gulley.4  As historians of 

                                            
3 Integrity, The Pink Triangle, no. 5, July 1986, Folder Gay and Lesbian Issues and Religion 2 of 

3, Box 2, Resource Center for Women and Ministry in the South (hereafter cited as RCWMS), 

Rubenstein Library, Duke University, Durham, North Carolina.   
4 The North Carolina Human Rights Fund, “Report on Anti-Gay Violence, Harassment, and 

Discrimination for the Year 1986,” Folder KKK Response Activism, Box 113, Mandy Carter 
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sexuality note, southern societies—even areas that local residents viewed as 

forward thinking like the Triangle—regarded gays and lesbians with varying 

degrees of tolerance.  While they did not always talk openly about them, 

residents often accepted the presence of gay folks in rural and urban areas with 

practiced forms of discretion.  Particularly in communities of color, historian E. 

Patrick Johnson notes how “performance of Southerness”—coded speech, 

silences, and unspoken acknowledgements—sometimes allowed same sex 

relationships to exist in plain sight.5  Yet, the strikingly public stances many white 

and African American ministers took in response to gay pride week and Gulley’s 

proclamation suggested that 1986 was different.  At least in the immediate 

Triangle area, the growing politicization of the region’s gay community forced 

local residents out of polite reticence and into heated discussions and personal 

                                                                                                                                  
Papers (hereafter cited as Mandy Carter Papers), Rubenstein Library, Duke University, Durham, 

North Carolina. 
5 E. Patrick Johnson, Sweet Tea:  Black Gay Men of the South (University of North Carolina 

Press: Chapel Hill, 2008), 12.  See also, John Howard, Men Like That: A Southern Queer History 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999).  His work goes beyond those who seek a gay or 

lesbian identity and also challenges the paradigm of “coming out of the closet” used to outline the 

contours of gay communities and subjectivity in the past.  His work speaks against the 

assumption put forth by John D’Emilio and others that the rise of the city and industrialization 

paralleled the rise of a visible gay identity and community formation.  Instead, he positions gay 

desire as an organizing principle as he examines the circulation of meanings between rural and 

urban areas.   
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interrogations on the issue of gay rights—a topic inseparable from the region’s 

deeply rooted history of religiosity.6   

Terrorist violence long had undergirded the gendered and racialized past 

in the south.  Dating back to the time of slavery, political violence worked in 

tandem with sexual violence as white men used rape as a tool to police the 

behavior of African American communities.  Throughout the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, white men throughout the south utilized rape, sexual 

harassment, and sexualized forms of lynching to maintain the racial status quo.7  

Civil rights and the woman’s liberation movement made these forms of 

discrimination less legitimate but didn’t eliminate them completely.   In 1986 The 

North Carolina Human Rights Fund found that KKK-style groups like the White 

People’s Patriot Party led anti-gay violence in North Carolina. 8 Despite the 

                                            
6 Many local studies document the rise of gay communities beginning in the 1950s United States, 

most omit religion.  See Marcia Gallo, Different Daughters: A History of Bilitis and The Rise of the 

Lesbian Rights Movement (New York: Carroll & Graf Publishers, 2006); George Chauncey, Gay 

New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World 1890- 1940 (New York: 

Basic Books, 1994); Nan Alamilla Boyd, Wide Open Town: A History of Queer San Francisco to 

1965 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005); and Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy and 

Madeline D. Davis, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold: The History of a Lesbian Community (New 

York: Rutledge, 1993). 
7 See Hannah Rosen, Terror in the Heart of Freedom: Citizenship, Sexuality, and the Meaning of 

Race in the Post-Emancipation South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009), and 

Crystal Feimster, Southern Horrors: Women and the Politics of Rape and Lynching (Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2009).   
8 The North Carolina Human Rights Project, “Report on Anti-Gay Violence, Harassment, and 

Discrimination for the Year 1986,” Folder NCARRV Annual Reports, Box 7A, Mab Segrest Papers 
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Triangle’s reputation as a center of education and progressive values, the North 

Carolina Human Rights Fund found that the counties with the highest reported 

hate crimes were also the most urban in 1986: Wake, Durham, Orange, 

Mecklenburg, New Hanover, and Guilford.9  In 1986, North Carolina also led the 

country in crimes against people of color for the fourth year in a row.  

Summarizing these statistics, North Carolinians Against Racist and Religious 

Violence (the only monitoring group in the state for Klan violence) reported 

“epidemically” high levels of both racist and homophobic violence throughout the 

mid-late 1980s.10  Gay activists and their allies sought to reverse this trend by 

heightening awareness during gay pride week and upending the veil of silence 

that enabled institutionalized discrimination, patterns of homophobic Klan 

violence and the other forms of intimidation Triangle gays and lesbians faced on 

a daily basis. 

How did a decade most known for the rise of the religious right also hold 

these vibrant strands of religious liberalism? Just as conservatives used 

churches as a vector to insert themselves into social movements, moderate 

mainliners drew on the language of liberalism to define themselves in opposition 

to fundamentalists and as a response to the growing visibility of the gay rights 

                                                                                                                                  
(hereafter cited as Mab Segrest Papers), Rubenstein Library, Duke University, Durham, North 

Carolina.   
9 Ibid.   
10 North Carolinians Against Racist and Religious Violence, Spring 1988 Newsletter, no. 7, Folder 

NCARRV Newsletters, Box 7A, Mab Segrest Papers.     
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movement and an explicitly gay-friendly religious movement.  As religious scholar 

Heather White argues, these partnerships were “not local anomalies but part of a 

larger pattern of church-based support being cultivated and channeled through 

the activist connections of liberal Protestant clergy.”11  Ecclesiastical leaders and 

lay members intimately understood the dynamics of power that supported social 

hierarchies because these practices were inscribed within their own religions 

traditions, and, accordingly, they stood uniquely poised to change them. Yet, 

unlike the issue of gender equality, which benefited from a long tradition of 

feminist activism and participation in the church, gays and lesbians had to build 

new support systems from the ground up and convince fellow congregants and 

religious leaders that they were deserving of support and acceptance.   

These elements came together for the first time during the Triangle’s 1986 

gay pride parade.  Many mainline ministers and laity finally began to grapple with 

the repercussions of fundamentalist homophobia and felt compelled to take a 

stand in favor of gays and lesbians.  Like the gay activists spearheading this 

work, they learned that participating in the region’s gay pride week involved much 

more than a defense of civil rights; it also meant digging into the region’s related 

histories of racist violence and misogyny. Taking a cue from the groundwork laid 

by feminists in the previous two chapters, the mainline ministers and LGBT 

activists who participated in gay pride in 1986 drew on the expansive frameworks 
                                            
11 Heather Rachelle White, Reforming Sodom: Protestants and the Rise of Gay Rights (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015), 105-106.   
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of gender and sexuality established in the previous decades while also grappling 

with the strands of homophobia, gender norms, and racist violence that still 

existed in the Triangle.   

What Does it Mean to be Gay in the Piedmont? 
Citizens who had come to know Jim Hunt as a reliable, well-liked, and 

effective politician may have been surprised by the depictions that began to 

surface of him when he decided to run for Senate in 1984. Headlines like “Jim 

Hunt Received Contributions from Gay Activists” and “Faggots Dominate Fourth 

Democratic District Convention” appeared in The Landmark.  The Landmark was 

a private publication produced by conservative Republican Bob Windsor with a 

monthly circulation of 18,000 copies. In addition to general circulation, it also 

made its way into local municipal buildings and media outlets for free public 

consumption.  Windsor started the publication in 1982 after the fourth district 

Democratic convention adopted a gay rights resolution as part of its platform.12  

Although The Landmark circulated primarily to local politicians and media 

personnel, local activist Mab Segrest wrote at the time, “his anti-gay language 

contributes to a larger climate in which gay people are beaten and killed.”13 

During the 1984 gubernatorial race, Windsor attacked Jim Hunt by questioning 
                                            
12 In his coverage of the convention, Windsor wrote, “The faggots worked the crowd like a manure 

pile.”  Bob Windsor, The Landmark, June 7, 1984. Folder Anatomy of An Election, Box 5, Mab 

Segrest Papers.  
13 Mab Segrest, “Gay Baiting and The Anatomy of an Election,” The Front Page, March 5, 1985. 

Folder Gay Baiting and the Anatomy of An Election, Box 5, Mab Segrest Papers.     



 

 303 

his masculinity and underscoring Hunt’s relationship with gay groups.  Within 

these pieces, he explicitly referred to homosexuality as a “mental illness” and 

related to pedophilia.14  One article entitled “Jim Hunt is Sissy, Prissy, Girlish, 

and Effeminate” stated that Hunt had “a preoccupation with dress and 

appearances.  He has the prettiest manicured fingernails you have ever 

seen…At a social event like a cocktail party he flits around with his catty chit chat 

just like one of the girls.”15  Considering that Hunt ran on a platform emphasizing 

social security and subsidizing school lunches, these characterizations seemed 

puzzling.16   

These attacks on Hunt rested on an explicit and direct form of gay-baiting 

but left race-baiting in the hands of his opponent, Senator Jesse Helms. Helms 

opened campaign events by singing “Dixie,” held rallies against the MLK holiday, 

and demonized black, liberal candidates like Jesse Jackson.17  Along with his 

ally, Sam Ervin, he waged a filibuster against the MLK Day vote, claiming that 

King collaborated with Communists and had extramarital affairs.  He also 

opposed the renewal of the Voting Rights Act in 1982.18  Reminiscent of the 

                                            
14 Bob Windsor, “Jim Hunt is Sissy, Prissy, Girlish, Effeminate,” The Landmark, vol. 3, no. 3, 

January 5, 1984, Folder Anatomy of An Election, Box 5, Mab Segrest Papers.   
15 Ibid. 
16 Tom Eamon, The Making of a Southern Democracy: North Carolina Politics from Kerr Scott to 

Pat McCrory (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 202.   
17 Segrest, “Anatomy of an Election,” The Front Page, March 5, 1985. Folder Gay Baiting and the 
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18 Eamon, 204.   



 

 304 

Graham Porter race of 1950, registered Republicans in the state received a 

mailer prior to election day warning that Jesse Jackson’s failed presidential bid 

earlier in the year had led to a surge of registered black voters across the state.  

Sent by Republican Party Chairman David Flaherty, it cautioned that this black 

constituency could “cancel out” the white vote.19 Others received a piece of mail 

that queried: Will Black Voters Lynch Reagan?20 Being sure to tie homophobia 

into the equation, Helms depicted himself as the chief target of gays and lesbians 

throughout the election, whom he referred to as “perverts” who engaged in 

“disgusting and revolting behavior.”21  

After a close race, the vitriolic, hate-driven message of Jesse Helms and 

Bob Windsor carried the day. President Regan’s landslide re-election, along with 

Democratic nominee, Walter Mondale’s, vast unpopularity across the state 

certainly contributed to Hunt’s defeat.  Critics constantly referred to Hunt as a 

Mondale liberal, and Helms also successfully presented Hunt as someone who 

                                            
19 “Racism: A Ghost of Elections Past,” Daily Tar Heel, September 6, 1988, p. 8.  In 1950, the 

progressive Frank Graham Porter lost a neck and neck election to conservative, segregationist 

Frank Willis.  Although his role in the campaign is debated, Helms was a Willis supporter and may 

have had a hand in distributing a flyer that warned, “Do you want Negroes working beside you, 

your wife, and your daughters in mills and factories?”  Willis won in a run-off election by depicting 

Graham as a socialist and a supporter of integration.  
20 Matt Maggis, “Helms Inspires Unenthusiastic Vote,” Daily Tar Heel, September 10, 1984, p. 6.   
21 Edward Koch, “Senator Helms’s Callousness Towards AIDS Victims,” The New York Times, 

November 7, 1987.   
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flip flopped on key issues and supported civil rights.22 During one debate, Hunt 

referred to himself as a traditional “southern conservative” in order to deflect this 

characterization—a depiction voters likely found hard to swallow given his strong 

support of issues like affirmative action and the ERA.23 In the end, the victory of 

Helms also reflects how white animosities towards African Americans ran high in 

the 1980s. Helms only won by a small margin of the vote (52%), and Hunt still 

received widespread support from African Americans and socially liberal whites. 

Yet, Hunt only captured 35% of the overall white vote in the state, including 

districts where he had previously run strong races.24  Democrats still held an 

edge in North Carolina, but Republicans continued to gain seats in the House 

and Senate, and a conservative Republican won the election for governor.25  

Accordingly, the Helms triumph over Hunt demonstrated the transition of 

white voters away from the Democratic Party to an increasingly conservative, 

Evangelical backed Republican Party.  Written off as fundamentalist fringe 

candidate in the previous decade, Helms solidified his place as the leader of the 

conservative movement of the Republican Party with this 1984 victory, and 

speculations surfaced that he would run for president in 1988.  He raised over 

$14 million dollars in direct mailing contributions through his National 

                                            
22 Eamon, 205.   
23 “Helms Wasn’t Helms in the Debate,” Asheville Citizen Times, August 3, 1984, p. 4.    
24 Eamon, 212.   
25 Ibid., 213.   
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Congressional Club fundraising machine, making this Senate race the most 

costly in U.S. history.26 His win reflected a huge blow for the centrist politics that 

had carried Hunt through the 1970s and his support of controversial issues like 

the ERA.  Unlike the previous decade where Hunt continued to remain popular 

with voters--even as more and more conservatives replaced moderates and 

liberals in North Carolina’s House and Senate---in 1984 his extensive networks 

and reputation as skilled leader did not carry enough weight.  Helms would rally 

forth with his conservative agenda through the next decade, backing off on much 

of his outright racist rhetoric but taking every opportunity to vilify gays and 

lesbians, particularly by opposing AIDS funding.27   

As the tenor of the campaign reflects, a dense knot of racism, 

homophobia, and misogyny animated the politics of Helms and the conservative 

groups rallying behind him.  A local Klan organization gave The Landmark an 

award in the 1984, underscoring the ongoing salience of terror in upholding the 

white supremacist version of family values.  Other groups like Southern 

Christians for Helms created buttons reading “The Democrats: AIDS, atheism, 

and appeasement.”  Like Bob Windsor, this group sought to demonize the 

Democratic Party through its (lukewarm) support of gay rights, and they implicitly 

                                            
26 “Helms New Right Supporters See Opportunities for Leader,” Asheville Citizen Times, 

November 9, 1984, p. 23.   
27 Peter Lewis Allen, The Wages of Sin: Sex and Disease, Past and Present (Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 2000), 122; 124.   
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supported an agenda by repackaging previous tenets of Cold War religious 

conservatism for a new decade.28  While hinted at in the attacks conservatives 

leveled at the ERA in the previous decade, the growing visibility and political 

awareness of a local and national gay movement heightened concerns amongst 

conservatives that “the gay lifestyle” served as yet another threat to the moral 

underpinnings of American society and the sanctity of the heterosexual nuclear 

family. Within this matrix conservative evangelicals gathered in larger numbers 

than ever before to support Helms and a conservative Republican agenda.  

Local activists like Mab Segrest understood the deep connections 

between the state’s Klan violence, racism, and homophobia because she lived in 

and against them on a daily basis.  Indeed, her rebellion against all of these 

structures shaped her personal and political subjectivity.  Segrest worked for 

North Carolinians Against Racist and Religious Violence (NCARRV) and also 

served on the steering committee for gay pride week.  She brought decades of 

analysis on the intersections of race, gender, class, and sexual orientation to her 

work in the Triangle.  As a white Alabama native, Segrest grew up against the 

backdrop of some of the most well known civil rights struggles of the twentieth 

century: the racial integration of Alabama public schools, the bombing of the 

Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Alabama, and her father’s own attempt to 

privatize education as a means to circumvent new integration laws.  At the age of 
                                            
28 Mab Segrest, “Gay-Baiting: The Anatomy of an Election,” The Front Page, March 5, 1985. 

Folder Gay Baiting and the Anatomy of an Election, Box 5, Mab Segrest Papers.   
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seven, she learned from the hushed whispers of adults that her uncle, Marvin 

Segrest, had shot a black man for allegedly attempting to use a white restroom.  

An all-white jury found Segrest innocent on all counts, but by college Segrest 

dedicated herself to reversing the “civil wrongs” she inherited from her family.29   

Earning a Ph.D. in Literature, she learned the harsh realities of 

institutionalized homophobia as she secured her first job teaching at a 

fundamentalist Baptist college about an hour outside of Durham.  Segrest took 

the job already knowing that she was a lesbian and would be forced to lead a 

“double life” as a teacher in its deeply conservative environment.30  Her 

employment overlapped with the appointment of Anita Bryant as head of the 

Southern Baptist Convention, and an era when gay teachers lurked as menaces 

and predators in the mind of much of the American public.  As she recalls, “A 

Southern Baptist school is not the most comfortable place for a gay teacher to 

be—sitting on the buckle of the Bible Belt.”31  Yet, at the time, she needed a job 

and something close to Durham was hard to find.  The topic of gay rights first 

came up at the behest of her students when they chose it for a topic of debate in 

class.  Segrest recalls that on the day of the debate, “I took a seat in the back 

row, afraid that if I stood up front IT would show, I would give myself away, 

                                            
29 Mab Segrest, Memoirs of a Race Traitor (Boston: South End Press, 1999), 2.  
30 Segrest, Confessions of a Closet Baptist,” in The New Lesbian Studies: Into the Twenty-First 

Century, eds. Bonnie Zimmerman and Toni H. McNaron (New York: The Feminist Press, 1996), 

12.   
31 Ibid., 14.   
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develop a tick, tremble, stutter, throw up, then faint dead away.”32 Although she 

made it quietly through this event, she increasingly came out to individual 

students and found ways to gently nudge them towards different ways of thinking 

when homophobic remarks came up in class.  She eventually resigned and 

moved to Durham to openly engage as an activist, but these early years gave her 

a front row seat to the viewpoints and prejudices driving an anti-gay, 

fundamentalist agenda. 

Segrest recognized that the homophobia she encountered later in life was 

cut from the same cloth as the racist violence and discrimination ravaging the 

nation, and she tirelessly worked to integrate this vision in queer organizing and 

activism. When the predominantly African American board offered her a job as 

program coordinator for NCARRV in 1984, she agreed under one condition: she 

would only undertake her organizing work as an out lesbian.  They voted 

unanimously to move forward with her employment anyways, but throughout her 

career as an anti-racist, lesbian feminist activist, Segrest struggled to articulate a 

theory that motivated others to make sense of the overlap between the queer 

and racist violence undertaken by the Klan.33  She documented how the deeply 

networked Klan groups in the state relied on a blind eye from local white sheriffs, 

magistrates, and juries as they engaged in violence, murder, and intimidation.  

                                            
32 Ibid., 13.   
33 Segrest, Memoir of a Race Traitor, 5; 12.  
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Their targets ranged from outspoken black ministers to interracial couples to 

white gay men and lesbians.34  

The gay community in North Carolina had already begun mobilizing 

against this hate-driven agenda in the previous decade, falling in line behind 

other gays and lesbians across the country that drew on their growing visibility to 

make legislative demands on the state. In 1979, members of the KKK and 

American Nazi Party fired shots at members of the Communist Workers Party 

(CWP) during a “Death to the Klan Rally” held in front of Morningside Homes, a 

largely black housing project in Greensboro.  The CWP organized the rally in 

response to both the growing Klan presence in the state but also as an attempt to 

highlight how the Klan divided black and white workers in an area highly driven 

by textile production.  The CWP distributed flyers with confrontational language in 

the days leading up to the rally and acted without the support of local church 

groups or the largely black community of Morningside.  After the KKK killed five 

members of the CWP during the rally and wounded seven others, the event drew 

national attention.35 As Greensboro police purposely avoided the area, video 

cameras captured the approximately three minutes of gunfire, and these images 

would be played and replayed across the nation in the days that followed.  As 

Segrest recalls, “No one who saw the footage can forget the images of Klansmen 

                                            
34 Ibid.   
35 Joe Killian, “A Day that Sill Divides the City: November 3, 1979,” News and Record, January 

15, 2015.    



 

 311 

coolly removing weapons from the truck of a blue Ford Fairlane, a cigarette 

casually dangling from a man’s lips.  Or of white supremacist Jerry Paul Smith 

running down the sidewalk with a pistol in his hand, firing a .357 Magnum bullet 

into the neck, heart and lungs of an already wounded Cesar Cause.”36  Local and 

national commentators expressed confusion and shock at the level of violence 

unearthed during the protest, but as Segrest recalls, “regardless of their political 

differences, civil rights organizations recognized the Greensboro massacre as 

part of a rising tide of racist and Far Right activity sweeping the United States.”37  

Despite their own positionality as targets of the Klan, a group of gay men and 

lesbians joined 10,000 other people who marched in protest of the attacks in the 

following weeks, carrying a banner through the streets of Greensboro that read, 

“Queers Against Racism.”38 

This seminal moment in North Carolina history points to the ways the Klan 

and law enforcement came together to police sexual and gender hierarchies and 

how gays and lesbians responded by demanding protection of their civil and 
                                            
36 Segrest, Memoirs of a Race Traitor, 7.   
37 Ibid., 9. An article appearing in the Baltimore Sun drew on interviews with police, professor, 

preachers, and North Carolina reporters who all expressed confusion at the violent turn of events.  

See “Greensboro Wonders Why Hate Exploded There,” Baltimore Sun, November 6, 1979, p. 1; 

19. A local paper, The Nashville Graphic,” also printed an article where the author puzzled over 

the violence in such a “warm and friendly city.” See Nashville Graphic, December 6, 1979, p.4 
38 Segrest, Memoirs of a Race Traitor, 9.  Despite this local outrage and national attention, two 

separate all-white juries (state and federal) would acquit six members of the KKK and three 

members of the Nazi Party.  For national coverage of the trials see “Nine Cleared of Charges 

Linked to Five Deaths at Anti-Klan Rally,” New York Times, April 16, 1984.   
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sexual rights. As a manifestation of state power, white supremacist groups and 

the police defined and enabled categories of sexual deviance as they included 

gay people in targeted crimes of terror, violence, and intimidation.  Because the 

police turned a blind eye and at times participated in these acts, they contributed 

to a culture that institutionalized and legalized racist and homophobic crimes.39  

While the Klan certainly wasn’t a new player in North Carolina’s history of vexed 

social relations, the Greensboro massacre threw into relief the severity of its 

violent grip on the state and drew national headlines as people questioned how 

something like this could happen.  This moment emboldened the queer 

community to both support anti-racism efforts across the state, and also to visibly 

present themselves as equal victims of the conservative 1980’s rhetoric that 

valorized an adherence to “law and order” over the safety of those who stepped 

outside of race, gendered, and sexual norms.40 As an important preamble to the 

                                            
39 To see one example of how the expansion of the state coincided with the creation of the 

categories of deserving citizen versus sexual deviant see Margot Canaday, The Straight State: 

Sexuality and Citizenship in Twentieth-Century America (Princeton University Press: Princeton, 

N.J., 2009).  Canaday traces the policing and regulation of queer bodies through her investigation 

of immigration, law enforcement, military policies, and the distribution of welfare benefits.   
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Timothy Stewart-Winter, Queer Clout: Chicago and the Rise of Gay Politics (Philadelphia: 
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1986 gay pride event, the links between racist and homophobic violence that 

publicly arose out of the ashes of the Greensboro massacre also prompted white 

moderates to begin to question some of the silences and evasions they enabled 

as they too looked the other way as hate crimes unfolded across their state. 

This overlap between targeting of queer bodies, the agendas of white 

supremacist organizations, and the institutionalization of homophobia became 

even clearer in the following decade.  In 1981, four men and two women with 

guns and clubs attacked sunbathers enjoying the early spring weather on North 

Carolina’s Little River, a quiet and secluded spot about 90 miles from Durham.  

The attackers announced, “They were going to beat some faggots,” and asked 

the men if they “want to die?” The perpetrators were affiliated with a white 

supremacist group, and their actions resulted in the death of an innocent man.41  

Responding to the Little River murders, a gay group of activists produced a 

leaflet demanding justice.  They asserted that the death resulted from “hatred for 

people who are seen as different from an increasingly inhumane and rigid norm: 

in one case black from white: in another, gay from heterosexual.”  They linked 

the violence against African Americans in the state to the increasing attacks on 

the queer community and demanded justice from law enforcement and city 
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officials.  With the title “We don’t Want to Die,” the piece made broad connections 

between the 1979 Greensboro Massacre, the recent murder of a black man in 

Durham, and a conservative piece of legislation intended to strip federal funding 

for businesses and organizations supportive of gay rights.42 Responding to the 

question posed by the murderers, the final line of the flyer read, “Do we want to 

die?  We do not.  Nor we intend to live in fear.”43  These words linked the 

citizenship rights of gays and lesbians to protection from hate crimes and the 

entanglements of Klan violence and the police.   

Gay pride parades unfolded across the country as the LGBT community 

arose in response to the criminalization of gay identity, police brutality, and the 

under policing of hate crimes such as the Little River murder.  Joining this wave 

of national activism, gay activists in the Triangle organized “Our Day Out,” 

conducting the first gay pride march in the state.  Over three hundred marchers 

gathered in Durham, some wearing either disguises or bags over their heads to 

protect their identities, and marched through the streets as people looked on 

without any reported incidents of violence or catcalling.44  Although not on the 

scale of the 1986 event, the Greensboro March of 1979 and the pride march of 
                                            
42 The Family Federal Protection Act also weakened the efforts of the federal government to 

intervene in school redistricting, called for school material that depicted only traditional gender 

roles. 
43 Flyer in Response to Little River Murders, “We Don’t Want to Die,” Folder Ron Antonovich, Box 

5, Mab Segrest Papers.   
44 “Gays Call for Rights During Durham March,” Durham Morning Herald, June 28, 1981, Section 

C.   
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1981 firmly grounded the gay community in an activist stance against both 

homophobia and white terrorism, indicating that those who chose to be politically 

active intended to do so at the intersections of race, gender, and sexuality.   

They faced an intransigent foe: a highly organized and effective network, 

the Klan infiltrated social, religious, and political organizations across North 

Carolina.  In the piedmont region—the hilly, central part of the state between the 

coast and the mountains---a variety of Klan factions including the Invisible 

Empire and Carolina Knights held regular rallies and recruitment drives.45 

Responding to the changes brought about by the direct action phase of the civil 

rights movement alarmed whites felt threatened by the successes of the 

movement and joined up with white terrorist groups in increasing numbers.  

Although city leaders prided themselves on a civilized history of “managed race 

relations,” this only heightened the appeal of the Klan for those who couldn’t find 

any mainstream outlets for explicit anti-segregationist language.  Emboldened by 

the “laissez-faire” attitude of the police, North Carolina served as a prime territory 

for Klan expansion and recruitment throughout the 1970s and 1980s.46 Reflecting 

this phenomenon, in 1986 neo-Nazi leader Glenn Miller bragged in a letter to The 

                                            
45 Segrest, Memoirs of a Race Traitor, 5.  The Piedmont region includes many of the most urban 

areas: Charlotte, Greensboro and Winston Salem, and The Triangle.   
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Daily Tar Heel, “There hasn’t been a Klansman convicted of violent crime in more 

than eight years.”47  

The Klan emphasis on maintaining a heavily guarded status quo rested on 

a system of white supremacy, patriarchy, and political conservatism, all 

buttressed by appeals to a strict religious and moral code.48 Referring to the Klan 

as a guardian Christian morality, Grand Kaliff Frank Johnson spoke at a Klan 

rally in Georgia in 1982, telling the crowd, “We are a people’s republic for white 

people only!  White Christians only!  Our job will not cease until the last boat load 

of non-whites, Jews, queers, and Communist traitors disappear over the horizon 

towards the jungles of Africa!”49 The Klan drew on a divinely ordained imperative, 

grounded in fundamentalism, drawing on the dictates of a conservative variation 

of Protestantism to support their adherence to a rigid social hierarchy.50 Although 

typically thought of in relationship with attacks on African Americans and white 

                                            
47 North Carolinians Against Racist and Religious Violence, “NCARRV Annual Report: 1986 

Bigoted Violence and Hate Groups in North Carolina,” Folder NCARRV Annual Reports, Box 7A, 
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civil rights activists, the Klan also targeted anything that posed a threat to the 

established social order.51 At the core of this authoritative and punitive stance 

stood a strong adherence to traditional families, the linchpin holding together this 

divinely ordained social order.52 These values remained salient decades later, 

but, beginning with the 1960s civil rights movements, an increasing number of 

churches and religious organizations provided an organized institutional 

infrastructure to combat Klan violence. 

NCCARV provided a space to document the rise of these white 

supremacist groups and the atrocities they committed.  Their reporting revealed 

how groups like the Christian Knights of the KKK grew in the 1980s, held rallies, 

and encouraged violence against racial minorities, gays and lesbians, and people 

engaged in interracial organizing.  A handful of the yearly reported crimes 

involved murders.  In Halifax County, to take one example, three white men 

affiliated with the KKK tormented a black man with a boa constrictor before 

beating and stabbing him to death. Young white men committed a large amount 

of the reported hate crimes, and high schools became the scene of a variety of 

racist incidents: racial slurs and graffiti on walls, students wearing confederate 

flags to school or clothing marked KKK. In other areas white students beat up 

and harassed students of color, and one student in Randolph wore a white robe 

into the school cafeteria. In one of the most chilling incidents, students at Hickory 
                                            
51 Feldman, 58.  
52 Ibid., 60.   



 

 318 

High School distributed flyers that contained a picture of a black student hanging 

on a burning cross and also an image of a grave of a Jewish student.  The flyer 

encouraged the “death and rape” of Jews.53   

In the political imagination of white terrorists, sexuality posed as much of a 

threat to national purity as the disruption of the existing racial order.  In Cabarrus, 

members of the Southern White Knights of the KKK undertook a campaign to 

clean up rest stops along I-85, reporting that they planned to get rid of “drug 

users and homosexuals.”  In Wilmington, a hitchhiker attacked a gay man after 

the latter made a pass at him.  Police did not pursue action against the attacker 

but did charge the victim with a Crimes Against Nature violation.  In Fayetteville, 

unknown attackers killed a black transvestite, and his house burned to the 

ground.  The man was known for allowing homeless people to sleep at his 

house, and locals reportedly referred to his residence as a “homosexual hang-

out.”  Also in Wilmington, a gay couple reported receiving threatening phone calls 

after one partner began receiving medical treatment for AIDS.  In New Hanover, 

a group of gay softball players fled after a truck drove onto the field, threatening 

to hit them.  As was the case with racist violence, many of these incidents took 

place without any legal charges against the assailants.54    
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A national legal landscape that openly-discriminated against gays and 

lesbians exacerbated this escalating violence.  In 1986, the U.S. Supreme Court 

upheld a Georgia sodomy law outlawing anal and oral sex between consenting 

adults.  Bowers. v. Hardwick revealed how the court and American society 

struggled to grapple with the relationship between family, sexuality, and privacy 

throughout the 1980s. The judges opposed to adding sodomy to interpretations 

of the Due Process Clause worried what an affirmative ruling might mean for the 

traditional family structure.  In his statements to the court, Attorney Hobbs 

claimed the “Respondent wants the definition of the family to be redefined.”55  

Hobbs argued that existing protections of  “intimate association” only included 

marriage, the family, raising children, and cohabitation with one’s relatives.56  

Christian morality framed the legal landscape that judges drew upon in the 

Hardwick ruling.  The concurring statements in Bowers described prohibitions 

against sodomy as “deeply rooted in the Nation’s history and tradition” and 

having “ancient roots.”57  Citing Roman law, the Western Christian Tradition, and 

the common law of England (which became implemented in the colonies), they 

argued that sodomy had been forbidden in the laws of the original thirteen states 
                                                                                                                                  
social—strongly permeates local police departments, the legal profession, the court system, and 

the jail system, and there seems to be no indication that these resources have any inclination to 

address the issue.”  North Carolina Human Rights Fund, “Annual Report, 1986,” Folder NCHRF 

1986, Box Three, TCW Papers.   
55 Bowers v. Hardwick, 478 U.S. 186 (1986), Oral Arguments, 85-140, 6.   
56 Ibid., 85-140, 4.   
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when the Bill of Rights was ratified—thus, eliminating any fundamental 

protections or “ordered liberties” relating to the right to engage in sodomy in the 

present. Closing any interpretative leeway in either the due process or equal 

protection clauses of the Fourteenth Amendment, the judges also drew on history 

to argue that only five out of thirty-seven states did not have laws banning 

sodomy when the Amendment was ratified in 1868.   These historical bans 

represented what Chief Justice Burger referred to as a “millennia of moral 

teaching.”58  This claim ultimately supported the majority opinion that the right to 

engage in sodomy stood at odds with national history, tradition, and the concept 

of “ordered” liberty.59   

The versions of “history” and “tradition” the majority relied upon were not 

quite accurate.  As historian George Chauncey documents, “ancient” prohibitions 

against sodomy simply did not exist in the United States.  Instead, the various 

laws states enacted in the early twentieth-century attempted to regulate non-

procreative sexual activity.  Rules against prostitution, bestiality, and sodomy 

targeted same-sex and heterosexual couples alike, and at the time of the 

passage of the Fourteenth Amendment, none of these laws included a ban on 

oral sex—the act Hardwick engaged in when arrested. Unlike the Court’s 

conflation of homosexuality with sodomy, the statutes and “ancient proscriptions” 

the judges cited did not equate homosexuality with sodomy and were rarely 
                                            
58 Ibid., 85-140, 10.   
59 Ibid., 85-140, 7; 10.   
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enforced. 60 Additionally, the category of homosexuality did not exist prior to the 

twentieth century.  In 1868, there was not an official term for same sex practices 

nor were these behaviors likely conceived in the same way the society 

understood homosexuality in 1986.61   As historians like Judith Bennett note, 

understandings of sexual behavior previously existed on a fluid continuum, and 

society did not identify persons based on rigid identity categories.62 As Chauncey 

suggests, most proscriptions targeting gay people and acts came into existence 

between 1920-1950, and many states overruled them between 1960-1990.  

Thus, rather than reflecting a long history of prohibition, Chauncey describes 

anti-gay laws as “a unique and relatively short-lived product of the twentieth 

century.”63   

After the battles over feminism, anti-gay discrimination and the push for 

gay rights became the next battlefront for civil rights as gay people resisted the 
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categories of deviance inscribed into the laws. With Crimes Against Nature 

(CAN) statutes already on the books, North Carolina was one of nineteen states 

across the country that still used the powers of the state to target, malign, and 

police the sexuality of gays and lesbians. People who engaged in same sex acts 

faced felony charges, punishable up to ten years in prison. Dating back to 

sixteenth century English law, this ban on anal and oral sex had been on the 

books in North Carolina since 1837.  The initial penalty was death, but 

lawmakers changed it to sixty years in prison in 1889.  In 1979, the law  was 

changed to ten years in prison, still making it one of the harshest in the country.  

Although the law technically applied to heterosexuals as well as gays and 

lesbians, law enforcement officials disproportionately used the law to criminalize 

same sex acts between gay men.  In 1992, to take one example, police caught 

two men engaging in oral sex in a parking lot in Chapel Hill.  Upon arrest, the 

District Attorney initially chose to pursue the maximum prison sentence for the 

act.  Commenting on the harshness of this penalty, an openly gay Chapel Hill 

lawyer told a reporter, “The newspaper publicity about these offenses is offensive 

and has a punitive effect on the individual…typically this sort of story is a good 

story, a gossip piece, but suicides resulting from this have been documented.”64  

CAN laws created confusion across the state as some employers and landlords 

interpreted the statues to mean that homosexuality itself was a crime in the state, 
                                            
64 “Some Call it a Passion; The Laws Call it a Crime,” The Daily Tar Heel, March 10, 1992, 

Folder, Sodomy Laws, 1987-1992, Box 3, TCW Papers.     



 

 323 

leading to situations where private employers fired gay people from a jobs, while 

others denied housing or health insurance benefits on the basis of sexual 

orientation.65 Groups like North Carolina’s LAMBDA Association warned its 

readership in a 1986 newsletter that the recent Bowers decision might toughen 

existing enforcement.66 In this way, the category of “deviant homosexual” set 

forth by the likes of Anita Bryant gained increasing traction as it worked in 

tandem with a legal system that increased the legibility of homosexuality as a 

deviant social category in need of policing.     

The CAN laws also opened up questions about privacy rights for all 

people and positioned sex as a public topic open to debate.  When a reporter for 

The Independent, a liberal weekly newspaper out of Chapel Hill, chose to press 

lawmakers about their support for anti-sodomy laws, the contradictions of 

banning sex acts that both heterosexuals and gays engaged in became clear.  

While the sexual revolution and changing sex norms had made topics like 

premarital sex more palatable to many people, lawmakers in North Carolina were 

not ready to discuss the particulars of their own sex lives.  When the interviewer 

asked legislators point blank if they had ever engaged in a “crime against 

nature,” the interviewing journalist reported, “boy, did they get upset…Suddenly 
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the lawmakers no longer believed sex should be a public issue.”  Senator Dan 

Simpson, a Republican from Morgantown and a supporter of CAN statues, told 

the reporter, “That ain’t none of your damn business or someone else’s.  I don’t 

intend to discuss my personal life with you.”  After a few minutes he added, “I 

ain’t never committed a felony.”  After describing CAN laws as “based on 

traditional American values, which were Biblically based,” Senator Austin Allron, 

a Republican from Hickory, responded to his own experiences stating, “I think 

that’s a very off-base question to ask.  That’s in poor taste.  I’ve broken some of 

the speeding laws, but I don’t think they should be repealed.”  Like Simpson, he 

added a few minutes later, “I absolutely have not broken the law.  I still don’t think 

it’s any of your damn business.”  While certainly designed to rile up conservative 

lawmakers, the report in The Independent shed light on the hypocrisy embedded 

in existing CAN laws and how legislators felt justified in surveying the personal 

sex lives of one group of people while expecting their own experiences (and that 

of other heterosexuals) to remain off limits.67  

Not unique to North Carolina, this type of conservative message had 

broad appeal and wide dissemination across the country.68  Self-identified 

Christian groups such as the Moral Majority, Christian Voice, and the National 
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Federation for Decency made these calls for heterosexual family values a 

prominent aspect of the 1980s political landscape.69  The professionalized 

bureaucratic structure of these groups and their sheer size allowed participants 

to publicize their messages to wide audiences.70 Conservative leaders made 

these types of moral claims on behalf of the “the public interest” and pointed to 

opinion polls to highlight their own conformity with the majority of the American 

public on issues like abortion, pornography, and traditional family values.71  Not 

only did these individuals seek to reshape public opinion, but they also 

contributed financially to political campaigns.72 To take one prominent example, 

Anita Bryant’s infamous tirade against homosexuals made waves across the 

country as she melded Biblical precepts with a verbal assault on gay teachers.  

Bryant warned the American public in 1977, “the recruitment of our children is 

absolutely necessary for the survival and growth of homosexuality.”  In a ruthless 

defense of conservative religious values and the traditional family, Bryant led a 

campaign that successfully overturned Miami-Dade County’s protection of gays 

in a local antidiscrimination ordinance.73 
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As the only location in the state holding gay pride events in the 1980s, the 

Raleigh-Durham-Chapel Hill area attracted gay people from all over North 

Carolina, seeming to suggest an enhanced degree of tolerance and liberalism. 

The charged atmosphere generated by Gulley’s anti-discrimination stance, 

however, reveals the ambiguous position gay people held in this supposedly 

progressive beacon. On April 20, 1986, for example, an official at the Raleigh 

Parks and Recreation Department refused to grant a permit for the upcoming gay 

pride picnic, stating, “I don’t want a bunch of faggots in my park.”  While the City 

Council later overturned his decision and granted the permit, his response 

reveals how individual prejudices against gay men and women became woven 

into the fabric of municipal government operations.  St. John’s Metropolitan 

Church also received a bomb threat on its answering machine during pride week.  

Police arrived to ensure nothing happened during the Sunday service, but it was 

not the first time the church’s congregants entered their building on alert for 

potential danger.74  Most of the other incidents took the form of verbal 
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harassment, angry editorials, and biased newspaper reporting, but nonetheless 

reflected larger patterns of how gays and lesbians struggled to maintain their civil 

rights against a backdrop of institutional and attitudinal discrimination.  

Despite the ongoing Klan violence and the precarious living situation 

caused by CAN Statutes, the Triangle did boast a visible and well-networked gay 

community.  As Joe Herzenberg, the first openly gay elected official in the south 

and member of the Chapel Hill Town Council told a reporter, “I don’t mean to say 

this is paradise. Although everyday life for gay people can not only be tolerable 

but even pretty good.”75  As Herzenberg went on explain, a variety of 

organizations and support networks offset some of the problems caused by 

institutionalized forms of discrimination.  Gays and lesbians used word of mouth 

networks to spread information on jobs, gay-friendly businesses and 

professionals (such as real estate agents, bankers, and car salespeople), and 

looked to local publications like The Front Page, Feminary, and The Radical 

Fairie Digest to connect with one another and learn more about upcoming 

community events.76  

                                                                                                                                  
vol. 2, no. 4 (Spring 1986), Alabama Department of Archives and History, 

digitalarchives.alabama.gov. Accessed April 22, 2018.   
75 “Gays Say Life is Good, but Not Perfect,” Raleigh News and Observer, September 15, 1988, p. 

1, Folder Gay and Lesbian Coverage, 1988-1992, Box 3, TCW Papers.      
76 Ibid.  The Front page was a 10,000 circulation, semi-weekly that was published in Raleigh with 

circulation the Carolinas and Virginia.   



 

 328 

Many of the organizations and events Herzenberg named reflected the 

overlap between religious and secular groups gay-friendly organizations.  Groups 

like Triangle Area Lesbian Feminists and The North Carolina Coalition for Gay 

and Lesbian Equality advertised religious gatherings in their newsletters to 

members.  Events like Dignity and Integrity meetings, a Shabbat dinner for 

“Jewish lesbians and their friends,” and ecumenical religious services stood 

alongside announcements of NOW meetings, Lesbian potlucks, and softball 

leagues.77  The North Carolina Lesbian and Gay Health Project relied on the 

infrastructural networks of the religious community in combating the rise of AIDS 

in the Triangle, and The Triangle Coalition for Black Lesbians and Gays 

incorporated religious services and an interrogation of homophobic structures 

into their monthly meetings. In this sense, religious gatherings and meetings 

served as an integral component of community gathering and identity formation 

in the Triangle and reflected the multi-layered affiliations held by gay 

organizations as they intertwined secular demands for civil and political rights 

with a reclamation of their respective faith traditions. 

Gulley’s Proclamation 
Support from the mayor was the first step towards achieving these political 

and legal goals.  Clean-cut, young, and appearing regularly in a suit and tie, 
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Mayor Wilbur “Wib” Gulley exuded respectability as a public servant and perfectly 

fit the image of progressive straights that Segrest and others wanted tied to pride 

events.  Gulley grew up in a middle-class Methodist family in Little Rock, 

Arkansas and moved to Durham in 1966 to attend undergraduate at Duke 

University.  Like Charlotte Bunch, Gulley had a front row seat to the unfolding 

civil rights movement, feminism, and anti-war protests that characterized the 

Triangle in the late 1960s and early 1970s.  After getting a law degree at 

Northeastern University in Boston, Gulley returned to Durham in the mid 1970s 

and established a law practice with his twin brother.  Initially, the brothers sought 

a progressive model of billing, charging clients only what they actually earned per 

hour at their day jobs.  With the high volume of textile and tobacco factory 

workers that came through their doors, this hardly worked as a viable long-term 

business model.  Although they had to adjust their fee structure, the Gulley’s 

continued to serve people from a variety of social and economic backgrounds.78 

In 1985, Gulley threw his hat in the ring for the city’s mayoral race.  In 

many ways he was not the typical candidate.  Despite a growing coalition of 

networked progressives, the governing class in Durham still largely consisted of 

older white men connected to business interests across the state. As a young 

progressive raised outside of North Carolina, Gulley didn’t exactly fit this pre-

existing mold. Gulley ran against a two-term incumbent in his late fifties. Gulley 
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campaigned on a three-pronged platform of smart growth management, 

affordable housing, and neighborhood preservation.  He had deep ties to the 

progressive community who knew that his politics also overlapped with a support 

of social issues like racial and gender equality.  He was a member of the Durham 

Voter’s Alliance, a group committed to placing progressives in the City Council 

and County Commissioners Board.  This group collaborated with the Durham 

Committee on the Affairs of Black People to lend biracial support to other issues 

in the city.  While these politics existed visibly to those who knew him, the larger 

Durham community appeared drawn to his three talking points, and he handily 

won the mayoral race against his opponent.79   

 

Figure 4: Mayor Wib Gulley, Photo Courtesy of The Front Page, August 19, 1986. 

                                            
79 Ibid. 



 

 331 

Despite a few rumblings from conservative newspapers in the state, 

Gulley made no waves in the first few months as Durham’s mayor, but this would 

quickly change when he got involved with the anti-discrimination proclamation. 

When Segrest approached him about signing a proclamation prohibiting 

discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation to coincide with pride week, he 

readily agreed, considering the issue non-controversial and the right thing to 

do.80 In an interview prior to signing the document he stated, “I can’t imagine any 

responsible public official saying we’re going to come out and start discriminating 

against people on the basis of sexual orientation.”81 He collaborated with Segrest 

and others on the wording of the proclamation for several months and didn’t think 

much of it when he signed off on the final version and boarded a plan to attend a 

mayoral conference out of state. June served as anti-discrimination month in 

Durham and mayors before Gulley had signed a similar proclamation. The 

inclusion of sexual orientation, however, was a first, including a paragraph at the 

end that spoke out against violence against gays and lesbians.  When he arrived 

home from his trip, Gulley was surprised and initially pleased to see swarms of 

                                            
80 Mandy Carter, interview by author, Durham, North Carolina, March 11, 2011, Southern Oral 

History Program, University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, North Carolina.  In Carter’s 

words, Segrest approached Gulley with a prepared statement from Triangle Gays and Lesbians, 

and asked, “Good Golly, would you mind signing a proclamation for our first ever pride?” and 

Gulley readily agreed.   
81 “Despite Threat, Mayor Signs Proclamation,” The Front Page, 1986, Folder Recall, Box 5, Mab 

Segrest Papers.   
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reporters greeting him at the airport.  Assuming that they wanted to hear more 

about his mayoral conference, he soon realized the controversy stirred up by his 

proclamation and learned that a “firestorm” awaited his arrival.82 

As Mahan Siler, the socially progressive minister of Pullen Baptist Church 

in Raleigh, noted in a sermon a few weeks after the proclamation, it was the last 

phrase—granting protection to individuals based on sexual preference--which 

“tripped the sound alarm.”83 Reflecting on this same event, local African 

American activist Mandy Carter similarly explains that while it was no secret that 

pride week was on the horizon, people simply were not that interested in 

opposing it.  Yet, the area “exploded” when Gulley signed the proclamation.  As 

she recalls, “Black conservative church, white conservative church got together 

and said, ‘we’re going to recall the mayor because he’d dare sign this gay 

proclamation.’  All of the sudden, the Durham paper--very conservative, very anti-

gay--came out with something, like… They had an editorial that said, ‘Our mayor 

must be brain dead for even thinking about the possibility of signing this 

                                            
82 Wib Gulley, interview By Author.  Despite Gulley’s claims of surprise, there were some 

grumblings about the proclamation even before he signed it.  Most prominently, Dick Smith, a 

Republican running for the NC House publicly announced that he planned to ask for Gulley’s 

resignation upon signing.  Gulley dismissed Smith’s claims as an attempt to get publicity for his 

upcoming election.  See “Despite Threat, Mayor Signs Proclamation,” The Front Page, 1986. 

Folder Recall, Box 5, Mab Segrest Papers. 
83 Sermon, Mahan Siler, “A Christian’s Understanding of Homosexuality,” June 28, 1986, 

Reprinted in The Pink Triangle October 1986, Folder Religion and Gays (general), 1979-1992, 

Box 3, TCW Papers.   
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proclamation.’”84  Despite the old adage that “Sunday morning is the most 

segregated time of the week,” Carter’s recollections shed light on how 

conservative churches reached across racial boundaries to condemn what they 

perceived as the sinner in their midst.85   

As a transplant from San Francisco, Carter was no stranger to contentious 

politics, and, like Segrest, understood the intersections of race, religion, and sex 

that made Gulley’s proclamation so important.  She moved to Durham from San 

Francisco in 1982 as part of her work with The War Resisters League but also 

immediately began looking for a queer community of color.  What she found was 

much different than the world she’d just left behind.  Durham, North Carolina was 

no Haight-Ashbury, and the relatively low-key pace of her surroundings made 

this immediately clear.   Unlike the vibrant gay social and political scene that 

unfolded publicly in demonstrations and bar spaces on the west coast, the 

Triangle’s African American lesbian community socialized in private spaces like 

the YMCA, and house parties.  Even more surprising, many of these closeted 

                                            
84 Mandy Carter, interview by author. Carter’s recollections remain amazingly close to the 

verbatim comments that flooded into the press.  One editorial writer in the Durham Morning 

Herald declared, “There’s a fine line between showing the courage of one’s convictions and brain 

damage. Mayor Wib Gulley is about to cross that line.” See “Editorials, Durham Morning Herald, 

June 22, 1986, Folder Recall, Box 5, Mab Segrest Papers.   
85 The Front Page also reported how black and white fundamentalists lined up to oppose Gulley.  

Yet, their coverage also highlighted how black and white clergy supported him in the news media 

and elsewhere.  “Recall Effort Fails,” The Front Page, August 19, 1986, p. 3.  Folder Recall, Box 

5, Mab Segrest Papers.   
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men and women belonged to conservative churches that publicly condemned 

homosexuality.86 Carter’s experiences underscore how unsettled questions about 

homosexuality simmered beneath the surfaces of black congregations.  Even as 

many black churches ignored, condemned, or denied the presence of gay folks in 

their pews, gays and lesbians wrestled with what to make of these situations and 

continued to maintain an active, albeit closeted, presence in their churches.  The 

vitriolic response of Evangelicals to the rising tide of gay rights across the 

Triangle and the nation would push some of these contradictions out into the 

open and force individual ministers and congregations to either take a stand 

supporting their gay brothers and sisters or contribute to the messages of hate 

pouring into the newspapers across the state.    

While gay African Americans stood to lose a great deal by coming out to 

their congregations and communities, the editorials that poured into the Durham 

Morning Herald during pride week paid no attention to the color line as they 

fulminated against a monolithic gay menace threatening to take over the state.  

Titles such as “Government Oversteps Bounds,” “Homosexuality a Sin,” and 

“Gays Don’t Have A Right to Flaunt Lifestyle” boldly decried the mayor’s actions 

as immoral and wrongheaded.87  Religious fundamentalists and social 

conservatives wrote into many mainstream publications to protest what one 

                                            
86 Mandy Carter, interview by author.   
87 Durham Morning Herald, letters to the editor, June 27, 1986, p. 5A; June 29, 1986, p. 1A; and 

June 22, 1986.   
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citizen writing into the Greensboro Herald later described as the “perverted 

behavior that brought God’s wrath on Sodom and Gomorrah.”88  One of Gulley’s 

main opponents, Reverend Donald Q. Fozard of Mt. Zion Christian Church in 

Durham, wrote into the Raleigh News and Observer, “If they want to holler civil 

rights, why not have a Happy Incest Week or a Drunk Driver’s Week?”89  Pastor 

Timothy Howell from Eden Victory Baptist Church echoed the sentiments of 

many conservatives as he wrote “I do not think that Durham Mayor Wilbur 

Gulley’s stand urging equal rights for homosexuals and lesbians is courageous.  I 

think it is cowardice.”90  Writing into the Greensboro Herald, another person 

chastised the ministers who supported Gulley.  Targeting a campus minister in 

Greensboro, he wrote, “It is rather unfortunate that Joe Flora [the minister who 

supported Gulley], who claims to be a Christian, does not see how abominable 

and demeaning homosexuality is to the Christian race and to God.”91  Writing in 

on the same day, another individual denounced how Gulley “has fallen pretty to 

the force of culture around him.”92 These comments reflect what historian Joseph 

                                            
88 “The Bible Clearly Condemns Homosexuality,” Greensboro Herald, July 22, 1986.   
89 Raleigh News and Observer, letters to the editor, June 26, 1986.   
90 “The Bible Clearly Condemns Homosexuality,” Greensboro Herald, June 22, 1986.   
91 Ibid.   
92 Ibid.   
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Crespino notes as widespread conservative Christian anxiety that “liberal 

Christians emphasized social change to the neglect of spiritual regeneration.”93    

The backlash from fundamentalists also pointed to conservative anxieties 

conservatives regarding sex and changing sexual norms.  Reporting on the 

negative editorials that poured into local newspapers, the editor of The Pink 

Triangle, a newsletter produced by the Triangle’s Integrity chapter, commented 

on the overlap between current characterizations of gays as promiscuous people 

who wanted “to recruit our children” with the region’s segregationist past.  

Comparing these comments to the questions like “Would you want your Daughter 

to Marry One?” the author highlighted how conservative anxieties about crossing 

the color overlapped with concerns about same-sex relationships.94  In 1980, 

North Carolina Klansman David Wood wrote, “There is no single issue on the 

political scene today that poses a greater threat to Christian families than the 

question of ‘Gay Rights.’  If we lose on this, we will have lost it all, because 

homosexuality will have gained unrestricted access to our homes, our schools, 

and even our churches.”95  Reflecting the concern animating conservative 

religious circles that homosexuality would spread and destabilize other spaces, 

                                            
93 Joseph Crespino, In Search of Another Country: Mississippi and the Conservative 

Counterrevolution (New Jersey, Princeton University Press, 2007), 63.   
94 Martin Winfree and Charlie Williams, “The Same Old Stuff,” The Pink Triangle, October 1986, 

Folder Religion and Gays (general), 1979-1992, Box 3, TCW Papers.   
95 Flyer, North Carolina Human Rights Fund, No Date, Folder NCARRV Mailings, Fliers, etc., Box 

7A, Mab Segrest Papers.    
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his words also spoke to the insecurity white male racists held in changing 

society.  With the growing legal successes and social acceptance that civil rights, 

feminism, and now gay rights, heterosexual family units needed preservation and 

protection now more than ever.  These families served as a final, yet precarious, 

bulwark against the crumbling hierarchies that institutionalized white male 

privilege.  

The editorials also evidenced the presence of a growing evangelical 

movement in North Carolina, poised to interject its voice in political affairs.  

Ronald Reagan’s 1980 landslide victory amplified a conservative message that 

attacked cultural issues like abortion and gay rights while championing limited 

government and an expanded military. Speaking to issues that would appeal to 

conservative voters across North Carolina, Reagan called for a return to prayer in 

public schools and closed his nomination speech at the RNC with a silent prayer 

and the words “God Bless America.”96 Although a divorced actor with a history of 

supporting liberal social issues, Reagan and his strategists drew on the success 

of Jimmy Carter’s campaign in 1976 by working avidly to appeal to evangelicals.  

Reagan won the endorsement of prominent figures like Moral Majority leader 

Jerry Falwell and Southern Baptist icon, Pat Robertson, as religious leaders 

somehow expunged Reagan’s dicey moral background and embraced his 

                                            
96 Kevin Kruse, One Nation Under God: How Corporate America Invented Christian America 

(New York: Basic Books, 2016), 276.   
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dedication to the social issues they embraced.97  In 1988, George Bush captured 

fifty-eight percent of the vote in North Carolina, mimicking many of Reagan’s 

overt gestures to religion.98  Although Democrats attempted to draw on these 

same tropes, conservative evangelicals solidly lined up behind Republicans by 

the end of the decade, and voters viewed Republicans as the party of patriotism, 

conservative social values, and traditional religion.  As historian Kevin Kruse 

notes, while no longer directly invoking racial issues, politicians like Reagan and 

George W. Bush campaigned on platforms of law and order, stricter criminal 

penalties, and government regulations—all issues that overlapped with the 

loyalty to local control and a strict moral code that drove evangelicals across the 

South.99   

Durham’s anti-discrimination proclamation was only symbolic and did not 

change any existing laws—indeed, it only called for one week of anti-

discrimination--but it held deep importance to both opponents and advocates of 

gay rights. It offered, Mab Segrest argued, “the chance to show in Durham that 

straight politicians can stand up to religious bigotry, to ignorance, and fear, and 

                                            
97 Ibid., 278.   
98 Ibid., 282.   
99 Ibid.  Christina Hanhardt, Safe Space: Gay Neighborhoods and the Politics of Violence 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2013) and Timothy Stuart-Winter, Queer Clout: Chicago and the 

Rise of Gay Politics (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016) complicate this story 

with their accounts of gay interaction with law and order liberalism.   
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stay in office.”100 Similarly, Garrison Kauffman of the North Carolina Lesbian and 

Gay Health Project reflected, “I think it is very important that it was signed…Pride 

Week represents a change from the way things were several years ago.”101  

Even though it would be at least another five years before the gay community 

emerged as a visible voting block in the state, Gulley’s support proved that the 

gay community could earn the public backing of an elected official.102 On the 

other side of the coin, conservatives worried that public support for gay rights 

from the mayor, combined with backing from key religious figures, served as a 

body blow to well entrenched social hierarchies.  Indeed, it was the first step 

towards unraveling the symbiotic relationship between institutionalized 

homophobia in religious organizations and state politics.  Many citizens 

accustomed to the institutionalization of homophobia within both civic and 

religious communities and a relatively closeted gay community began to worry 

that their city was on a sharp moral decline, or, as Mandy Carter recalled, “the 

San Francisco of the South--Sodom on the Eno.”103   

                                            
100 Mab Segrest, “Stonewall Speech,” June 1986.  Folder Stonewall Speech, Box 5, Mab Segrest 

Papers.   
101 “Proclamation Stirs Debate,” Durham Morning Herald, June 27, 1986 p. 1A, Folder Recall, Box 

5, Mab Segrest Papers.     
102 Mandy Carter, interview by author. In 1992, the gay community worked tirelessly against the 

1992 Senate race of the Jesse Helms.   
103 Ibid.  This reference to “Sodom on the Eno” also appeared in multiple editorials and news 

coverage of the parade.  The Front Page, a gay publication in the Triangle, also reported that a 

local recall organization referred to Durham as “Sodom on the Eno.”  See “Recall Effort Fails,” 
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For activists like Carter, these negative statements only emboldened the 

queer community and encouraged them to pull together in new and exciting 

ways.  Like Segrest, she viewed the proclamation as a chance to lend credibility 

to a group of people normally maligned or ignored by political and religious 

leaders.  For her, 1986 marked a chance to begin a newly invigorated campaign 

for civil rights. She explained that all of the controversy energized the queer 

community and led to an outpouring of public support for Gulley’s proclamation: 

people set up tables with petitions, made buttons, and wrote articles.  It was “a 

huge deal,” she explains, and in the end “we fortunately won the battle.  He did 

not get recalled, but then our ante just went way up.”104 This heightened political 

awareness would inspire ministers to draw on the language of rights-based 

liberalism as they defended gays and lesbians in the weeks ahead. 

Gulley’s victory over those who supported the recall also changed the 

tenor of politics in Durham.  While always home to a robust civil rights movement 

                                                                                                                                  
The Front Page, August 19, 1986, p. 3.  Folder Recall, Box 5, Mab Segrest Papers.  The 

reference to San Francisco was particularly apt in this scenario.  In addition to holding a 

reputation for incubating liberal causes such as anti-war protests, black panther activism, and 

feminism, the city also served as the birthplace of the religious movement for gay rights.  

Although a widespread movement that had local iterations across the country, the Commission 

on Religion and the Homosexual was based out of San Francisco as well as the founding of Troy 

Perry’s Metropolitan Community Church. See White, Reforming Sodom. 
104 Mandy Carter, interview by author.  Gulley’s opponents never collected the necessary 15,426 

needed to hold a special election resulting in his removal from office.  See Charlie Williams, 

“Support Wib Gulley,” The Pink Triangle, October, 1986. Folder Gay and Lesbian Issues and 

Religion 1 of 2, Box 2, RCWMS.   
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and other progressive causes, Durham seemed to outsiders “the step-child of the 

Triangle” in the 1980s, compared to Chapel Hill and Raleigh Gulley observes.  

With a strong, blue-collar vibe, it often paled in comparison to the flashy politics 

of Raleigh and the liberal activism unfolding in Chapel Hill.  Yet, after the recall 

vote, Durham progressives proved they could hold their own against a growing 

conservative onslaught, and the city’s reputation shifted towards being more 

accepting of liberal social issues.105 As one contributor to The Front Page wrote, 

“The recall has put the gay rights issue on agenda of Durham’s progressive 

groups in a way it never existed before.”106 The issues dredged up during pride 

week would precipitate broad debates on racism, AIDS, religion, and gay rights 

over the next few years and push people to take a stand on issues that 

previously had existed only under the surface.   

Thus, while the images of pride week that appeared in the newspapers 

depicted a jubilant crowd waving flags and marching for gay liberation, people 

like Segrest and Carter knew they were fighting for equality on multiple fronts.  

Groups like the Congressional Club and the Moral Majority represented a dense 

web of discrimination directed towards gay people in the South since Word War 

II:  police harassment, job and housing discrimination, physical violence, and 

                                            
105 Wib Gulley, interview by author. 
106 “Recall Efforts Fail,” The Front Page, August 19 1986, p. 3. Folder Recall, Box 5, Mab Segrest 

Papers.   
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stereotypes of gay people as sinful, deranged criminals.107  In a piece analyzing 

this political scene in the early 1980s, Segrest warned that these groups melded 

a “new right sophistication of fund-raising and electioning to an old right agenda 

of racism, anti-labor, anti-feminism, and anti-Semitism.”108  Throughout the rest of 

the decade, Segrest would direct her efforts toward publicizing and undermining 

these connections.  Likewise, Carter continued to spearhead pride week events 

while also leading rallies against the KKK and posting flyers across the Triangle 

insisting that “Durham is NOT Klan Country.”109  Her work also involved getting 

communities of color more visibly involved in events like the March on 

Washington and local political campaigns against racist candidates like Helms.110  

Staking Their Place - Religious Groups Respond to Gay Rights 
 The controversy over Gulley’s proclamation depicts a social, religious, and 

political landscape sharply divided between religious conservatives and secular 

progressives, but the reality of the situation contained significantly more nuance.  

                                            
107 See Harhandt, Safe Space and Stewart-Winters, Queer Clout for examples of how these state 

initiated attacks extended beyond the South to places like New York, San Francisco, and 

Chicago. Also see Joey L. Mogul, et al. eds, Queer (In) Justice: The Criminalization of LGBT 

People in the U.S. (Boston: Beacon Press, 2011).  Mogul provides a strong national overview of 

how stereotypes of gays and lesbians led to the policing of gay identity and lifestyles and also 

examines prison experiences.   
108 Mab Segrest, “Gay-Baiting: An Anatomy of an Election.”  
109 Flyer produced by Unity, “Durham is Not Klan Country,” 1988, Folder KKK Response Activism, 

Box, 113, Mandy Carter Papers. 
110 Mandy Carter, interview by Author.    
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For starters, many of the white progressives on whom Gulley depended for 

support remained silent throughout the recall ordeal.  During a city council 

meeting, Gulley heard from many people incensed over the proclamation. The 

testimony of Reverend Terry Hooper of Smith Level Baptist Church was a case in 

point. Shaking his mother’s Bible as he spoke, Hooper described himself as “a 

messenger of God” whose mother instructed him to “stay away from whores, who 

will give you the bad disease, and stay away from queers, who will also give you 

the bad disease.” Going on he stated, “AIDS is the disease of the anti-Christ and 

will spread worldwide” via “lesbians and gays and perverts and queers.” 

Entreating Gulley to be a “gentlemen” and rescind the proclamation, his words 

entwined AIDS hysteria, homophobia, and a commitment to traditional gender 

roles.111 Lonnie Graves, a member of Fellowship Baptist Church, similarly 

warned at the hearing of a gay Apocalypse: “They’ll flood Durham…they’ll parade 

down the streets presenting their lifestyle.”  The standing room only crowd also 

included supporters of Gulley who spoke of threats real rather than imagined. 

Nancy Webster told the crowd, “As a lesbian, I live my life under the threat of 

violence and intimidation…it [Gulley’s proclamation] means the world to me.” At 

the end of the hearing, Gulley thanked everyone for their time and expected the 

six council members who had also won election on a progressive platform in 

1985 to stand up and say a few words in his defense.  To his shock, they 
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remained silent. They weren’t about to go out on a limb to support Gulley on an 

issue that incensed so many voters.112  

 

Figure 5: Reverend Terry Hooper protests Gulley’s Proclamation at a Public Hearing. Photo Courtesy 
of Durham Morning Herald, June 27, 1986.   

 

 On the other hand, Gulley also received support from some unlikely 

corners.  One day while walking to city hall, he tensed up as a pink Cadillac 

slowed down and an elderly white woman rolled down her car window. Gulley 

braced himself for a verbal lashing. Instead, the woman told him, “Mr. Mayor, 

we’re all behind you” and drove off.  Similarly, Gulley was eating lunch one 

                                            
112 “Proclamation Stirs Debate,” Durham Morning Herald, June 27, 1986 p. 1A. Folder Recall, Box 

5, Mab Segrest Papers. The testimonies covered in the press all came from white citizens. In an 

oral history interview recounting this event, Gulley recounted his shock and disbelief that the city 

council members he campaigned with didn’t throw their support behind him at the event.  This 

news report confirms that the council “took no further action” upon the conclusion of the meeting.   
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afternoon at a hole in the wall barbeque joint in downtown Durham, when a “burly 

looking” construction worker approached his table and dropped a napkin on the 

table.  Again expecting some type of censure, Gulley was surprised to read, 

“You’re doing the right thing.  Keep it up.”113  These comments reflect the shifting 

terrain as people increasingly became comfortable with the growing visibility of 

the gay rights movement. Not ready to take public stances on their own, some 

Durhamites nonetheless respected the liberal positions taken by civic and 

religious leaders.  As one person wrote in response to Gulley’s stance, “The 

silent majority of our people do not speak out although they do support the 

individual or case.”114  

Despite a large fundamentalist backlash, ministers and liberal ecumenical 

groups also played an important role in backing Gulley. The members writing 

articles for the June 1986 issue of The Pink Triangle seemed particularly 

invested in countering the type of monolithic media depictions of “Durham’s 

religious community” which appeared in the mainstream press.115 Early on, they 

highlighted “a blanket show of support from the mainstream church [that] points 

out the fringe nature of fundamentalist opposition.”  While quick to depict 

fundamentalists as a uniform group, The Pink Triangle carefully pointed out the 

                                            
113 Wib Gulley, interview by author.   
114 “Mayor’s Stand on Gays Courageous,” The Greensboro News and Record, August 4, 1986, 

Folder G/L Issues and Religion 1 of 2, Box 2, RCWMS.   
115 For an article that perfectly captures this media coverage see “Religious Leaders Split Over 

Recall of Durham Mayor,” The Rocky Mountain Telegraph, July 14, 1986.  
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diverse array of denominations, religious organizations, and churches that 

supported the gay community.  Groups like the Durham Citizens for Responsible 

Leadership, for example, consisted of a coalition of clergy, laity, and gay and 

straight people who gathered to both support Gulley and grapple with religion 

and gay rights.  The Responsible Leadership Group held meetings at the local 

YWCA and also strategized ways to counter the recall efforts being leveled at the 

mayor. Integrity’s monthly publication described this group as “the most broad-

based organization in the Triangle ever to address a gay issue in our time.”116  

The fact that The Responsible Leadership Group met at the Y was no 

coincidence.  In response to the events unfolding during pride week, Vivian 

Patterson, President of the Durham YWCA Board of Directors, issued a 

statement supporting Gulley and the gay and lesbian community.  Citing the long 

history of the Y as an “outspoken leader on behalf of civil and human rights,” 

Patterson wanted to make it clear that the Y’s history reflected a tradition of 

standing up to all forms of discrimination.  In 1985 the National YWCA 

Convention Member Association and National Boards signed a document 

advocating for local policies aimed to curb discrimination on the basis of racism, 

sexism, ageism, homophobia, class, and religion. The statement also evoked a 

specific religious message.  It read, “The Durham YWCA takes this opportunity to 

lend its support and inculcate the barrier-breaking love of God for the elimination 
                                            
116 The Pink Triangle, no. 5, July 1986, Folder Gay/Lesbian Issues and Religion, 1975-1988, 2 of 

3, Box 2, RCWMS.    
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of discriminatory policies and laws targeting homosexual persons in the Triangle 

Area.”117 Invoking the same reference to “the barrier-breaking love of God” used 

by feminists in the previous decades, the group echoed the sentiments of the 

other religious groups and persons who assembled under an explicitly faith-

based agenda to advance the cause of gay rights across the Triangle.   

In addition to the presence of YWCA, gay religious groups and supportive 

ministers and churches provided a great deal of logistical support for the week’s 

events.  Donations from churches and religious organizations funded things like 

march permits, entertainment, food, and beverages.  The Unitarian Universalist 

church in Raleigh offered their fellowship hall for events and meetings throughout 

the week, and pride week concluded with a gay and lesbian ecumenical service 

at St. Michael’s Catholic Church in Cary.  Led by the members of Integrity, St. 

John’s Metropolitan Community Church, and the Jewish Gay Community, this 

service, and other activities throughout the week speak to the generous spread 

of religious liberals active in the Triangle area.118  While groups like Integrity and 

The Jewish Gay Community catered to specific types of religions, North 

Carolinians Against Racist and Religious Violence, The North Carolina Coalition 

for Gay and Lesbian Equality, and The Human Rights Coalition included religious 

and non-religious persons and organizations working together on social justice 

                                            
117 Durham YWCA Board of Directors Policy, June 2, 1986, Folder Pride 1986, Box 5, Mab 
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issues. Throughout pride week, these different groups came together with the 

Triangle Area Lesbian Feminists, Raleigh’s Gay Club, and others to visibly 

represent the gay community.   

Mab Segrest delivered a speech at the conclusion of pride week that 

spoke volumes to the type of intersectional activism she hoped would steer gay 

organizing in the future.  The Stonewall Dinner, held at Binkley Baptist Church, 

both nodded to the iconic 1969 Stonewall uprising in Greenwich Village and the 

amount of work that still remained to be done almost twenty years later.119  

Segrest’s speech echoed Mandy Carter’s reflections on the need for Triangle 

gays and lesbians to get organized.  She began by asking, “What does it mean to 

be queer in Carolina in 1986?”  She wanted her audience to know that bigotry 

didn’t operate in neatly partitioned boxes, and white queers also needed to work 

for the needs of communities of color, poor people, the elderly, Jews, and 

women.  Relationships with these other groups, particularly African American 

gays and lesbians, did not happen overnight.  She cautioned they “are worked at, 

and earned.” She praised the community’s strong organizations.  Groups like The 

Gay and Lesbian Health Project, Ladyslipper, Triangle Area Lesbian Feminists, 
                                            
119 Mab Segrest, “Stonewall Speech, “ reprinted in The Pink Triangle, no. 5, June 1986.  Folder 

Stonewall Speech, Box 5, Mab Segrest Papers.  While the police attack on a gay club in the city 

became memorialized as the birth of the modern gay liberation movement, activists and scholars 

alike heavily contest this origin story.  In particular, Heather White shows how cities like San 

Francisco already had a strong gay rights movement prior to 1969 and, even more importantly for 

her main argument, a strong alliance with clergy groups across the city.  See White, Reforming 

Sodom. 
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The Human Rights Fund, and the Triangle Coalition of Black Lesbians and Gays 

provided gays and lesbians with strong resources and organizational networks.   

Yet, these groups were not enough to significantly change the discrimination gay 

men and lesbians faced in employment, housing, health care, and other arenas 

of daily living.  To truly make the Triangle a safe place for people to be out she 

insisted that “We need to find a balanced way to respond, that has neither our 

heads in the sand or plastered with rose colored glasses.”  In Segrest’s 

estimation they needed a real strategy; something with achievable goals and 

political impact, or what she described as “a long range plan, goals that are 

achievable, broken down in various steps, and some sense of how to reach 

them.”120   

Segrest’s speech echoed Gulley’s concerns that the white progressive 

community wasn’t doing enough to visibly support gays and lesbians.  She 

insisted that the 1984 Hunt campaign fell apart because the type of small-scale, 

attainable on-the-ground work she had just outlined never happened.  While 

groups like the North Carolina Human Rights Fund worked vigorously to 

convince politicians to support gay rights issues, like the elimination of the CAN 

statutes, they failed to educate the constituencies of these same legislators. The 

failure of what Segrest called “progressive straights” to support gay communities 

in the 1984 Hunt campaign needed to be reversed by garnering stronger support 
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from straight allies, and also forging stronger ties with communities of color.  

Segrest’s answer to these divisions and failures of the past was simple: a new 

organization.  Perhaps anticipating the internal groans that her audience might 

register at the suggestion of yet another new group, she acknowledged that 

“When it comes right down to it, most of us have lots of things we had rather do 

with our lives than compose letters, for instance, justifying our existence to the 

Durham Morning Herald.”  Yet, the only way to conduct the necessary education 

and overcome divisions was through a group that could “set political goals and 

carry them out.”121   

Segrest ended her speech by underscoring how religious philosophies 

provided a guiding framework for intersectional, issue-based activism.  She 

closed with a 2000-year old quote from Rabbi Hillel, a famous Jewish leader 

known for philosophizing the Golden Rule.  “If we are not for ourselves, who will 

be for us? If we are only for ourselves, what are we?  And if not now, when?”  

The quote perfectly summarized the message of her speech: stand up for 

community, don’t overlook the need to form alliances and stand with other 

oppressed groups. Yet, it also gestured toward the support religious groups could 

provide to this end.  Up to this point, Segrest had peppered her speech with 

references to the “religious bigotry and mean spirit” within the strategies of Jesse 

Helms and Jerry Falwell but only mentioned secular groups when outlining the 
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strength of the gay and lesbian community, not calling out the large religious 

groups that also participated in these events.122  Yet, the type of careful, small-

scale educational and organizing work Segrest called for in her speech was 

already happening right in front of her.  The “constituencies” she sought to 

influence piled into church pews every Sunday morning, and their ministers and 

fellow congregants were beginning the slow and oftentimes painful work of 

shifting the landscape for gays and lesbians across the Triangle.  Indeed, over 

the course of the next decade, the work unfolding within these religious spaces 

and organizations would far exceed the effectiveness of any secular organization 

in the area.123 

Mainline Protestants Take a Stance 
The visibility of Durham’s 1986 pride week and the related fundamentalist 

backlash prompted many mainline Protestants to take a stand on gay rights for 

the first time.  While the mainline denominations represented in the Triangle held 

their own unique theological traditions and governing structures, at the national 

and local level, they all shared a history of intervening in social issues as part of 
                                            
122 Segrest’s notes from committee meetings make continual references to St. John’s and 

Integrity as key economic and organizational supporters of pride week.  Folder Pride 1986, Box 5, 

Mab Segrest Papers.    
123 Recognizing this same phenomenon in her work in civil rights organizing, SNCC founder Ella 

Baker referred to this same slow and measured work that eventually lead to great change as 

“Spadework.”  See Charles Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and 

the Mississippi Freedom Struggle, 2nd edition. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 

264.   
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ecumenical efforts. Gay rights would prove to be no different.124 Just as Bunch 

and other students pushed the Methodist Church to get involved in social issues 

and huge groups of religious women rallied to support the ERA, large numbers of 

what The Pink Triangle referred to as “the moderate clergy and laity” stepped up 

to visibly support pride week.  In a section of the newsletter, entitled “Episcopal 

Clergy, We Love You,” The Pink Triangle reported that “moderate ministers and 

black ministers” wrote almost daily into the Durham Morning Herald to show their 

support for the mayor.  They also gave sermons, appeared on talk shows, and 

wrote multiple letters to the editor in support of gay rights.125 As The Pink 

Triangle noted, Episcopal ministers were the first to show support the day after 

the parade.  Thirteen local Episcopalian ministers took out an ad in the Durham 

Morning Herald supporting Gulley’s proclamation.126 Seventeen of the ministers 

came from Durham and Orange County, with one from nearby Roxboro.  All but 

two of the ministers were men.127  They addressed the paid advertisement as “An 

Open Letter to the Honorable Wib Gulley and Mr. Don Wilhoit and the Orange 
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County Commissioners.” The ad expressed their public support for Gulley’s 

“proclamation affirming the civil rights of all persons, including homosexuals.”128   

While this support reflected a growing acceptance of gays and lesbians in 

mainline denominations, it was anything but an open-armed embrace of gay 

identity or same-sex relationships.  In 1976 the General Convention of the 

Episcopal Church adopted a stance welcoming gays and lesbians into their 

congregations and also called for full pastoral support but refused to ordain 

openly gay men or women. When one priest from Southern Pines, North Carolina 

came out, Bishop Estill told a local paper, “I’m an advocate of gay rights and civil 

rights for all persons…but to be an active proponent of gay lifestyles and a focus 

of one’s ministry seems inappropriate for an ordained priest.”129  This statement 

mirrored the steps other denominations took to include gays and lesbians in their 

religious communities while also drawing strict boundaries around what this 

“acceptance” meant. In 1978, to take another example, the Presbyterian General 

Assembly came up with what many called a compromise solution.  Like the 

Episcopalians, they too referred to gays and lesbians as “children of God” but 

condemned homosexual behavior.  They opposed discriminatory laws and 

wanted everyone to feel welcome within the Presbyterian Church but “open and 

                                            
128 Ibid.   
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unrepentant” gays and lesbians could not be ordained.130  A group called More 

Light immediately formed to oppose this lukewarm acceptance of gays and 

lesbians and created their own congregations, offering ordination to everyone 

regardless of sexual orientation.  Yet in 1985, the Permanent Judicial 

Commission of the General Assembly ruled against these churches.131  In 1974, 

a group called Lutherans Concerned similarly arose to educate laity and clergy 

on gay and lesbian issues.  Churches that went through their educational 

process were considered ‘Reconciled in Christ,” but, like the other 

denominations, ordination was not an option in the 1980s.132  The Methodist 

General Conference also banned the ordination of gays and lesbians in 1984.133  

Reporting on a statement passed by the UMC, The Greensboro News and 

Record announced that the nine-member Judicial Rules Council passed a 
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resolution banning “self-avowed, practicing homosexuals” from ordination.134  

This left gays and lesbians in limbo; their national governing bodies welcomed 

them as members of a religious community but simultaneously denied them the 

privileges of fully participating as leaders and guiders of church policy.   

Reflecting how the tepid stances taken by these larger governing body 

trickled down into individual congregations, the Episcopalian ministers who 

placed the ad made very cautious and measured statements about their stance 

to the press. Commenting on the group’s motives, Reverend Robert C. Johnson 

of St. Luke’s Episcopalian Church stated, “It’s not so much an endorsement of 

gay and lesbian life as it is a defense of civil liberties.”135  While expressing a 

desire to denounce messages of hate emanating from right-wing fundamentalist 

groups, Johnson’s words reflect the ambivalence many local ministers felt 

towards homosexuality and their nervousness about addressing this issue within 

their equally split congregations.  In a slightly more positive tone, Reverend C. 

Thomas Midyette III of St. Philips Episcopal Church in Durham stated, “I am 
                                            
134 “Methodists Ban Avowed Homosexual Ministers,” The Greensboro News and Record, 

November 3, 1984, B6.   
135 Mark Anderson, “Episcopalian Ministers Back Stand on Homosexuals,” Durham Morning 
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openly welcomed and supported gay congregants.  The visible presence of Integrity throughout 

pride week suggests the well-organized and heavily networked force gay Episcopalians had 
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discouraged when I see people in the name of Jesus calling out obscenities and 

hurtful and unkind statements…The church stands for kindness and caring.” In a 

more guarded response, another Durham clergyperson stated, “Love means 

accepting the unacceptable.”  Framing their support in the terminology of civil 

liberties allowed the ministers to make a lukewarm gesture towards the closeted 

gays and lesbians they knew occupied their pews each Sunday but sidestepped 

the issues of morality and biblical interpretations that proved to be the most 

contentious in these same congregations.136  

These types of qualified responses were not unique to the Triangle. As 

one theologian involved with the Council on Religion and the Homosexual in San 

Francisco stated, “A sharp line of demarcation should be drawn between its 

moral condemnation, on the one hand, and its legal persecution, on the 

other…Since in most instances this perversion is the result of a psychiatric 

development in infancy, it seems to be more advisable to place these people in 

the bands of a physician than assigning them to a court of law.”137  The Christian 
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Century, an ecumenical weekly with a vast readership similarly stated in 1965, 

“The law should not condone homosexual acts, but neither should it penalize 

private immoralities which cannot be proved contrary to the common good.”138  

Similarly, in 1974, The Advocate, a weekly Catholic publication, published an 

article entitled, “The Rights of Homosexuals.”  In this piece, the author stated, “To 

Catholics, homosexual acts are objectively wrong in the moral order, although 

individual homosexuals may be free of moral guilt, and should not be condemned 

by the community around them.”  Just the same, the journal supported proposed 

legislation in New York that would ban discrimination against gays in housing and 

employment.  The author viewed discrimination based on sexual orientation just 

as “unconstitutional and unchristian” as discrimination based on race, national 

origin, or religion.  Yet, he also felt a need to gloss this support with some 

respectability.  Relying on the importance (and overall superiority) of the 

heterosexual nuclear family, he described proponents of the proposed legislation 

as ‘good family men and women….these are people who support a proposal like 

this NOT because they waiver in their allegiance to Christ and His Gospel, but 

precisely because they adhere so courageously to His Gospel of human rights 

based on the principle of charity.”139 Even the most liberal articulation in the 
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report, coming from a 1962 statement from the Quakers, defended “homosexual 

affection” as the similar to “heterosexual affection,” but then went on to 

acknowledge that many still found same sex-acts “aesthetically disgusting.”140   

These qualified statements and hesitancy reflected how mainline ministers 

straddled a line between the progressive views of the sexual revolution and 

increasingly dated notion of disease theory that still haunted gays and lesbians 

seeking equal rights.141  Religious scholar Heather White traces the involvement 

of liberal Protest clergy in the field of psychology during the World War II era and 

shows how their interest in the field developed into a form of pastoral counseling 

wherein liberal clergy argued for healthy understandings of sexuality.  This work 

established guidelines for acceptable sexual behavior between heterosexual 

couples while positioning homosexuality as something that could be cured in gay 

men and lesbians.  In the mid to late 1960s, conservatives and moderates began 
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using many of these frameworks in response to the growing secularization of 

society and relaxing attitudes towards premarital sex. Many mainline 

denominations established committees to address topics relating to relationships 

and healthy sexuality.  Seeking to respond to issues like abortion, birth control, 

and pre-marital sex, conservatives and liberals alike reframed acceptable sexual 

behavior between couples.142 Yet this growing toleration of premarital sex and 

even extra-martial affairs exalted heterosexual intercourse as the only natural 

and divinely accepted iteration of healthy sexuality.  Thus, even as they adopted 

slightly different guidelines, both conservatives and liberals set out to stabilize 

marriage and family and positioned same sex relationships as the unhealthy 

opposite of this revered heterosexual model.143 As moderates argued for 

stronger legal protections for gays and lesbians and acceptance within 

communities and congregations, they too enforced a binary that set up 

heterosexual sexuality as the normative and acceptable version of sexual 

expression, and gay sex as an aberration that deserved toleration.144  In this way, 

neither conservatives nor moderates viewed gay people and gay relationships as 

acceptable or of the same moral worth as heterosexuality, and conservatives 
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used the disease theory verbiage adopted in previous decades as fodder for 

vicious attacks against gay people and their allies.  

These responses felt like a betrayal to people who wanted a bolder 

commitment to accepting gay people and their relationships.  Yet, unlike 

fundamentalists, mainline Protestants did not see themselves as the ultimate 

authority on the word of God, or point to specific bible passages to pinpoint 

specific acts of immorality.  Instead, they looked to values like love, redemption, 

reconciliation, and justice, and used these to guide congregants to take specific 

actions that reflected biblical traditions.145  While social issues like gay rights and 

abortion often resulted in a variety of opinions, mainline Protestants tended to 

reject the rationale fundamentalists provided for opposing these views: a literal 

interpretation of the Bible and an unerring belief in the historical and scientific 

accuracy of these same texts.146  Instead, mainliners drew on personal 

experience, historical context, and reason to draw their own conclusions, and 

based their decisions on a deep commitment to the Christian social gospel.147   

The social gospel required political work.  This meant that clergy regularly 

inserted themselves into the proceedings of school board meetings, took public 

stances on social issues, gave politically or socially relevant sermons, and 

supported specific candidates for political office.  Within their own churches, they 
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might hold special meetings to investigate and discuss a social issue and work 

closely with other religious and secular organizations.  Historically, individual 

clergy used these avenues to get their congregations involved in racial justice 

work, social welfare policies, environmental activism, and other public service 

work.148  This type of work resulted in change but at a slow pace.  By the end of 

the 1970s, increasing numbers of gays and lesbians came out of the closet and 

demanded more than toleration from their religious communities.  This would 

move the barometer away from a lukewarm embrace of gays and lesbians to the 

establishment of committees specifically designed to make congregations 

welcoming spaces of complete love and acceptance.   

Even in the direct aftermath of the 1986 gay pride event, some ministers 

already nudged closer to this way of thinking.  Two weeks after the Episcopalian 

clergy placed their ad in the DMH, an ecumenical statement signed by a ninety 

clergy and laypersons appeared in the Durham Sun.  “As men and women of 

faith,” the contributors to this paid ad wanted to express gratitude and solidarity 

towards Mayor Gulley.  Their statement included a more expansive acceptance 

of gays and lesbians and veered away from a mere acceptance of “unacceptable 

behavior.”  Instead, it stated, “We stand for just treatment of homosexual persons 

in regards to their civil liberties, equal rights, and protection under the law.  The 

dignity and self-respect of all members of our community must be protected if the 
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quality of our common life is to reflect the religious traditions we represent…We 

encourage all people of faith and good will to join us in eliminating discrimination, 

bigotry, and fear in our community.” This statement drew from the words of the 

1976 Episcopalian general convocation to express their support for the civil and 

spiritual rights of gay persons and more boldly called for people of faith to act 

according to religious consciences and to enact the type of universal acceptance 

embodied by the Christian religion.   

One of the clergy who signed his name to this document drew on his 

church’s activist history to take a bolder and more visible stance than others on 

gay rights. Reverend Mahan Siler of Pullen Baptist Church didn’t have a 

reputation for being silent about leftist social justice issues and neither did his 

congregation.  Pullen was a one- hundred year old church with a reputation for 

bucking traditional positions and being at odds with the rest of the Southern 

Baptist Convention.  Founded in 1884 for mill workers in the Raleigh area, 

Pullen’s congregation took radical stances on social issues throughout the 

twentieth century.149  In 1924, other Baptists raised eyebrows when Pullen 

elected female deacons; in the 1950s and 1960s it participated in the Civil Rights 

Movement and also took a public stance against the Vietnam War.150  As the 
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nation’s largest Protestant denomination, the Baptist Church granted a great deal 

of autonomy to local churches, and, despite the overall conservatism of the 

convention, this gave Pullen’s deacons, ministers, and congregants the wiggle 

room to take bold stances on political issues.   

Mahan Siler owed much of his stance on gay rights to this activist 

tradition, but the genealogy of his social justice work extended back to earlier 

experiences with the black civil rights movement. He grew up in Knoxville, 

Tennessee in the 1930s and 1940s, and attended a military high school in 

Chattanooga.  He received a doctorate from the Southern Baptist Theological 

Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky, and in 1967 moved to the Northern Virginia 

suburbs of D.C.  His move coincided with the black freedom struggle, King’s 

Assassination, and the Poor People’s Campaign.  The church he presided over 

had a history of doing community and social justice work, and he worked 

alongside an African American church to tackle issues of racism locally.  They 

celebrated Martin Luther King Day together, engaged in projects for local 

children, and held joint worship services.  They also gathered leaders from other 

churches to conduct trainings around anti-racist work.151 Reflecting back on this 

time period, Siler recalls the impression King’s poor people campaign had on his 

own interpretation of the social gospel.  As a fellow Baptist, Siler respected 
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King’s integration of social activism and the social gospel.152  The African 

American tradition of reinterpreting the story of Exodus and other passages from 

the bible to fit their own social experiences was not unlike the theological 

reinterpretations Siler and others would undertake in regards to sexual 

orientation in subsequent decades.153  

It would be awhile, however, until Siler made these connections.  After 

working feverishly in the D.C. area, he moved with his wife and children to a 

trailer in the mountains for several years to reconnect with his family.  They 

moved to the Winston-Salem area in the late 1970s, and he began work as he 

head of pastoral care in the Winston-Salem Hospital.  He enjoyed training other 

clergy but also longed to get back into the ministry.  Yet, beginning in the early 

1980s, the Baptist Conference moved further and further to the right on social 

issues, and he simply didn’t think he would be compatible with any churches in 

the South.  When Pullen Baptist Church in Raleigh reached out to him for 

consulting work, he felt that the church’s progressive stances were a good fit for 

him. Pullen was a “progressive alternative” to the larger Southern Baptist 

Convention (SBC), and Siler connected well with the congregation and 
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leadership and continued to provide pastoral guidance to the church until they 

offered him a position as the head minister in 1983.154     

Despite Pullen’s engagement on this wide range of social issues, sexuality 

remained a taboo topic when Siler took over.  It simply was not on the radar of 

previous ministers, and in 1983 it also wasn’t an issue he had engaged with too 

heavily either.  Growing up in a military school in Knoxville, Tennessee, Siler 

remembers internalizing homophobia.  As he recalls, “It was okay…to make 

jokes about ‘fags,’ homosexuals, just as it was encouraged to taunt Roman 

Catholics, Jews, and blacks.  I was typically homophobic and did not know a gay 

person.”  Yet, in his role as minister, Siler increasingly came in contact with gay 

parishioners, and the pain and suffering they expressed shifted his mindset.155   

He had counseled some people struggling with their sexuality in Winston-Salem, 

but it was really when AIDS became a public issue in 1986 that he began to 

focus his attention on the issue.  He saw how many people were dying without 

any pastoral care, and how the families of these men and women didn’t know 

how to deal with the news that their children were gay.  He realized that people 

were “hungry” for a place to be Christian and LGBT, and those who succeeded in 

putting these two identities together felt “enormous relief and joy.”  He knew his 
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stance stood at odds with the Southern Baptist Convention and would also ruffle 

feathers in his own congregation.156   

Yet, instead of backing off he thought, “the hell with the church” and 

decided to take action.  He chose to tackle the issue head on by marching in the 

1986 gay pride parade.  During this same time, he delivered a sermon entitled 

“Homosexuality and the Church,” and recognized this as a first attempt to bring 

his congregation around to accepting gay members and chose his words 

carefully.  While taking a strong stand against overt violence and religious 

fundamentalism, Siler closed his sermon by asking his congregation to 

“strengthen our caring to include the plight and possibilities of homosexuals—not 

because we condone homosexuality necessarily—but because they are human 

beings.  That’s enough.  They are our neighbors down the street, colleagues in 

the office.  They are aunts and uncles, mothers and dads, brothers and 

sisters.”157  Siler’s statements did not explicitly endorse homosexuality but 

appealed to a civil rights legacy and what Siler saw as the moral traditions of the 

Pullen Baptist Church.  His words also drew on what many likely recognized as a 

long-standing custom of accepting gay neighbors, siblings, and church members 

into southern communities.  The public nature of Siler’s speech laid the 
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foundations for dialogues on gay acceptance that would unfold within Pullen and 

the Triangle in future years.  

Siler’s comments did not move in lock step with the larger sentiments of 

the SBC, but he was able to take this bold stance because of the democratic 

traditions the conference embraced.  When Siler chose to speak out in favor of 

gay rights, he drew on the same principles that conservatives of the SBC 

invoked: individual competence to interpret scripture, autonomy for individual 

congregations, and the independence of clergy.158  During the 1970s and 1980s, 

conservatives within the denomination slowly took over seminaries and 

denominational agencies.159 The coalitions for this takeover dated back to the 

civil rights movement.  When major denominational leaders and The Christian 

Life Commission of the SBC urged individual congregations to take a stand in 

favor of Brown and other desegregation efforts, including the integration of 

churches, many across the denomination revolted.160  Setting aside old 

grievances new groups came together to oppose a series of dictates that did not 

sit well with much of the laity across the South.  Citizens Councils pressured 

ministers to defend segregation and often populated the committees that kept 
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local congregations running.161  Arguing that the views of the SBC leadership and 

the Christian Life Commission didn’t reflect the mindset of most congregations, 

conservatives insisted that a core value of Southern Baptist practices—the 

democratic process and autonomy of local congregations—was under fire.162 

Although battles over race became more infrequent during the realignment in the 

1980s, the same groups came together as they now fought for traditional gender 

roles, restrictions on abortion, and the admonishment of gays and lesbians.163  

Thus, just as the religious folks who harnessed their faith to defend feminism and 

gay rights drew on a the legacy of black feminists like Pauli Murray and the black 

freedom movement, their opponents drew on the legacy of racial animus and 

hostility towards the advancements of the civil rights movement.      

As the largest Protestant denomination in the South, the SBC cast a long 

shadow across the religious and political climate in North Carolina.  The 

conservative takeover Siler experienced coincided with the shift to the Right in 

electoral politics and the weakening of the Democratic Party across the South. 

Many of the people who rallied to oppose Gulley held an affiliation with the 

Southern Baptist Church and held views consistent with a fundamentalist 

perspective: a belief in the literal nature of the Bible, a faith in hierarchical gender 

relationships in religious, social, and political spheres, and strong support of an 
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evangelical-backed Republican Party.164   Although open racism did not hold as 

prominent of a role in party and denominational stances, the old stand-bys where 

still there: hierarchy, submission, and order.165 Although the SBC opposed 

political activism or endorsements, it stood fully aligned with the Religious Right 

by the end of the decade on issues like abortion, gay rights, school prayer, and 

local control of schools.  President George W. Bush, Vice President Dan Quayle 

and Oliver North all received heavy support from the SBC and served as regular 

speakers at SBC gatherings.166 The SBC steadily shifted away from support of 

the Democratic Party and non-partisan policies, as they supported national 

Republican races and also influenced the outcome of local elections.167 

Mainline Black Churches 
Religious organizations dedicated to racial justice simply could not afford 

to bracket gay rights within their quests to promote a just and equal society, and 

despite the dangerous stakes, some African American congregations and 

ministers participated in pride week. While black churches were typically not on 

the front lines of the pride march or supporting Gulley in what Carter describes as 

“a very visible way,” the conversations taking place behind closed doors in white 

churches also unfolded in black congregations on Sunday mornings.  Proof of 
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these ripples emerged when residents opened their morning newspaper the 

morning of July 5, 1986 and found that fifteen black ministers had followed the 

lead of other clergy and placed their own ad in the Durham Herald supporting 

Gulley’s anti-discrimination stance.  Describing themselves as an 

interdenominational ministerial alliance, the statement read: “While we do not 

condone, nor endorse immorality by any name…we do recognize every person 

as created in the image of God and having fundamental rights guaranteed by our 

constitution.”168  The head of this black interdenominational Ministerial Alliance, 

Bishop Elroy Lewis, compared the stance taken by black and white 

fundamentalists to the Jim Crow laws that governed the Triangle decades earlier.  

Another Presbyterian Minister, Reverend Joseph S. Harvard III, wrote his own 

four- sentence resolution supporting Gulley and also the rights of gays and 

lesbians.  He received signatures from Rabbis, Catholics, priests, and many 

other leaders from the major denominations in the area.  Like the Episcopalian 

ministers who sought to separate themselves from fundamentalists, Reverend 

Harvard explained to the Durham Morning Herald why he felt a need to 

distinguish himself from these other groups.  “There has been a lot said that 

makes it appear that the religious community speaks with one voice on this 

matter.  That just isn’t the case.  Some people have called me and suggested we 

                                            
168 Mark Andrews, “15 Black Ministers Side with mayor, Attack Ouster Bid,” Durham Herald, July 

5, 1986.   



 

 371 

issue a resolution because they were concerned about the impression being 

created.”169  

Reverend W.W. Easley of St. Joseph’s AME church similarly spoke of the 

need for the black religious community to distance itself from a fundamentalist 

message.  Speaking to the News and Observer in early July, he stated, “If you 

start identifying people because of their lifestyle, who’s next?  Would it be the 

blacks, would it be the Jews?  You basically have a bunch of crazy 

fundamentalists led by Bud McElhaney, who’s a politician trying to get elected, 

and 99% of the black folks in Durham don’t subscribe to the fundamentalist 

philosophy on any of that nonsense.”170  While Reverend Harvard’s reference to 

the “calls” he’d received do not make it clear if he is referring to the leadership of 

the churches, laity, or both, Reverend Easley clearly includes the larger black 

community in his statement. Aside from the support lent by The Triangle 

Association of Gay and Black Lesbians, this was the first time any black civic or 

religious leaders stood up in favor of gay rights.  

Homophobia combined with black women’s sexual vulnerability within a 

violent, racist hierarchy partially explains the low turnout of gays and lesbians of 

color, and the reluctance of specific black churches to publicly support gay pride 

or Gulley’s proclamation.  Many black communities policed the actions of gay 
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persons out of protection and concern for their well-being.  Even decades later, 

one African American minister explained how many “doctors, lawyers, police 

officers, mothers and fathers” feared they would lose their jobs, custody of their 

children, or both if they came out about their sexuality.171 The violence 

perpetuated by white vigilante groups also evoked deeply rooted memories of 

racialized sexual violence in the minds of African American gays and lesbians.  

While the courts increasingly prosecuted these crimes beginning in the late 

1960s, the 1974 case of Joanne Little and the “epidemically high” levels of 

homophobic and racial violence of the 1980s in North Carolina reveal that 

sexualized violence still took place with regularity in urban and rural areas, 

particularly in privatized spaces like prisons or homes.172  Referencing this 

vulnerability, The Pink Triangle applauded the high turnout of marchers in the 

1986 gay pride parade, but also indicated that “every one of these 1,000 or so 

marchers represented hundreds or more who could not march due to the still 

prevalent discrimination that goes on in jails, housing, etc.”173   

While black and white fundamentalist groups continued to lead campaigns 

against gay rights in the years to come, more and more African Americans would 
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find the strength and courage to directly combat homophobia in their social, 

political, and religious communities.  Indeed, when two black fundamentalist 

churches spearheaded the efforts to recall Gulley in 1986, two African American 

women that Segrest had worked with as part of NCARRV came to her and told 

her “We need to work on this issue now.”  Despite their reluctance to take a 

public stand, they knew that hate operated on multiple fronts, and they didn’t 

want their religious traditions associated with the violence unfolding against gays 

and lesbians.174 Similarly, because of the rise in Klan violence in the 1980s, civil 

rights groups like the national anti-Klan network underwent resurgence, and 

prominent African American ministers like Atlanta’s C.T. Vivian publicly 

confronted the intersections between Klan violence and homophobia. Vivian 

participated in the local response to Klan violence in North Carolina in 1987 when 

members of the White Patriot Party murdered five gay men in an adult bookstore 

in Shelby, a small town in Western North Carolina.  With Vivian working to put a 

national face on the crime, Mab Segrest found greater support from black 

ministers than white ones in taking a stance against the murders.  When she 

suggested that a local church hold a memorial service to honor the victims, and 

that ministers speak out publicly against the crimes, the interracial coalition fell 

apart when white ministers chose to withdraw public support of the five murdered 
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gay men.175  A year later, Vivian would again visibly link the support of the black 

Baptist Church to gay rights when he delivered the keynote address at the 

National Gay and Lesbian Task Force’s National Event.176   W 

Conclusion 
The ministers who chose to support Gulley and the gay community in the 

1980’s responded directly to two phenomenon:  the growing visibility and urgency 

of the Triangle’s gay rights movement and related religious bodies, and the 

vitriolic backlash dealt by fundamentalists and evangelicals.  While not wanting to 

be associated with a hate-driven variant of Protestantism, these same ministers 

hedged when they stepped forward and had to come up with a vocabulary 

supporting gays and lesbians.  While they drew on the rhetoric of the growing 

gay liberation movement, they also added a series of qualifications to their 

statements.  Embracing the civil rights of gays and lesbians didn’t equate to an 

acceptance of homosexuality, but outright condemnations didn’t sit well with the 

vision of the social gospel many of these congregations historically embraced. As 

the next chapter shows, it would take the prodding of liberal religious groups and 

individual gay men and women to move the needle towards unconditional love 

and acceptance.  Thus, as the entire nation gradually shifted towards a broader 

acceptance of gays and lesbians, it was not because the country became more 
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secular.  It was because the moral equations people used to deny gays and 

lesbian’s equal rights became less and less credible, and moderate religious 

communities couldn’t escape taking a stand on this issue.     

At the same time, it is important to remember that some people who 

marched in the gay pride parade did so under the banner of “lesbians against 

religion.” Growing up in homophobic environments and experiencing hateful 

words and ominous warnings from their own religious communities, some people 

simply didn’t have the patience or the desire to walk moderate ministers and 

congregations through their own slow acceptance of gay identity and gay 

relationships.  Indeed, as one newspaper noted, as many as 725 laypersons 

gathered at meetings designed to recall Wib Gulley.  While handfuls of moderate 

and liberal Protestants and clergy spoke out, it is unlikely their numbers ever 

reached this critical mass.177 Convinced by the messages of hate coming from 

the likes of Jesse Helms and his followers across North Carolina that religion was 

NOT on the side of gays and lesbians, many people were drawn to gay liberation 

because they viewed it as a secular movement, free from the entanglements of 

organized religion.  Indeed, many of the historiographical readings of gay rights 

view the movement as entirely secular because many activists styled it as such—

both as a way to bypass the emotionally-laden politics of religious communities 

and to make a complete break with what they viewed as the moral restrictions on 
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free sexual expression.178  As one woman wrote into Christianity and Crisis, 

“There are closet lesbians in the church and closet Christians in the lesbian-

feminists movement but very few open lesbians in the church.”179  
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Nonetheless, in places like the Triangle, where Bible belt fundamentalism 

cast a long shadow, the slow and steady eradication of homophobia in the 

courts, local governments, and general attitudinal shifts rested on the visible 

support of mainline ministers.  While groups like Integrity and St. John’s 

Metropolitan Community Church occupied a small fraction of the gay liberation 

movement, their vision and the alliances they created with moderates like Mahan 

Siler proved critical to normalizing gay identities and relationships in the South.  

Given the strength of religion and the entrenched nature of conservative 

evangelicals, the gay liberation movement simply would not have developed on 

the same scale without the support of these religious groups.  As The Pink 

Triangle reported, once the first round of Episcopal ministers came out in favor of 

gay pride week, “the forthrightness of the priests’ stand paved the way for clergy 

from other churches to make public statements who have hesitated to be the one 

to ‘break the ice.’”180 The work of moderate clergy played a critical role in shifting 

public support towards laws that protected gays and lesbians, and 

congregational policies that accepted gay men and women as children of God.  

Gays and lesbians did not always find immediate allies in the pews and pulpits of 

their home congregations, but the condemnations they received from 
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fundamentalists sat uncomfortably next to a religious visions of social justice and 

equality many of their ministers embraced.  Without the efforts of previous 

activists who laid the infrastructure for combating racism and gender normativity, 

these conversations surrounding sexuality would not have been possible.  

Because Klan violence reinforced homophobia, the history of the gay 

rights movement in the Triangle is also a history of the long civil rights 

movement.  The Klan’s targeting of gays and lesbians stemmed from both its 

racial politics, its historical legacy of twisting religious precepts to fit its own 

agenda, and its policing of black and white sexuality.  While historians have 

documented the race and gender politics that drove the stereotypes of hyper-

sexualized black men and the white women needing protection from them, the 

Klan also drew on theories of racial purity and morality to malign queer 

communities of all races. In 1980, North Carolina neo-Nazi leader Harold 

Covington called for the death penalty for gays and lesbians in order to “drive this 

filthy perversion so far back into the closet it will never threaten the basic fabric of 

our society as it does now.”181  As the experiences of Mahan Siler reveal, 

moderate clergy fought back against these hateful messages by drawing on the 

inspiration, language, and theological frameworks of the black freedom 

movement.  Ministers like Siler invoked the language of the beloved community 

when making the case that their congregations needed to open their hearts and 
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minds to gay people.  Similar to the experiences of Charlotte Bunch and the 

women involved in DDS and the RCWMS, clergy who attended college and 

seminary school in the 1960s and 1970s participated in different aspects of the 

civil rights movement and carried the message of this movement into their work 

as ministers on a variety of social justice issues.   

An all-encompassing human rights framework ultimately served as the 

best defense in aligning Christian values against the deep entanglements of 

racism, misogyny, and homophobia.  In her memoir, Pauli Murray recounted 

being barricaded into her house in Durham, North Carolina during the evenings 

as her aging grandmother feared nightly raids from the Klan.  Although the KKK 

never showed up, the memory of these incidents brought a chill to Murray’s 

recollections of her childhood and shaped her desire to engage in activist work 

outside of the South.182  Murray never publicly identified herself as a lesbian, but 

her ministry relied on an intersectional approach to eliminating all forms of 

discrimination, including homophobia.   

Murray’s calls for an all-inclusive ministry grounded in the social gospel 

would reemerge in the agenda of openly-gay Christians in the following decades 

as they called upon the church to make good on its promise of universal love and 

acceptance.   As mainline ministers across the country took tentative steps 

towards defending gays and lesbians, openly gay Christians, gay caucuses and 
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ecumenical organizations, and the MCC articulated their own frameworks of 

unconditional Christian love and pushed moderates towards stances of full 

acceptance and reconciliation.  The final chapter of this dissertation gives voice 

to these national and local activists, exploring how they relied on the prestige and 

respectability of mainline ministers to conduct their work but also how these 

same clergy needed to view Protestantism from the perspective of gays and 

lesbians in order to be effective advocates on their behalf. 
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Chapter 5: Protestants in Exile: How Gay Men and 
Lesbians Changed Religious Perspectives on Sexuality 
 

Any North Carolinian opening The Witness, an ecumenical journal 

focusing on social issues, may have been surprised to find their home state 

covered in the publication.  The September issue focused on AIDS and 

homophobia in the church and included an article by Reverend Zalmon O. 

Shorewood from Southern Pines, North Carolina entitled, “On Being a Gay 

Priest.”  In this first public piece about his sexual orientation, Shorewood boldly 

described his sexuality as a gift from God and “vital and integral” to his ministry.1  

This opinion did not carry through to his supervisors, however, and Sherwood 

went on to reveal how many people in the Episcopalian power structure knew he 

was gay but told him to be “discreet” and not “flaunt” his sexuality.  Yet, 

Shorewood chose the opposite route.  “In coming out,” he told readers, “my life 

and ministry become a public witness of homosexual Christian maturity and a fit 

to the next generation.”2 Describing his own “scarred soul” and sense of 

“homelessness” within the homophobic, institutional church, Sherwood turned 

this position of marginality into an asset, declaring, “My own experience of 

marginalization empowers me to reach out to others at the edges of society---
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battered women, abused children, prisoners, poor and hungry persons, the 

elderly, persons of color and different faiths.”3  

The increasingly publicity surrounding Sherwood’s sexuality after the 

publication in The Witness eventually ended his priesthood in North Carolina. 

The piece came out during the Episcopal Church’s triennial conference in 

Anaheim, California.  The Greensboro News and Record reported that Bishop 

Estill of the North Carolina Diocese was one of the “surprised” readers who found 

out about Sherwood’s sexuality via The Witness article.  Estill claimed to have no 

knowledge of Sherwood’s sexual orientation when he ordained him a few months 

earlier and insisted he would not have conducted the ceremony given a 1979 

resolution by the Episcopal Bishops discouraging the ordination of gays and 

lesbians.  Following the standard line of reasoning for moderate Protestants at 

the time, Estill told the News and Record that while he was “an advocate of gay 

rights and civil rights for all persons…to be an active proponent of gay lifestyles 

as a focus of one’s ministry seems inappropriate for an ordained priest.”4  In a 

book Sherwood later published on his experiences, he clearly states that Estill 

knew about his sexuality in advance of ordination but warned Sherwood that he 

could remain in the diocese as long as he never openly lived with another man.  
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In this sense, Sherwood explained how Estill accepted “my homosexuality qua 

my state of being but condemn[ed] homosexual acts.  This dichotomy is false 

and serves the political expediency of disempowering the radical potential of my 

priesthood.  It makes me ‘safe.’”5   

Sherwood eventually resigned from his post after being asked by Estill 

and other church leaders to give up his activist work and ministry to gays, 

lesbians, and AIDS patients.6  Standing behind his decision to come out, 

Sherwood underscored the importance of publicizing his gay identity for other 

leaders and gay laypersons as he later reflected, “As a gay priest, it is important 

to me to help gay men and lesbians learn what it means to be able to recognize 

and accept themselves as God’s children, who are fully entitled to live 

responsibly, without hiding and without guilt.”7  After working briefly as a 

gardener and waiter in Santa Fe, he found a new congregation in Jackson, 

Michigan composed of African Americans, Puerto Ricans, and white blue-collar 

workers.  Suggesting that the leadership of this eclectic congregation understood 

the historic connections between multiple forms of oppression, Sherwood 

reported being asked questions about the relationship between homosexuality 
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and racism.8  In his own formulations of his ministry, Sherwood wrote, “my 

experience of exile informs my vision of what the Church ought to be and how it 

should speak of love of God and neighbor; it provides the means for me to reach 

out to people of color, victims of economic and social injustice, victims of 

domestic violence, in short, those also marginalized with whom I have a common 

bridge of experience.”9   

This forthright phrasing and unconditional acceptance of a gay identity—

couched in a framework of intersectional human rights---stands in sharp contrast 

to the hesitant stances moderate ministers offered across the Triangle in 1986 as 

they attempted to balance the demands of a growing gay rights movement 

against a fundamentalist backlash.  This chapter tells the other half of the story of 

the alliance between gays and lesbians and moderate Protestant clergy:  

mainstream ministers lent a crucial degree of credibility to the gay rights 

movement, but gay Christians like Sherwood also played a critical role in this 

process. In coming out, they pushed ministers, family members, friends, and 

entire denominational bodies to reconsider religious prohibitions against same 

sex relationships and challenge the long-standing practices that made them 

pariahs in their civic and religious communities.  Relying on a Christian ethic of 

God’s universal love for all beings, clergy like Sherwood and out laity created an 
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inclusive theological framework designed to support all people on the margins of 

society, not just gays and lesbians.  Calling the church out on its own hypocrisy 

and self-contradictions, these bold pioneers of gay rights resisted the security of 

the closet and shifted the entire direction of organized moderate Protestantism 

away from half-empty platitudes and towards sincere efforts of reconciliation.  

Indeed, reflecting back on this time period, Mahan Siler recalls that his work and 

that of other clergy was not just about taking a stance on the issue of gay rights.  

Instead, there was a twist at the end of the story: they all had a lot to learn from 

“gay sensitivity, wisdom…their courage and faith.  Their willingness to remain in 

the church always amazed. They see things we can’t see because of our 

privilege.”10   

The partnership between heterosexual mainline clergy and gay activists 

dated back to the 1960s, but the real momentum fueling change in the church 

developed in the 1980s, concurrent with the growing visibility of the gay liberation 

movement.11 By the 1970s, gay Christians were boldly declaring themselves 
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children of God and rebuking critics who described gay relationships as 

inherently sinful.  The growth of ecumenical organizations, denominational gay 

caucuses, and conferences produced a type of consciousness-raising amongst 

gays and lesbians similar to what feminists experienced decade earlier.  In this 

equation, gay men and women gathered to openly celebrate their sexuality and 

pushed the church to investigate and reassess its own hang-ups with gay sex 

and human sexuality in general.  As one gay Christian alliance originating out of 

Greenville, South Carolina reported, “Though questioned, though despised more 

than respected; hated more than loved, in recent years we have seen not only a 

consciousness-raising among us but among the ‘enemy.’”12  In addition to these 

organized efforts, individual lay-persons came out to their ministers, prompting 

moderates like Siler to adopt stances of unconditional acceptance of gays and 

lesbians rather than non-committal gestures that attempted to balance Biblical 

prohibitions of homosexuality against a social gospel of universal love.   

Those who found ways to fuse their sexual and religious identities drew on 

the same frameworks of love and acceptance embedded in the idea of the 

beloved community.  In doing so, they understood that theological frameworks 

were flexible and could be reimagined to broaden the church’s horizon of 
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inclusivity. This social vision of inclusion, grounded in an actively-lived theology, 

emphasized building a community that encompassed those previously excluded 

by churches. As Charles Marsh argues, this was a “theologically specific vision” 

grounded in “the realization of divine love in lived social relations.”13  Participants 

in the movement sought to build broad connections amongst the poor and 

marginalized in society, cementing these relationships with what they saw as 

Christian ideals of gratitude, forgiveness, and reconciliation.14  One writer into 

The Pink Triangle wrote, “When asked to sign an anti-gay petition, you can say, 

‘My church, The Episcopal Church, does not think that way.  It teaches the love 

of Jesus Christ for all people.”15  The MCC similarly invoked a message of 

universal love as it argued in promotional literature “Jesus teaches us to love 

each other as we love our own selves.  In fact that includes loving gay men and 

gay women and loving each other—caring about dykes, butches and femmes, 

and drag queens and transvestites and transsexuals, about sadists and 

masochists.”16  This statement pushed the boundaries of acceptance to include a 

diverse queer community, but the core idea of engaging in acts of love, 
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compassion, and acceptance dovetailed with that offered by other mainline 

churches.   

In some ways, this fusing of the ideals of the beloved community and gay 

rights served as a departure from tradition, but in other ways it wasn’t.  One of 

the primary architects of the post-Brown civil rights movement was an African 

American gay man.  Bayard Rustin, a staffer for the Fellowship of Reconciliation 

(FOR) and midwife of the Congress on Racial Equality (CORE), entered politics 

through New Deal-era Christian socialism. He brought a mature perspective of 

Ghandian ideals of social justice civil rights organizing.17  He became an advisor 

to Martin Luther King, Jr. just as King was starting out as a young minister at the 

Auburn Avenue Baptist Church, a congregation known for its well-heeled 

parishioners and passive stance on civil rights.  While King lacked a fully 

developed understanding of the relationship between non-violent social activism 

and religious philosophy, Rustin possessed a keen awareness of how pacifism 

historically connected with labor activism, anti-war work, and civil rights.  He 

brought this knowledge to King and played a pivotal role in shaping an organized 

mass-movement grounded in Christian values of social justice and what King 

would eventually coin as “the beloved community.”18  
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Despite the key role Rustin played in imprinting the languages, symbols, 

and teachings of the Judeo-Christian tradition onto the civil rights movement, he 

remains a marginal figure in this history.  In addition to being a behind the scenes 

organizer, his sexual orientation made him a continual liability to a movement 

wrestling with its respectability politics.19  He oscillated between positions of high 

visibility as an advisor to King to being held at arm’s length by those concerned 

about the potential blowback that could result from his association with the 

movement.20  While he did not openly discuss his sexuality, he also made little 

attempt to hide it.  When rebuked by movement leaders for the immorality of his 

actions, he remained steadfast in his belief that there was nothing wrong with 

same-sex relationships.21  Instead, he looked to his religious upbringing as a 

Quaker and his understanding of Christian spirituality to justify his sexual 

orientation.  To him, messages of brotherly love and universal acceptance 

reinforced his sense of self worth and meant there was a place for gay men and 

lesbians within the spirit of love and justice of Christianity.22 

Gay Christians brought this same sense of spiritual righteousness to their 

activism as they forged connections between gay identity and the social gospel 

during the rise of the gay liberation movement.  This chapter explores how gays 
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and lesbians influenced the formation and trajectory of the first organized group 

of clergy who came together in support of gay rights in the Triangle: The Raleigh 

Religious Network for Gay and Lesbian Equality (RRNGLE).  In response to the 

public testimony of gays and lesbians at a 1987 anti-discrimination hearing at a 

Raleigh City Council meeting, many clergy learned for the first time how religion 

functioned as consistent source of violence and emotional turmoil in the lives of 

gay men and lesbians.  Shocked and outraged by this phenomenon, a group of 

mostly heterosexual, mainline Protestant ministers created a formal organization 

designed to publicly counter the uptick in hate crimes unfolding across the state. 

From the beginning, the initial 5-7 founders wanted RRNGLE to be an action-

oriented group focusing on producing tangible change in their own churches and 

the community.  The goals they created for the organization included a re-

examination of hateful religious traditions, beliefs, and practices, both those 

regarding homosexuality and sexuality in general.  They also sought to provide 

pastoral care that would “affirm the personhood and worth of lesbians and gay 

men as children of God,” and actively provide ministry to the gay community.  By 

creating a safe space for all people to struggle with the “spiritual and ethical 

dimensions of human sexuality,” RRNGLE members hoped to provide a safe 

space for gay persons, and also open up other communities to honest and open 

dialogue about religious practices and gay identity.23  

                                            
23 RRNGLE, “Background on the Applicant Organization,” Folder Hearing and Formation of 
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Gay Organizing in the Church 
Like Sherwood, gays and lesbians across the country fought for the right 

to become ordained as openly gay clergy. The first case to make national 

headlines occurred concurrently with Pauli Murray’s ordination in 1977. The 

liberal-leaning Rt. Reverend Paul Moore, Jr. of New York first ordained Ellen 

Barrett as a deacon in 1975 and then as a priest in 1977.  While other gays and 

lesbians had certainly served as priests previously, Barrett was the first to openly 

declare her sexuality to her Bishop and the larger religious community.  Despite 

protests in advance of the ceremony, Moore moved forward with the ordination, 

telling The New York Times, “Many persons with homosexual tendencies are 

presently in the ordained ministry.  Ellen Barrett’s candor in this regard is not 

considered a barrier to ordination.”  In response to this decision, Reverend 

James C. Watley of the New York Diocese called the ordination a “travesty and 

scandal,” and the President of the Episcopal Church of Women referred to it as a 

“spiritual error” because homosexuality was “clearly and manifestly sin in God’s 

eyes.”24  Barrett, using an argument very similar to the one Sherwood would 

deploy in the following decade, openly defended her sexuality and described her 

relationship with another woman as something which “feeds the strength and 

                                                                                                                                  
RRNGLE, Pat Long Papers.     
24 “Bishop Moore Ordains a Lesbian As a Priest in Episcopal Church,” The New York Times, 

January 11, 1977.   
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compassion I bring to the ministry.”25 Her words reflected an open stance of gay 

visibility that would serve as a model for others in the future decade. 

Gay religious groups played a role in both paving the way and supporting 

cases like Barrett’s.26  In 1975, Integrity, the Episcopalian group for gays and 

lesbians, submitted a statement to the Episcopal General Convention that read: 

“Homosexuals are persons and children of God who have a full and equal claim 

with all other persons upon the love, acceptance, and pastoral care and concern 

of the church.”  The General Convention passed this statement as a resolution in 

1976, the same year it also moved to ordain women.  The resolution on 

homosexuality did not address ordination, but Moore and others who followed 

him, used the autonomy of their individual dioceses to begin ordaining openly 

gay candidates for ministry.  The House of Bishops responded nine months later, 

explicitly condemning homosexuality as “unbiblical,” but in 1979 the General 

Convention softened this tone by declaring gay ordination as “not appropriate,” 

specifically if a candidate openly participated in a non-heterosexual relationship. 

27  Integrity would continue to work in the decade ahead both to affirm the 

                                            
25 “The Lesbian Priest,” Time Magazine, January 24, 1977.   
26 Others included Dignity (Roman Catholic), Lutherans Concerned for Gay People, Presbyterians 

for Gay and Lesbian Concerns, and Affirmed.   
27 Louie Crew, “Changing the Church: Lessons learned in the Struggle to Reduce Institutional 

Heterosexism in the Episcopal Church,” in Overcoming Heterosexism and Homophobia, eds. 

James Sears and Walter Williams (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 341-353.   
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spirituality of gays and lesbians and push Bishops and the General Convention to 

relax this stance.  

Gay caucuses within each denomination also pushed for more accepting 

governing procedures regarding ordination.  While every single Protestant group 

would eventually have a gay caucus by 1980, the UCC boasted one of the 

earliest and most effective. In December of 1972 the Gay Caucus created a 

document itemizing steps straight allies could take to enhance the position of 

gays and lesbians in the UCC.  They called upon members to vote for agenda 

items at the General Synod gatherings that supported gay people.  Reflecting the 

relationship between the legal terrain and the institutional church, they also 

asked religious people to write to Congress and push for legislation eliminating 

discrimination against gays and lesbians.  Individual churches could further 

support these larger efforts by establishing task forces on human sexuality in 

their conferences, referring positively to gay people during liturgy, and also 

adding books to church libraries which shed a positive light on the position of gay 

people in the church.  Perhaps anticipating some of the backlash these efforts 

might provoke, the document closed by requesting that editors of church 

newsletters set an example by referring “positively to gay people” and to chastise 

those who told jokes about “faggots or dykes.”28  In response to these efforts, the 

                                            
28 United Church of Christ Gay Caucus, “How to Help,” December 1972, Folder G/L Religion 2 of 
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General Synod of The United Church of Christ published a report accepting gay 

people for ordination in 1972.29 

Others came together in organized factions to increase the visibility of gay 

clergy.  In 1979, Harvard Divinity School hosted the second-annual gay 

seminarians conference. Over two hundred gay men and lesbians studying for 

ministry attended the conference and discussed topics such as alcoholism, 

authority and power, building support groups, coming out, survival, and the role 

of gay people in the development and growth of the church.  The lesbian and gay 

caucus described the conference as “the largest of its kind to date.”  The first 

conference held the previous year at Union Theological Seminary in New York 

attracted 75 people, but 300 ended up attending the one hosted at Harvard. In 

keeping with a new phase of boldly declaring their sexuality, one attendee 

reported, “We are a people leaving behind our hidden lives, whether the church 

is ready for us or not…We lesbian and gay seminarians are a people who know 

the depths of oppression and personal suffering brought upon us by those who 

are homophobic.”30 

These efforts made slow and steady headway in the church, but some 

people sought a quicker solution than chipping away at deeply entrenched 
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denominational homophobia.  As the only church with an explicitly gay-friendly 

mission and history, the Metropolitan Community Church (MCC) offered the 

boldest frameworks for acceptance and love of all gay Christians.  Reverend 

Troy Perry founded the first MCC in 1968 in Los Angeles.  Raised in a deeply 

religious Florida household, he became a Baptist minister at the age of nineteen 

and struggled with depression after another parishioner confessed to the Bishop 

about their sexual relationship.  His sexual orientation severed his ties with the 

Baptist Church and also ended his marriage. Perry joined the army and struggled 

for years to reconcile his Christianity with his sexual orientation.  Finally, he 

reached a turning point in this agonizing battle. While attempting to commit 

suicide, he heard the voice of God telling him to seek a path of self-acceptance, 

and that God’s love included gays and lesbians. This moment gave him an 

overwhelming sense of peace and the conviction to return to organized religion 

as an openly gay man.31  

Perry’s vision quickly led to the formation of the nation’s only gay-friendly 

church undergirded by a strong political message.  Days after Perry placed an ad 

in a local newspaper, he began holding services in the living room of his 

suburban home in Los Angeles.  Within a few months, he had enough 

participants to warrant the use of a chapel for service, and three years later his 

congregation of 500 purchased the first faith building ever owned by a gay 

                                            
31 Call Me Troy, directed by Scott Bloom, Frameline, November 6, 2012.   
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organization. While some people did not think the MCC should become involved 

in political issues, Perry quickly rebuked these critics by participating in local and 

eventually national gay rights campaigns.  Marching under a sign reading “The 

Lord is My Shepard and He knows that I’m Gay,” followers dubbed Perry the 

“Martin Luther Queer” of the Gay Rights Movement.32    

Overall, its leaders and members believed that gay identity was a divinely 

ordained part of the self that God accepted, and they sought to both minister to 

gay parishioners and reclaim religious traditions that often condemned 

homosexuality.33 Just as other religious leaders marshaled critiques of the 

sexism and racism prevalent in churches and larger society, the MCC produced 

queer critiques of Christianity that included reinterpretations of the scripture, a 

rereading of religious history, and claims based on the experiences of gay 

people.  People brought their own theological commitments and denominational 

loyalties to the MCC, and the church remained purposely ecumenical to attract a 

wide range of followers.  For some, this created a feeling of comfort and 

familiarity, but it also repelled others who wanted to be part of specific 

denominations and maintain their existing theological commitments.34 Yet for 

others, this lack of alignment with denominations that openly condemned gay 
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people offered a chance to reclaim Christianity as a faith tradition rooted in 

universal love and acceptance of queer identities.   

In contrast to the moral judgments and tepid responses coming out of 

denominations across the country, Perry openly celebrated gay sexuality as a gift 

from God.  In a 1985 interview with The Advocate, Perry appeared with Malcolm 

Boyd, a gay writer and priest from St. Augustine Episcopal Church in Santa 

Monica.   In an article entitled “The Joy of Gay Spirituality,” with the subtitle “Two 

Gay Clergymen Talk about Ecstasy, Sex, and Spirituality,” Boyd and Perry 

pushed the readers of The Advocate to think differently about gay sexuality. 

Citing dancing, drag balls, leather culture, all night-disco, and the Faerie 

movement, Perry and Boyd offered a vision of establishment religion that merged 

spirituality and sexuality in a joyous celebration of gays and lesbians.  Describing 

God as both “Father and Mother,” Perry described how he no longer feared 

God’s judgment and was free to “feel and express emotions I never could 

before.”35 When the interviewer asked about the condemnations coming from 

Christian fundamentalists and stated that “gayness and religious experience are 

antithetical to each other,” Perry responded by reaffirming the place of gays and 

lesbians in the church.  “The most important thing is that gay people not let 

organized religion steal their spirituality from them,” he replied.36  

                                            
35 “The Joy of Gay Spirituality,” The Advocate Magazine, April 12, 1985, Folder Gays and 
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Perry and Boyd emphasized both the presence of gay clergy across the 

country, and the large number of gay and lesbian laity who populated every 

conceivable denomination.  While Perry claimed that mainstream denominations 

were “full of gay people,” Boyd went on to state, “If you took a count of all the gay 

members of the clergy, all the gay choir directors, all the gay organizations –

everyone who is acting like a doormat and taking all the abuse—you’d be 

absolutely astonished.”  Not only did this large contingent of gay folks offer a 

“sensitivity” that drew them to a caring profession, but they also offered to bring 

“ecstasy” back to established religion.37  This formulation openly celebrated 

sexuality—of any variety—as a gift from God and underscored the critical role 

gay people played in existing denominations.   

Overall, these explicitly gay-friendly religious networks served as a critical 

national backdrop to the organizing that unfolded across the Triangle in the latter 

half of the 1980s.  Although many moderate Protestants and clergy were initially 

unfamiliar with the egalitarian and inclusive message of gay spirituality that came 

out of these larger national networks, people like Troy Perry provided the 

necessary vocabulary, scriptural justifications, and theological frameworks when 

individual laity or ministers went looking for answers.  They also served as critical 

catalysts for propelling larger denominational bodies towards a stronger 

acceptance of gay parishioners and clergy.  The resolutions and statements that 
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passed as a result of their prompting trickled down into the stances adopted by 

individual congregations and regional governing bodies, again inflecting new 

understandings of the place of gays and lesbians within their respective religious 

communities.    

Gay Christians in the Triangle 
 Despite these larger national trends, many moderate clergy across the 

Triangle remained largely uninvolved in supporting gay rights and unaware of the 

isolation gays and lesbians felt in their own churches.  This would change in the 

summer of 1987 when gay men and lesbians testified at public hearing before 

the Raleigh City Council, agitating for an amendment adding sexual orientation 

as a protected human right under the city’s 1979 anti-discrimination bill.  While 

their testimonies invoked the overlap of sexism, racism, and homophobia now 

familiar to activists heavily embedded in this work, they also firmly cited 

homophobia from religious communities as motivating factor for some of this 

violence.  Their perspectives prompted a small band of ministers in attendance to 

begin an organized religious coalition designed to shift this dynamic.   

   The new amendment explicitly named sexual orientation as a protected 

right and immediately drew conflicting reports from people opposed to and in 

support of it.  Chief of Police F.K. Heinemen fired off a report to the City Manager 

stating, “Our criminal records indicate there is not a pattern of victimization of 
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homosexuals occurring in the city.”38  An ad hoc committee refuted this claim, 

and provided data from The National Gay and Lesbian Task Force and The 

North Carolina Human Rights Fund (NCHRF) to show that Raleigh had the 

highest rates of homophobic violence of any of the cities surveyed.   The chair of 

Raleigh Human Resources and Human Relations Advisory Council (HRHRAC), 

Mabel Dorsey, argued that race and sexual orientation played a role in the recent 

uptick in violence, and both deserved equal protection and consideration from the 

city.   Dorsey and the rest of the advisory committee were steadfast in their 

conviction that racism and homophobia operated in tandem and posed significant 

threats to African Americans, gay people, and their allies.39   

Faced with these conflicting accounts and their own split opinions, the City 

Council opted to hold a public hearing on the issue before moving forward with a 

vote.  Because of the isolation they felt from family members, religious 

communities, colleagues and friends, several of those who took the stand 

reported feeling suicidal or completely without resources for support.  In 

contradiction to the statement issued by the chief of police, one man reported 

that after being physically attacked outside a gay bar, the police department 

                                            
38 Raleigh Human Resources and Human Relations Advisory Committee, “A Report to the City 
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failed to locate the suspect despite having a vehicle description, a license plate 

number, and witness corroboration.  They claimed they lost the report. Similarly, 

another man testified that after going to police to report being attacked after a 

sexual encounter, police encouraged him not report the incident to avoid 

prosecution under CAN statues.  Others likewise described being run off the road 

by other vehicles, having bricks thrown through their vehicles and coming home 

to find vandalism to their personal property with little or no recourse if they 

contacted law enforcement. Some of the attacks required hospitalization while 

many others resulted in humiliation and devastating personal costs. Kevin Berrill 

of the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force backed up these anecdotes by 

reporting that only 20% of gays and lesbians felt comfortable going to the police 

to report these acts of violence.40 

Mab Segrest reminded the Council that many of these crimes rested on 

white supremacist structures of violence.  The council passed a 1979 civil rights 

ordinance to protect the rights of African American citizens, but, almost a decade 

later, KKK violence remained in place, and violence at the hands of these groups 

had actually increased.  On January 7, 1987 Douglas Sheets, a former member 

of the White Patriot’s Party, walked into an adult bookstore in Shelby, North 

Carolina and gunned down three men.  He later bragged to witnesses that he 

hated “queers,” and the three men deserved to die because they were “impure.”   
                                            
40 Transcript from Public Hearing at Raleigh City Council Meeting, August 12, 1987, Folder 

Hearing and Formation of RRNGLE, Pat Long Papers.      
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The police later found a trailer filled with semi-automatic weapons linking Sheets 

and two other men to the crime.  There were also witnesses, but a jury later 

found Sheets not guilty on all charges.41  The work undertaken by activists in the 

previous decades had made this type of violence increasingly unacceptable, but 

when leveled against gays and lesbians, white supremacist violence barely 

registered a censure from law enforcement.   

Countless people cited religious doctrine as a factor in their experiences of 

rejection from friends, family members, faith communities, and colleagues.  Joe 

Herzenberg of the Triangle Gay and Lesbian Alliance testified that a group called 

“Triangle Educators for Christ” led organized efforts to fire teachers and faculty 

who were gay and, also attempted to ban any books from campus and public 

libraries that covered homosexuality. Others reported on rejection from parents, 

violence and intimidation at work and other public establishments, and harassing 

phone messages.   The overall findings of the HRHRAC named “Christian sects” 

as one of the main groups curbing the civil rights of gays and lesbians.  The 

theological arguments they deployed regarding the immorality of homosexuality 

became a justification for a range of other offenses, and although the report 

noted that theologians and laity strongly disagreed on this topic, religiously-driven 

homophobia worked in conjunction with CAN statutes, distrust of the police, and 
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housing and employment discrimination to paint a bleak picture for the queer 

community.42   

These conclusions reveal the minimal ripples the gay religious community 

had made across the Triangle despite its established presence in the 1986 gay 

pride parade.  Aside from Sherwood, there were not many other visible gay 

ministers in North Carolina.  Sherwood reported finding out about seven other 

gay priests while attending a clergy retreat in Greensboro, North Carolina.  These 

priests confided that there were many gay clergy across the state, but most of 

them publicly presented as heterosexual and were married with children.43  The 

priests felt uncomfortable with Sherwood’s easy manner about his sexuality and 

warned him that he would never make it in that particular diocese as an openly 

gay man. After the conference, Sherwood concluded that “there appears to be 

some tacit agreement among gay clergy to remain closeted, to screw their 

brother priests during these seasonal retreats, to engage in furtive, anonymous 

sex in bookstores or restrooms.”44  He later realized that these same priests 

made a point of avoiding socializing with gay parishioners or counseling them, 

again out of fear of being outed themselves.45  Refusing to play this game, 
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Sherwood declared in The Witness, “As a gay priest, I do not attempt to disguise 

my homosexuality behind the disembodied prestige of the clerical collar.”46   

As she came out to more and more people, Minister Boo Tyson similarly 

recalls being frozen out from the entire Methodist network of clergy and laity.  In 

1990 Martha Buie, “Boo,” Tyson was a self-described “college-drop-out” working 

for an auto parts distributor in Raleigh.  She was an out-lesbian at this time but 

not formally affiliated with any organized political groups.  Tyson came from a 

liberal Methodist family.  Her father, Vernon Tyson, was a well-established and 

highly respected minister in the Triangle, and, as Tyson recounts, she and her 

family were deeply networked in the religious community. The line of Methodist 

ministers in her family stretched back several generations, and Tyson herself had 

aspirations to one day become a preacher.  Yet, as the “preacher’s kid,” she 

understood the blowback that could result as her sexuality became public 

knowledge.47   

Nonetheless, she wrote a letter to the head of her youth group arguing 

that the conference needed to tackle issues of sexuality head on.  Feeling 

comfortable being the “out one” she offered to lead these discussions because 

she knew she wasn’t alone in her attempts to be both Christian and gay. Boo 

received no response from her letter and began to notice how religious leaders 

simply looked past her and ignored her presence at conferences and meetings.  
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She credits some of this to blatant homophobia but also outright fear.  On more 

than one occasion she ran into a group of Methodist ministers at one of the 

member-only gay nightclubs in the area.  At places like the Durham Dance Bar or 

the Mousetrap in Raleigh, one had to know someone to get in the door, and most 

people remained closeted outside of these spaces.  When Boo locked eyes with 

several married and unmarried male Methodists ministers one night, she recalls 

how they “flipped out.” Not wanting to be associated with an out-lesbian who was 

also a well-known member of the Methodist community, they stopped patronizing 

the club and never acknowledged the encounter thereafter.48   

These types of attitudes and experiences prompted Tyson and others to 

turn away from organized religion, but it often was hard for people raised in 

deeply religious households to fully renounce such a deep-seeded aspect of their 

identities.  Even as Tyson claimed that she “wanted to blow the fucking doors off” 

the church, something within her was never quite at peace.  She wrestled with 

how to reconcile her lingering identity as a Christian with her sexuality and 

constantly wondered if she was actually going to hell. As one member of the 

UCC Gay Caucus wrote, “the contradictions in my life are that I am a lesbian, a 

feminist, and a Christian.  It is a complicated mixture; I struggle with it daily.”49 

Another woman in the Triangle acknowledged that one of the most common 
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questions she received upon revealing her participation in organized religion 

was, “Why would any lesbian in her right mind want to have anything to do with 

what is probably the biggest repository of racist patriarchy ever to have 

established itself, institutionalized itself, perpetuated itself through the very 

bodies of the people it meant to control?”50  Thus, just as feminists in previous 

decades struggled with the contradictions of being feminist and Christian, gays 

and lesbians grappled with how to make sense of their relationship with an 

institution that condemned them.   

Wanda Floyd, an African American student at NC state in the 1980s, 

similarly struggled to find a way to balance her sexuality with rebukes from 

religious communities. Floyd was raised in the 1960s and 1970s in 

Hendersonville, North Carolina, and her community’s Southern Baptist Church 

occupied the center of town life, and networks of sociality flowed through its 

doors.  Deeply rooted histories of familial participation in religion and specific 

churches worked to further reinforce the centrality of faith in Floyd’s own 

upbringing as well as the lifeblood of the town. Floyd does not recall 

condemnations against homosexuality coming from her minister as she grew up 

within the church.  Instead, she remembers absorbing messages of love and 

acceptance from the familiarity of her church pew every Sunday morning.  She 
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never witnessed her elders speaking out against townspeople who were known 

to be “different” from the others.51  

At the same time, being “different” was not the same as open acceptance.  

Just a few blocks from Floyd’s home and right next door to her aunt, a female 

couple lived together.  Floyd always felt a certain curiosity and fascination 

towards these women and often spent her afternoons chatting with them over the 

fence or stopping by for a glass of sweat tea.  Despite her deep affinity for these 

women, she knew instinctively to hide these visits from her family.  Her 

suspicions that others did not approve of the couple were confirmed one day 

when she heard her mother refer derisively to the women as “bull dykes.”  Floyd 

had never heard the term before, but the way her mother spat out the words, as if 

she wanted to dispel something forcefully from within, indicated a sharp sense of 

disapproval. After hearing this phrase, Floyd began to watch the women more 

closely and eventually realized that “bull dyke” meant they liked other women.  

Now when she waved to them from the street or sat down in their home for a 

chat, a voice deep inside her insisted, “don’t let your mama ever catch you in this 

house.”  Floyd’s mama never caught her, but it wasn’t because she stopped 

going.52  This message resonated with her for years and sat in the back of her 

mind as she came to understand that her own sexuality was similar to the women 

who lived down the street.   
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When she began attending North Carolina State University in the fall of 

1982 and eventually realized her attraction to women, Floyd chose to come out 

about her identity in stages.  Because religion occupied a central role in her life, it 

seemed logical to start this conversation with the elders who held leadership 

roles in her congregation at the Church of Christ in Raleigh.  This process ended 

abruptly when the pastor stingingly announced that Floyd and her female partner 

(a member of the same church) had “fallen from grace” and needed to atone for 

their sins.  While Floyd’s girlfriend experienced severe emotional and 

psychological harm from this experience and eventually left organized religion 

altogether, Floyd recalls hearing these harsh words of retribution and thinking, 

“Y’all have lost your minds. I don’t think I have sinned; I think I have come into 

my own.”53 

After this experience, Floyd took a break from religion but continued to 

look for some type of community.   Writing to the only gay organization on 

campus, she received a response indicating that the group consisted entirely of 

white men.  While she was still welcome to join, the man responding to her 

inquiry suggested that she might feel more comfortable at St. John’s MCC due to 

its evenly split composition of lesbians and gay men. Although still feeling 

cautious about organized religion, the words “church” and “gay-friendly” seemed 
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to jump off the page to her.  As Floyd recalls, “she never did make it to that group 

on campus,” but, instead, headed to St. John’s the following Sunday.54   

Floyd’s decision to attend St. John’s MCC turned out to be life changing.  

“Walking in,” she remembers, “I felt at home, the people were very embracing. I 

just felt open and affirmed there. So I stayed.”55  Floyd chose an interesting 

Sunday to attend St. John’s.  Building on the success of the previous year, the 

Triangle gay community was in the midst of celebrating its second full gay pride 

week.  Floyd walked into St. John’s without this knowledge but left with an 

entirely new understanding of how religious communities supported gay equality 

in North Carolina.  A television station was scheduled to attend the Sunday 

service as part of a story on gay pride week.  The camera crew never showed 

up, but the possibility of the coverage prompted Floyd to recognize the 

intersection of political events—like a gay pride march--and religious 

communities. Reflecting on her decision to remain within the church, Floyd 

states, “For me, growing up the church has always been a sanctuary, I’ve always 
                                            
54 Ibid.  An article appearing in UNC’s campus newsletter entitled “Lynn Hudson: Bringing 

Attention to the “L” in CGLA” detailed the minimal representation of lesbians in the Carolina Gay 

and Lesbian Association Chapter.   Similar to the complaints of feminists in the church in previous 

decades, the author reported that much of the work done by women in the organization was 

‘silent work.’  Despite the outreach CGLA conducted with churches, high schools, and other 

groups in the area, Hudson reported that women stayed away because they perceived the 

organization as predominantly white and male.  Another member similarly reported, “When 

people think ‘gay,’ they think white men.”  See “Lynn Hudson: Bringing Attention to the L in 

CGLA,” The Newsletter, April 1987, Folder TALF 1987, Box 102, Mandy Carter Papers.    
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felt a sense of peace there. So when he [member of local campus group for gay 

men] suggested a church, for me there was no question.”56  Floyd needed 

spiritual nourishment from a religious community that allowed her sexual 

orientation to sit comfortably next to her identity as a religious person.   

St. John’s was a predominantly white church, but Floyd felt an instant 

kinship with the congregation’s female pastor, Reverend June Norris.  At the 

time, Norris was the only heterosexual pastor serving in the MCC.  She was 

raised in a Baptist Church in southern, Illinois in the 1920s and 1930s and by the 

age of twenty was married with two children.  After being married for forty-eight 

years, she divorced her husband and moved to California to get her GED.  One 

of her nephews lived in Los Angeles, and after reconnecting with him, she 

learned he was gay and attended Troy Perry’s MCC in L.A.  Like Floyd, she 

recalls walking into the MCC and feeling at home.  “I had never felt the same kind 

of feeling in that church as I had in that building,” she recalled.  “I think it was 

God speaking to me.”57  In 1971, she began attending seminary, and the MCC 

ordained her as its first heterosexual (and second female) minister in 1974.  After 

preaching in L.A., she eventually ended up at St. John’s in the early 1980s.58   
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Norris brought an activist stance to her ministry at St. John’s.  As one lay 

member at the Community United Church of Christ in Raleigh recalled, “Here 

was this person all the way from California.  She could be a grandmother.  Yet, 

here she was…really on the firing line.  She was an inspiration in the sense that 

she was someone strong enough to reach out to people.  She was very 

persuasive in her arguments about gays and lesbians and what the scripture 

says.”59  Norris immediately picked a fight (and won), when she learned that 

Southern Bell refused to print the phone number for St. John’s in the phone book.  

She also connected with NCARRV to report homophobic incidents at her church, 

served as the founding member of White People Healing Racism within the 

MCC, and participated in the North Carolina Council of Church’s Family Ministry 

and Human Sexuality committees.60  

Despite the visible presence of Norris and previous ministers, for many 

Christians struggling with their sexuality, finding out about the MCC was not 

always easy.  Indeed, many people remained unaware of the church prior to gay 

pride week or missed its message of love and acceptance due to the hyper 

visibility of conservative groups.  During its first eighteen years, the congregation 

continued to rent pew space from the Community United Church of Christ.  While 

the Church of Christ held worship services during the traditional Sunday morning 

time slot, members of St. John’s used the space in the afternoon and evenings.  
                                            
59 Henry Jarrett, interview by Pat Long, no date, Pat Long Papers.   
60 LGBT Religious Archives Network, “Profiles Gallery: Reverend June Norris.” 
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Members stored worship materials in a closet, and the pastor placed a portable 

sign outside as a way to let congregants know that a worship service was in 

progress.  As then Pastor Wayne Lindsey explained to a local newspaper in the 

early 1990s, “We come in at night, have our worship service, and then [put] 

everything back in the closet.”61  Lindsey’s comments point to the disruption and 

lack of stability this arrangement created.  Despite the growth and prominence of 

the MCC on a national and international scale, the congregation in Raleigh, North 

Carolina had no home of its own.  While would be congregants found out about 

the church through various channels, the lack of a permanent location reflected 

the precarious foothold St. John’s held within the Triangle’s larger religious 

community.   

Others knew about St. John’s but felt turned off by the MCC’s reputation 

for white male dominance. Although an African American Baptist minister, Willie 

White, founded St. John’s in the late 1970s, the MCC as a whole struggled from 

the beginning to feel like a welcoming place for women and people of color.62  

Routinely critiqued in San Francisco and elsewhere for its male-centered 

leadership and concerns, it was not known for taking strong stances on either 
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62 See Keith Hartman, Congregations in Conflict: The Battle Over Homosexuality (New Jersey: 
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issues of gender or race in the 1970s or 1980s.63  While Floyd found comfort 

within the MCC despite being a racial minority, people of color across the MCC 

agitated for their own congregations in the 1980s, resulting in a handful of 

Hispanic and African American congregations across the country.  As one 

participant in a black caucus explained, “there still remains a spiritual 

shortcoming not addressed by the predominantly white MCC, that all black 

churches have ministered to effectively.”64 Bringing different perspectives, 

different needs, and different experiences to the table, people of color sought to 

develop Bible studies and other groups that focused exclusively on the vexed 

history African Americans held with the churches they grew up in, and their own 

spiritual needs as Christians who faced both homophobia and racism as part of 

their religious experience.65    

This dominance of white gay men was not an exclusive problem in the 

MCC but also extended into other gay-friendly religious organizations in the 

Triangle.  In 1986, Triangle Area Lesbian Feminists (TALF) held a meeting on 

women and spirituality. One female member of Integrity sent a lengthy letter to 

the group outlining her experiences. As a mostly male group, she described the 

gay men in Integrity as “some of the most sexist people I’ve ever met.”  Despite 
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the efforts of the Bishop and the men of Integrity to include women, she still 

found that women occupied a place as “the eternal Other, and relegated to the 

latitudinous existence of Virgin or Whore.”66 Other groups like Dignity, Lutherans 

Concerned, and Affirmed, similarly held a reputation for being male-dominated 

and minimally receptive to the concerns of lesbians---a trend that also plagued 

the secular gay liberation movement. 

These experiences reveal how the message of inclusivity offered by gay-

friendly groups did not always play out in entirety.  Men who joined these 

organizations brought with them the baggage of inherited sexism in the church, 

and they still expected women—even lesbians—to occupy a marginal and 

secondary position.  In this way, many women who joined both religious and 

secular gay groups in the Triangle still experienced the sexism that hadn’t been 

entirely wiped out in the previous decade.  One female participant in a gay and 

lesbian group on campus reported how women still performed “the silent work,” 

in these organizations and existed as a statistical minority, holding minimal 

leadership positions.67  These conflicts led to the formation of woman-only 

groups like TALF, but for women who wanted to also engage in a spiritual 

community, this often meant making compromises and continuing the work of 

eradicating sexism alongside homophobia. 
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Despite its inherent sexism, Integrity and other gay-friendly religious 

groups offered some of the spirituality and community women couldn’t find in the 

gay community. As the woman from Integrity wrote, women’s concerts—as a 

spiritual space for lesbians--- were the closest thing to capturing this communal 

feeling.  They existed as a place where women “connect over shared love for 

women and our desire to do good in the world.”68  Yet, these sentiments 

dissipated at the conclusion of the event, and, like other lesbians, she was left 

wondering if a lesbian community really existed in the Triangle.69 Religious 

communities, on the other hand, consistently provided a sense of community and 

ritual--a place where people cared for one another and shared the bonds of a 

common Christian fellowship.   She described how she enjoyed the “highly 

ritualized” process of communion and explained “there is something very fulfilling 

about gathering in a circle with a group of people with whom you have struggled 

to help each other to be the best possible people you can be, and going through 

a ritual…some formal announcement that we are all connected, and that we all 

want to live in ways that give to each other.”70 Describing his experience in the 

MCC, early founding member Jay Kelderman similarly states, “my spiritual life 
                                            
68 To TALF members, 5 April 1986, Folder TALF 1985- 1986, Box 102, Mandy Carter Papers. 
69 Echoing these sentiments, at another TALF meeting in 1986, members addressed questions 

such as “Is there really a lesbian ‘community’ here?”  “Why can we get 100-300 people together 

for a concert or dance night, yet 1-3 for political event?”  “How do we mobilize around an issue or 

concern?”  “Are we afraid to connect with each other?  Why?” TALF Meeting Outline, September 

7, 1985, Folder TALF 1985-1986, Box 102, Mandy Carter Papers.  
70 To TALF members, 5 April 1986, Folder TALF 1985-1986, Box 102, Mandy Carter Papers.  
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had always been critical to me.  It [MCC] allowed me to continue my spiritual life, 

but to do it an affirming way.”71 Wanda Floyd also found a sense of comfort and 

community in the MCC’s insistence that gay persons had “the right to the name 

‘Christian,’” and “their inheritance as God’s Children.”72 This vision provided her 

with a “sense of peace” which rekindled her joy of participating in faith-based 

communities.73   

Yet, as gays and lesbians came forward to testify at the 1987 anti-

discrimination hearing in Raleigh, it became clear that the openness of this 

message stood alongside a deeply embedded relationship of homophobia, 

organized religion, and institutionalized discrimination.  Howard Mercer, one of 

the men photographed protesting the 1986 pride parade was also on the Raleigh 

City Council and epitomized how those in official positions reinforced the 

message that religious precepts guided a rejection of gay equality.74  

Unsurprisingly, Mercer argued against a public position on the issue, citing 

religious doctrine and public outrage over the issue.  Likely thinking of the recall 

campaign spearheaded by religious groups against Gulley, he told the press “gay 

rights resolutions tend to stir up controversy rather than promote tolerance.”  
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Fellow Council Member O. Morton Congleton also stated that he would 

“vehemently” oppose a bill protecting gay civil rights because “It aint’ Right.”  

Reverend Thomas Vestal of Mount Olivet Baptist Church explicitly mentioned 

Gulley’s proclamation as he insisted that Raleigh citizens, many of whom 

assisted in recall effort against Gulley, would follow the lead of Durham 

fundamentalists.  Reciting an argument now familiar to those pushing for 

ordinances at the city-level, he stated, “We need to continue to recognize 

homosexuality for what it is…not only is it an abomination in the sight of God but 

it is a stench in the nostrils of civilized humanity.”75  

 

Figure 6: Mercer protesting the 1986 gay pride parade, The Pink Triangle 1986. 

Given this backdrop, it is unsurprising that many gays and lesbians across 

North Carolina did not view even liberal religious networks as a viable option in 

                                            
75 “City Faces Gay Rights Issue,” The Raleigh Times, May 15, 1987, Folder Hearing and 

Formation of RRNGLE, Pat Long Papers.   



 

 418 

the 1980s or had turned away entirely from organized religion.  Indeed, many 

people in attendance felt shock at the presence of a positive religious presence 

at the 1987 anti-discrimination hearing because this was the first time they heard 

ministers speak on their behalf.76  When looking back over the past year, many 

couldn’t recall the presence of Mahan Siler and other clergy at the 1986 gay 

parade, but, instead, as Boo Tyson recalls, “only the angry people [like Mercer] 

shaking their fists on the sidelines.” Accordingly, many gay Christians regarded 

the churches they grew up in with varying degrees of skepticism and outright 

hostility. Tyson, like others across the Triangle, summed up her general 

response to organized religion during this time period in one telling phrase: “fuck 

y’all.”77   

The Raleigh Religious Network for Lesbian and Gay Equality 
The moderate clergy in attendance at the anti-discrimination hearing 

offered a counter-vision to the message of hate and retribution that many of the 

gays and lesbians illustrated in their testimonies.  Reverend Jim Lewis of the 

Episcopal Diocese of North Carolina argued that discrimination against gay 

people needed to end, and a city ordinance was one step in the right direction.  

He recalled the symbolic importance of a religious presence at the meeting and 

felt that his clerical collar sent a strong statement “as if that would somehow 
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scare them into doing what they ought to do.”78  Also in attendance, June Norris 

detailed the threats leveled against her church by the KKK and others, and 

played a tape of a bomb threat left on the answering machine of St. John’s.  She 

emphasized that many gay people hesitated to go to the police because they 

feared further retributions, and this was not the first time that white supremacist 

groups threatened her congregation.79     

Mahan Siler also appeared at the hearing. Deploying an argument he 

would use repeatedly in the years to come, he told the committee, “Our silence, 

our looking the other way, supports the violence—sometimes latent, sometimes 

overt—in our community.  Our refusal to speak leaves a vacuum in which the 

violence of condemnation and prejudice are echoed.”  He cited pastoral care as a 

primary means of combating the emotional wreckage of religiously condoned 

homophobia and also drew on the story of the Good Samaritan.  The Priest and 

the Levite in the story who simply walked away from the man on the side of the 

road were similar to the people who ignored the intimidation, harassment, and 

violence faced by Triangle gays and lesbians, he said.  Instead of taking this 

route, he encouraged the council and his fellow citizens to be the good 

Samaritan.80   
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Siler published an article in the Raleigh News and Observer that echoed 

many of the themes he brought before the City Council at the August meeting.  

He entitled the essay “Some Violence Leaves Scars Visible to the Heart Alone.”81  

He described the hearing as “a cathartic experience.  The release of anguish, 

often left to secret and private spheres, in an open forum was by itself a helpful 

and healing event.”  Repeating the message he delivered in his Good Samaritan 

parable, he encouraged readers to take a stance and actively support and 

advocate for gays and lesbians in their churches, communities, and workplaces.  

“Our silence, our looking the other way, supports the overt violence against the 

homosexual in our community.  Our refusal to speak out leaves a vacuum in 

which the voice of condemnation and prejudice reverberate unchecked.”   He 

reminded the Observer’s broad readership that it wasn’t only the extremist 

groups that rendered violence upon gays and lesbians.  Untold harm also 

occurred when people simply looked the other way.  It was this “less obvious, 

more insidious, quieter form of violence” which he asked everyone to help 

erase.82 

Siler’s transition to a stronger position of full acceptance of gay rights 

rested on a nudge from a closeted lesbian in his congregation.  One year after 

Mahan Siler made the decision to march in the 1986 pride parade, Patricia Long, 
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a closeted lesbian and member of Pullen Church, slipped an anonymous letter 

into his mailbox. Forcing Siler to address many of the issues he had tip toed 

around in his sermons, Long wanted know if lesbian identified women were 

“really the children of God or merely the skeletons in the family closet?”  Did 

women like herself fit within the sermons on community and family life Mahan so 

eloquently delivered, or, as her letter asked, “Was abomination the final word?”83   

Considering the Southern Baptist Convention’s reputation of hostility 

towards gay people in the 1980s and the cautious tone of his 1986 sermon, 

Siler’s response the following Sunday likely surprised many in attendance.  Not 

only did he describe the church’s stance on homosexuality as “cruel,” but he also 

asserted that as an innate characteristic, one should not strive to change his or 

her sexual orientation to fit specific religious precepts.  Listening to this message 

from the church’s choir loft, Long felt blood rush to her face as Mahan went on to 

read her letter directly to the crowd.  Although no one knew that she was the 

“familiar stranger” who had penned the missive, she found it difficult to conceal 

both the excitement and relief she felt after hearing Siler’s words.  While Siler 

had certainly taken bold stances in favor of gay civil rights during the previous 

year, Long’s letter moved him away from a tepid acceptance of gay rights and 

towards a much bolder stance of unconditional acceptance from God.84   
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Siler’s sermon also allowed Long to begin what she describes as her own 

process of “gradual self acceptance as a lesbian child of God.”85  The Baptist 

Church, like all of the major denominations in the Triangle, conceptualized 

religion as a collective experience.  Individual piety, self-reflection, and moral 

rectitude rested upon a concurrent involvement in an accepting religious 

community.  Thus, faith was an individual endeavor that hinged upon the support 

of a larger body of believers.86  Long’s desire to find a space to reconcile her 

deeply religious upbringing with the Methodist Church in Lynchburg, Virginia with 

her evolving sexuality reflected this principle.  Once she found this affirmation at 

Pullen it provided her with a deep internal sense of peace and belonging, and 

also sparked her involvement in larger political issues.  As she recalls, “After 

Mahan's sermon, I for the first time, got in touch with the gay community. I had 

always been too terrified to show up at anything. I was peripherally aware that 

there were groups and there were activities, but I wouldn't have dared. After that 

sermon, I actually went to my first lesbian potluck.”87 

In 1987 Siler reprinted a portion of Long’s letter in an article he published 

in SBC Today entitled “Baptists Need Pastoral Stance on Homosexuality.”  
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Arguing against a recent resolution that labeled gays and lesbians as “deviant,” 

he questioned “whether God’s Purpose of love and justice is served by such a 

resolution.” Drawing on Long’s words, he asked his readers to ponder, “What 

would it be like growing up feeling peculiar, different, a misfit, finding it so hard to 

love yourself, to feel loved by others or even by God?  How would it be to visit 

your family, feeling the continued pressure to conceal the dimensions of who you 

are?”  His words struck at the core of the debates raging between 

fundamentalists and more mainstream members of the Baptist Church and spoke 

to his own experiences coming to terms with the SBC’s damaging treatment of 

gay men and lesbians.  Continuing the line of questioning he returned to Long’s 

letter as he asked his audience to consider what it would feel like to constantly 

wonder “Whom can I trust…What is the cost of opening the closet door?  If I 

come out of the closet, will I have to come out of the church as well?”  Instead of 

turning congregants like Long away, Siler insisted that her sexuality was perhaps 

“a gift from God, a grace to be received with gratitude.”88 

This unfulfilled vision of religious inclusivity prompted Siler and the other 

ministers and laity assembled at the 1987 hearing to create a formal organization 

to combat the messages of hate emanating from pulpits across the Triangle: The 

Raleigh Religious Network for Gay and Lesbian Equality (RRNGLE). Perhaps 

one of the most important aspects of RRNGLE was its ecumenical membership 
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and its connections to several community organizations.  From the very 

beginning, the group included ministers and lay persons from distinct theological 

backgrounds: United Methodist, Baptists, Presbyterian, Lutheran, Roman 

Catholic, Episcopalian, Unitarian Universalist, MCC, United Church of Christ, 

Disciplines of Christ, and Judaism.  They also held close ties with Lutherans 

Concerned, Integrity, PFLAG, the North Carolina Coalition for Gay and Lesbian 

Equality, and The AIDS Service Agency of Wake County.89  The combined 

networks of this group reached a multitude of individual congregations, 

denominations, community service organizations, and professional affiliations 

across the state.  Accordingly, they stood poised to change what other ministers 

and laity thought about gay rights on a significant scale.   

In addition to networking, RRNGLE members relied heavily on one 

another for support and guidance and created their own type of ecumenical 

religious experience.  As Reverend Cally Rogers of the United Church of Christ 

recalls, unlike other organizations she belonged to, the RRNGLE group was filled 

with people who “were so glad to be together, and it felt like such a real support 

group...The reason we were there was to work on an issue together and help 

create a more accepting climate for gay men and lesbians, but it actually helped 

us because there was so much support and friendship and sharing.”90  Mahan 

Siler echoed these themes as he recalled, “RRNGLE has been church to me in 
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the sense that we share a common vision, a commitment to the gospel, to love, 

the sense of being partners in something so much larger than us.”91  Another 

participant similarly referred to RRNGLE as church.  He stated, “When we come 

together it’s a holy kind of experience.  It is a church, in the biggest ecumenical 

sense.”92  In this way, the people who assembled for weekly RRNGLE meetings 

created a religious organization that filled in the gaps of what they felt their own 

congregations and denominations lacked.  Here they received the professional 

support and encouragement to reverse centuries of condemnations against gay 

people, and created a church that fulfilled their own spiritual needs as well as 

those they hoped to assist.   

In keeping with the activist tradition many of its participants inherited from 

their home churches, religious upbringings, or personal convictions, the group 

also had an activist goal.  Through letter written campaigns, demonstrations, 

editorials, and sermons, they intended to reshape how religious decision-making 

bodies, legislatures, politicians, doctors, and newspapers treated the gay 

community.   In the years to come this group would participate in gay pride 

events, actively support and build an AIDS ministry in the Triangle, provide 

educational conferences and retreats for all persons, conduct outreach to other 

clergy, and participate in seminars on sexuality at local colleges and 
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universities.93  From its inception, the group identified ten key areas of focus: 

voter education, documentation, victim’s aid, religious outreach, providing a 

community center and hotline, media watch, police regulation, education, 

funding, and health.94  These goals were broad-reaching and set the stage for an 

organization that aimed to immediately influence political events at the local level.   

The broad platform also emphasized how religious people saw connections 

between issues like homophobia and the support of key citizenship rights.   

While people across the country had begun this work in the early 1970s, 

these bold stances were unprecedented in the Triangle.  As Lutheran Minister 

Steve Gerhardt recalled, “My reason for coming was that if it was going to be a 

dialogue, the Lutheran Church had to be represented…And I saw nobody else 

doing it.”  After the 1986 gay pride week, individual ministers like Mahan Siler 

went back to their home churches and started to raise awareness about the 

violence being dealt to gay congregants, but RRNGLE was the first organized, 

ecumenical group led by largely heterosexual leaders who sought to reshape the 

existing religious and political landscape in a collaborative, ecumenical, and 

visible way.  Groups like Integrity and MCC started this work almost a decade 

earlier, but the support of mainstream ministers from all denominations was 

something entirely new.  Because of the influence they had over their individual 
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congregations and other community networks, RRNGLE held the promise of real 

change for the gay community that had yet to be realized in churches, community 

organizations, and civic institutions across the Triangle.   

RRNGLE worked to build support with other ministers in the area.  

Reverend Cally Rogers of the Community Church of Christ began reaching out to 

other clergy even before the August 12 hearing.  Acutely aware of the intensity of 

both racist and homophobic violence due to her church’s partnership with St. 

John’s Metropolitan Community Church, Rogers sent a letter to an African 

American minister asking him to build support for the HRHRAC bill within the 

black community.95  In a letter to the Chairperson of the Raleigh HRHRAC, Mabel 

Dorsey, Unitarian Universalist Minister Morris Hudgins thanked her for her hard 

work on the bill and let her know that he was working behind the scenes to build 

support for gay civil rights with religious organizations.  His goal was to “help 

create a more accepting and tolerant world in which all people will be affirmed as 

children of God.”96  Jim Lewis and Nancy Kepple also worked to discourage 

protests from a particularly conservative minister in the area.  They met with him 
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at a Ramada Inn for breakfast and encouraged him not to discourage the 

passage of the civil rights bill.97 

In the end, the efforts of RRNGLE and others across the Triangle resulted 

in the passage of the anti-discrimination ordinance by the Raleigh City Council in 

early January with only one member objecting.  Raleigh joined the ranks of 

Chapel Hill and fifty other cities across the country with an anti-discrimination 

ordinance in place, specifically naming sexual orientation as a protected civil 

right.   The bravery of the individual citizens who relayed their own experiences 

to the City Council prompted the religious community to reassess its passive 

stance on gay rights. Groups like NCARRV and the Gay and Lesbian Health 

Project partnered with explicitly gay-friendly religious groups like Integrity, St. 

John’s MCC, and the newly established RRNGLE, providing a crucial degree of 

credibility to the proposed ordinance.   

Fundamentalist groups came out in full force to protest the amendment 

just as they had during Wib Gulley’s 1986 proclamation in Durham, but, yet 

again, they did not carry the day.  In future years, the gay community would 

continue to face homophobia and gay-baiting from local politicians, but the 

religious community, largely due to the presence of RRNGLE, would consistently 

emerge as a positive presence.  In a place so heavily embedded in religious 

traditions, this support continued to be critical to the success of the Triangle’s gay 
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rights movement. As with the civil rights and feminist movements, the logistical 

support, networking, and moral backing of local churches, laity, and ministers 

provided a crucial groundwork to sustain a movement.  The support of 

mainstream ministers also lent legitimacy to a movement that often floundered 

under the weight of inherited religious prejudices that often maligned or 

reinforced the immorality of homosexuality.   

Ordinary Jimmy 
 The passage of the anti-discrimination ordinance energized the RRNGLE 

group, but, as founding member Jim Lewis recalls, a sense of “spontaneity and 

emergency” also marked these early days.  Because of its members bold 

stances, RRNGLE was also a “risk-taking group” for the mainstream ministers 

who founded it, and the most visible leaders put their careers and reputations on 

the line for the work.98  While Siler had been in the public spotlight for years, the 

steering committee included people who had previously remained silent on the 

issue of gay rights.  Suddenly, ministers from the Unitarian Church, the Episcopal 

Diocese, the Community United Church of Christ, the Catholic Church, 

Lutherans, Presbyterians, and Temple Beth signed their names next to an 

agenda many of their congregants found alarming.99  Despite its active role at the 
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hearing and eventual passage of the anti-discrimination ordinance, RRNGLE and 

the members who populated its ranks, weren’t really on the radar of 

fundamentalist groups during the first few months of its inception.   

As the 1987 gay pride march approached, the members of RRNGLE 

recognized a good opportunity to heighten their visibility.  Unlike the 1986 

parade, RRNGLE offered the opportunity for a large mass of ministers from many 

denominations to march with the gay community and show their support.  They 

hoped to boost the impact of this move by reaching out to other ministers in the 

area and asking these folks to be supportive in their home churches and also 

consider marching with RRNGLE in the parade.  In a letter sent out to area 

ministers, RRNGLE leaders entreated their colleagues to “Please be as positive 

as possible and supportive as you are able with the publicity surrounding the 

June 25 march in Raleigh.  Please keep in mind the sons and daughters of your 

congregation who might be there, actually or in spirit.  Your response to the 

media and to your members can keep this particular concern in a pastoral light, 

exhibiting the compassion that all sons and daughters of God deserve.”100  

Reminding the ministers “homosexuality has knocked at the doors of all religious 

people,” the letter asked that its recipients protect “these often invisible if not 

absent members of our congregations.”101  The letter went on to repeat the 

specific legal protections the gay pride steering committee hoped to achieve and 
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reiterated the importance of civil rights protections based on sexual orientation.  

As the Chairperson of RRNGLE, Reverend Jimmy Creech signed the letter with a 

simple salutation of “Peace.”102  

As a small, newly formed committee, RRNGLE did not have a central 

office location to receive mail or letters, so Creech chose to print the letter on the 

stationary of his home congregation, Fairmont United Methodist Church, a 700- 

member congregation near NC State in Raleigh.  He reasoned that this would be 

the best way for interested ministers to get in touch with him and follow up on any 

questions they might have.   Creech had only been presiding over Fairmont for a 

short amount of time. Unlike Mahan Siler, he could not rely on ten years worth of 

relationship building with his congregations—he hadn’t conducted very many 

funerals or weddings; he hadn’t baptized many babies.  Fairmont also didn’t have 

the same reputation as Pullen.  It was a relatively conservative Methodist church 

and the members who attended worship each Sunday weren’t used to an activist 

pastor.103  Creech didn’t think about these things when he sent the letter out on 

Fairmont Stationary, but he would soon.104    

As in the case of Mahan Siler, Creech’s interpretation of the social gospel 

emerged from issues of racial justice.  In 1962 he had traveled to the coast of 
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North Carolina as part of his Methodist church’s youth service program for 

migrant workers. In these days, African Americans moved from county to county 

working on cabbage, tobacco, and other cash crops.  They never stayed in one 

place very long, and, as a result, the derelict living and working conditions 

remained hidden from the predominantly white communities who benefitted from 

their labor.  For seventeen-year old Creech, the rundown shacks, contaminated 

drinking water, and backbreaking labor in the hot Carolina sun were appalling.  

The true desperation of this system did not quite hit home, however, until he 

traveled to a camp with an African American minister one Sunday morning.  As 

they began to set up, the stench of alcohol wafted through the morning air, and it 

was clear that many of the workers were still intoxicated.  Nonchalant, the 

minister with Creech explained how the weekends became a time of release and 

escape for the overtaxed workers, and many turned to alcohol to forget the 

direness of their situation. He preached his sermon to the crowd, and as they 

prepared to leave, Creech felt a hand on his shoulder.  When he turned around 

he recognized a small child he had helped care for in one of the nursery 

programs established for the workers’ children.  The vibrancy and innocence of 

the child stood in sharp contrast to the look of desperation etched onto his 

father’s face. The father gripped Creech’s shoulder and begged him to do 

something to “save my son from this life.” Creech remembers this moment as 
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“his call to ministry.”105  He retells this tale almost identically in his memoir, oral 

history interviews, and in a 1990s newspaper article featuring his ordeal at 

Fairmont United Methodist Church, underscoring the deep impression it made on 

his overall understanding of the true meaning and mission of Christianity and the 

word he then felt compelled to spread. 

The response of his own minister back in Goldsboro, North Carolina was 

almost as influential as the incident with the migrant worker.  When Creech 

returned home, he felt inspired to take action.  He recounted the incident to his 

pastor and suggested an intensive outreach mission and campaign to heighten 

awareness surrounding the horrible living and working conditions of the farmers.  

His pastor met his youthful enthusiasm with a forced smile and polite non-

commitment.  His church never took any action, and Creech did not raise the 

issue again.  Yet, he began to see his church’s complicity and to bristle at the 

hypocrisy of Bible Belt Evangelicalism.  He grew up learning about the Golden 

Rule, being a good Samaritan, and to “love thy neighbor as thy self.”  Yet, these 

rules and commandments only seemed to apply when they kept the status quo in 

tact, and, in the case of the migrant workers, supported a system of white 

supremacy.   

He also began to see the civil rights movement in Goldsboro differently.  

Rather than the “rabble-rousers” the media depicted on television, he became 
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drawn to the messages of love, nonviolence, justice, and equality emanating 

from the movement.  As he recalls, it was “the integrity of that movement and the 

belief that what they were doing was just and right that was so compelling to 

me.”106  The beatings, violence, and angry rhetoric happening throughout the 

South were discordant with true Christian behavior and the values he felt he’d 

been raised to believe.  Rather than being on the right side of justice, he saw the 

church as a defender of bigotry and injustice. 

It would take an undergraduate degree in Religious Studies and three 

years at Duke Divinity School before Creech could fully articulate the religious 

vision of justice he would come to fully embrace. Against the backdrop of the 

Civil Rights Movement, the Vietnam War and the assassinations of Martin Luther 

King, Jr. and Robert Kennedy, he learned from his professors that some of the 

most radical visions of love and faith emerged from the most oppressed groups 

in society: African Americans in United States, South Africans engaged in the 

liberation movement, and poor people in Latin America.  Their iterations of 

liberation theology opened the door to new ways of thinking for Creech, and he 

came to believe that God was working to liberate humans from structures of 

oppression like poverty, dictatorships, gender and racial oppression.  Although 

he never became an active participant in any of these protest movements, they 

shaped his theological education as much as what was happening in the 
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classroom.  He left Duke Divinity with a strong sense that social analysis and 

challenging systems of injustice would be a central part of his work as a 

minister.107 

Despite this immersion in social justice causes, Creech seemed just as 

surprised as everyone else to find himself in the spotlight as an advocate for gay 

rights almost twenty years later.  Until the early 1980s, he did not even know an 

openly gay person.108  This changed in 1984 while Creech was presiding over a 

small Methodist congregation in Warsaw, a small town in eastern North Carolina.  

A respected member of his church angrily stormed into his office and announced 

that he wanted to withdraw from the Methodist congregation.  Sensing that his 

congregant was struggling with great anguish, Creech asked his parishioner for 

an explanation.  “Adam” told Creech that he couldn’t belong to a denomination 

that thought he was going to Hell.  Confused, Creech pressed for more 

information.  Who thought Adam was immoral?  Who thought he was going to 

hell?109  Suddenly, Creech recalled an article he’d read a few days prior.  The 

Methodist Conference had just announced its decision to ban the ordination of 

“self-avowed, practicing homosexuals.”110  At the time, he hadn’t thought much of 

                                            
107 Ibid.   
108 Melinda Ruley, “Ministering to Our Fears,” The Independent, vol. VIII, no. 3, January 18-24, 

1990, Folder “Magazines and Articles,” Pat Long Papers.   
109 Jimmy Creech, Adam’s Gift:  A Memoir of a Pastor’s Calling to Defy the Church’s Persecution 

of Gays and Lesbians (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 1-2.   
110 Ibid., 1. 



 

 436 

it.  He’d never had a conversation with someone who self-identified as gay or 

lesbian, and he assumed he didn’t know any gay people. Even throughout his 

Divinity School education at Duke, he’d been taught that God’s love was 

unconditional, but gay people would certainly go to hell. The foolishness of this 

idea came rushing in as Creech took in his distraught parishioner. Adam was the 

opposite of the stereotypes he held of gay people.  Instead of being immoral or 

dangerous, Adam was kind, gentle, and thoughtful.111  

Despite the visible stance Creech ended up taking in support of gay rights, 

it is a bit surprising that until this moment with Adam, he had never seriously 

considered the topic of ministry to gays and lesbians.  Like all other Protestant 

denominations, Methodists had been openly debating the topic of homosexuality 

and gay ordination for quite some time, leaving a wide publication trail detailing 

several high profile incidents.  For starters, in 1976, the Methodist Church 

produced a policy statement calling for the elimination of homophobia. Like most 

other denominations, this statement rested on an inclusive Gospel and an 

inclusive church that simultaneously instituted policies of exclusion.  While the 

policy welcomed gays and lesbians as children of God, it simultaneously denied 

the rights of ordination and withheld funds on any agency that actively supported 
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homosexuality. While accepted as official UMC doctrine, it resulted in a wide 

backlash from gays, lesbians, and their allies.112 

Unwilling to let the Methodist Church proclaim a message of truth and love 

amidst its contradictory stance on gays and lesbians, one woman made national 

headlines in 1979 as she forced the denomination to face the blowback of its 

1976 statement.  Joan L. Clark, an employee of the Women’s Division of the 

Board of Global Ministries, was dismissed after working for the agency for seven 

years when she came out as a lesbian.  In a very public case, members of the 

women’s division debated the principles in The Discipline, the Methodist book of 

guidance, and ultimately decided to terminate her. Clark spoke publicly on her 

dismissal, including a lengthy article in defense of gay identity that appeared in 

the 1979 issue of Christianity and Crisis.  In this piece, Clark wrote, “words have 

been used to cloud, misrepresent and obscure the authority of lesbian and gay 

oppression and to deny our existence.”  In order to maintain its existing status 

quo, she argued that denominational bodies relied on the silence and submission 

of the church to its own “heterosexist norms.”  Like other gays and lesbians 

across the country, Clark declared, “no longer could I participate in the 

conspiracy of silence perpetuating the trauma of homophobia.  No longer could I 

risk vulnerability to someone else’s manipulation about my orientation.”  Although 

she lost her job with the UMC and reported receiving threats and hurtful 
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messages from her co-workers and others in the church, she ultimately believed 

that because of her actions “many of us will never be the same, and the 

embarrassed silence will be broken more and more.”113 

The actions of out lesbians like Clark did seem to make some headway in 

the denomination.  In 1984, as response to the public statement denying 

ordination to gays and lesbians, a network of UMC churches began a reconciling 

congregation program, designed to facilitate a renewed and welcoming 

relationship between gays and lesbians and individual churches.  The group 

published their first newsletter in 1984, reporting that the more and more gays 

and lesbians felt in “exile” from their church.  Reflecting the groundwork that had 

already taken place, the publication reported that eleven congregations had 

already begun the process of reconciliation, many drawing on the inspiration of 

the MCC Church.114  In 1985, the Methodist publication Newscope reported on 

the establishment of a committee designed to study homophobia.  Although the 

group intended to produce a position paper, develop legislative proposals for the 

general agency, and collaborate with other groups, the debate and controversy 

stirred up by the committee resulted in funds only for a report for 1986.115  
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Despite this resistance, in 1988 the General Board of Church and society voted 

40-24 to ask the 1988 General Conference to remove negative language about 

homosexuality from The Book of Discipline, including a prohibition on funding for 

agencies supporting gays and lesbians.116  

Creech was not the only progressive minister in North Carolina who did 

not immediately draw connections between this larger denominational backdrop 

and his own ministry. Boo Tyson’s father, Vernon Tyson, a Methodist minister 

originally from the old railroad town of Biscoe, North Carolina, often found himself 

on the opposite end of the political spectrum as his colleagues and congregants 

in regards to social issues.  In the 1960s, he drew heat from his congregation 

when he invited Dr. Samuel Proctor, president of North Carolina Agricultural and 

Technical College, to preach at his church in Sanford, North Carolina on Race 

Relations Sunday. He later drew the ire of members of his congregation in 

Oxford, North Carolina as he supported the growth of its black freedom 

movement.117 Through the years, Tyson held true to these liberal values, 

supporting racial equality, women’s rights, and other left-leaning causes.   Yet, 

when Vernon came home in the early 1980s from a workshop at Carolina State 
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on homosexuality, it was clear that he viewed gay identity as something 

inherently at odds with religious morals.   

Sitting both Boo and her younger sister, Julie, down in the family den, he 

asked both daughters if they “feared” they might be gay.  Boo had suspected that 

her younger sister was a lesbian for years.  As early as the age of 13, Boo had 

driven Julie repeatedly past her band teacher’s house, indulging the obvious 

crush Julie had on her female instructor.  The two sisters had not yet had open 

discussions about their sexuality, and Julie bolted as the words “gay” and “fear” 

tumbled out of Vernon’s mouth.  As she headed towards the door, she shot her 

sister a look, said, “I think this is your conversation,” and vanished---leaving 19 

year old Boo alone with her father.  In a “split-second” Boo decided to come 

clean about who she was, and said, “Daddy, I’m not afraid of being gay.  I just 

am.”   What followed was a stunted conversation as Vernon Tyson, who thought 

he was “ahead of the curve,” confronted the reality of Boo’s identity, and 

struggled to make sense of it within the moral frameworks of the southern 

Methodist Church.118  

In the end, the Tyson family found a way to reconcile Boo’s sexuality with 

their religious beliefs, but it took over a decade of “fits and starts” to complete this 

process.  Wrapped up within the family’s struggles was a reticence on issues of 

sexuality in general—not just same sex relationships.  Both Vernon Tyson and 

                                            
118 Boo Tyson, interview by author.  



 

 441 

his wife, Martha, supported women’s equality but strictly opposed abortion and 

pre-marital sex.  Vernon also recalled coming of age in an era when adults 

warned against men who might try to “touch your knee”—inherently linking gay 

men to pedophilia.  All of these factors came together to make gay rights seem 

more of leap than other causes of social justice the Tysons’ had reflexively 

embraced.119   

Similarly, after Adam came out to him, Creech set out on a quest to make 

sense of his own conflicting feelings about gays, lesbians, and religion.  Much 

like gays and lesbians looking for more information on sexuality, Creech began a 

search to re-evaluate what he thought he knew about Christianity’s stance on 

sexual orientation.  He began with written sources but found that all of the 

resources he knew concluded that the Bible condemned homosexuality.  Before 

Adam, he would have stopped his search there, but, again, his image of this man 

did not fit with these strong declarations of sin and deviance.  As he wrote, 

“Adam revealed to me a hidden world of oppression in which people who are 

gay, lesbian, transgender, or bisexual suffer an insidious violence disguised as 

Christian morality that attacks their very beings, their very souls.”120  In coming 

out to Creech, Adam prompted his minister to look beyond the surface of what he 

thought he knew and seek out information on gays, lesbians, and religion that 

had previously flown under his radar. 
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Fortunately, gays and their allies had forged a rich publishing trail in the 

previous decade, and Creech readily found information on the subject. He read a 

book written by Catholic Priest John McNeil entitled The Church and the 

Homosexual.121 For Catholics and Protestants alike, McNeil’s text quickly 

became the most important and widely read publication on homosexuality and 

religion.122  He largely spoke to a pastoral audience, specifically critiquing the 

stance of pastoral care that either encouraged gays and lesbians to convert to 

heterosexuality or engage in abstinence.  Declaring both options as untenable, 

he called for a critical re-examination of the church’s stance on homosexuality.  

Creech likely thought of Adam, as McNeil described the “guilt, remorse, and self-

hatred” many gays and lesbians felt towards themselves after receiving 

condemnations from the church.  McNeil described their situation as “a terrible 

dilemma: either continue their relationship with the church at the price of being 

cut off from any deep human relationships and deprived of their potentialities for 

growth and development…or seek …a homosexual relationship, only at the price 

of cutting themselves off from the church community and its sacramental life.”123  

Drawing on social science data on sexual orientation, scriptural reinterpretations, 
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religious traditions, and pastoral ministry, McNeil tread new ground as he argued 

that same sex relationships were deserving as the same respect as heterosexual 

ones and should be acknowledged as equally worthy in the eyes of God.  

Like Sherwood’s, McNeil’s sexuality immediately became a liability for his 

career.  While the Vatican initially approved the publication of his book in 1976, 

they commanded that he stop speaking publically on the topic after he came out 

on national television to Tom Brokaw on The Today Show.  Although he 

maintained his silence, the Vatican expelled him from the Jesuit Order in 1987, 

allowing him to still work as a Catholic Priest but without the capacity to conduct 

any official rites. Describing himself as “a Jesuit in Exile,” he remained 

unrepentant about his sexuality, publishing and speaking widely on the topic.  

Like Barrett, he described his long-term relationship as a gift to his ministry.  He 

said, “I see gay love as another form of human love and just as valid as 

heterosexual love, and it’s a gift from God to be celebrated and not 

condemned.”124 His words galvanized the religious community, serving as an 

inspiration for other closeted priests and clergy persons and providing a 

guidebook for moderate ministers like Creech who grappled with how to balance 

supposed scriptural prohibitions against their own sense of morality and justice.  

McNeil’s book contributed to a large wave of publishing on the 

intersections of religion and gay identity in the 1980s.  John Boswell, a Roman 
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Catholic and historian from Yale published Christianity, Social Tolerance, and 

Homosexuality in 1980.  Importantly for Protestants interested in untangling 

religious intolerance and homophobia, Boswell traced prejudice against gays and 

lesbians to the thirteenth century, paralleling a rise of hatred against Jews and 

Muslims, but not inherently part of the Christian tradition.125  His book became a 

New York Times bestseller in 1981, and the news outlet listed it as one of the 

best eleven books published in 1981.  It also won the American Book Award in 

History and the Melcher Award.  Boswell made a visit to North Carolina as part of 

his book tour in 1982.  He spoke at UNC-Greensboro at an event co-sponsored 

by the Greensboro Metropolitan Community Church, and the Gay Student Club 

on campus.  Two hundred people attended the lecture in Cone Hall, and Boswell 

looked very much like a Wib Gulley in the photo—young, in a suit and tie, and 

professional.126   

This growing body of literature on gay identity and religion made it into the 

hands of some North Carolinians.  In 1981, a professor at UNC-Greensboro 

wrote into the News and Record recommending both McNeil and Boswell’s texts 

to Bishop Michael J. Begley of Charlotte, North Carolina.  Begley had recently 

come out against gays and lesbians in the Roman Catholic Church.  The 
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professor writing into the News and Record pointed out that Begley’s stance flew 

in the face of the conclusions reached by the Catholic Task Force on 

Homosexuality and not so gently recommended that “the good Bishop” brush up 

on his contemporary literature on religion and sexuality.  In addition to mentioning 

Boswell’s text as one “actually talked about in Greensboro,” he cited Is the 

Homosexual My Neighbor? by Letha Scanzoni and Virginia Mollenkott, both 

professors of Christian ethics and members of the evangelical Left, as a 

necessary read for those interested in the intersections of sexuality, Christian 

ethics, and social justice.127 

Is the Homosexual My Neighbor? made waves across the country as it 

called for a common sense approach to reintegrating gays and lesbians into 

religious communities. Scanzoni and Mollenkott published this text in 1976 and 

pitched their book to mainline moderates in an accessible and conversational 

tone.  Sounding very much like ERA activists who tried to wrest the spotlight 

away from fundamentalists in the previous decade, the authors rejected the 

notion that condemnations of homosexuality were “God’s Battle,” and, like ERA 

activists in the previous decade, railed against the fundamentalist claim that “God 

was on the side” of the Right.128  Instead, they acknowledged that while the 
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fundamentalist Right offered harsh claims against gays and lesbians, most 

moderates rejected this reasoning but remained “uniformed and puzzled about 

homosexuality.”129 Hoping to provide a reasonable template for working through 

these concerns, their text offered a exegesis of commonly cited biblical passages 

used to condemn homosexuals and offered a counter vision that justified the 

inclusion of gays and lesbians in the commandment “You shall love your 

neighbor as Yourself.”130  Widely hailed in the religious community, their text won 

an award from Integrity, which lauded its it “extraordinary support for the gay 

Christian movement.”131 

Amongst these resources, Creech found a blueprint for working through 

his own thoughts on supposed religious prohibitions on sexuality. He rethought 

the conventional teachings on Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19:1-29), and 

Leviticus (18:22).  In the tale of Sodom and Gomorrah, he came to realize that 

the Bible condemned the male gang rape of two strangers and xenophobia, not 

homosexuality.  Similarly, in Leviticus the commandment that “you shall not lie 

with a man as with a woman” had more to do with ethics and cultural purity than 

same gender sex.  In the end, he concluded that the Bible only condemns violent 

rape and adultery and was not applicable to contemporary same sex 
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relationships.  Apostle Paul’s letters and other highly cited passages used by 

many to condemn homosexuality mostly involved the maintenance of gender 

roles and were written before people had without a modern sense of sexual 

orientation.  The interpretations that focused on the latter ignored historical 

context or contained errors when translated from Greek.  For decades, people 

had wrongly interpreted passages in these ways to justify slavery, racism, anti-

Semitism, sexism, and colonialism.132   

Reflecting on the influence Adam had on his ministry, Creech later told a 

journalist that he didn’t pick the cause of homosexuality; it chose him.   As he 

explains, “People never really choose the issue or time to take a stand…When 

someone asks you for help you don’t ask for permission to respond.”133  While 

Adam lacked the vocabulary to boldly articulate his sexuality as an integral part 

of his person and part and parcel of the social gospel, he knew in his gut that 

something was wrong with the stance taken by the UMC.  Creech’s gut suddenly 

told him the same thing.  Thus, while Adam didn’t declare his sexuality with the 

same certainty of people like Joan Clark or Zal Sherwood, his willingness to 

confront the only person in the Methodist leadership he had access to eventually 

led to a cascade of events, prompting Creech to explore and absorb many of the 

tenets established by gay and lesbian Christians who organized and wrote at the 
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national level.  In this way, the messages of universal love and the beloved 

community that had not yet trickled into the Triangle came crashing into the 

region as Creech and other clergy set out looking for answers to the questions 

posed to them by their own gay congregants.   

Given this arsenal of information, Creech stood prepared to face the wrath 

of his congregation when confronted about the RRNGLE letter he sent out on 

Fairmont stationary.  Some members of the church felt betrayed by his stance 

while others resented the visibility his position as the chairperson cast upon 

Fairmont.  The day before the pride march the chairperson of the Staff Parish 

Relations Committee contacted Creech with a startling message: the men’s 

group had composed a letter condemning anyone who supported gay rights and 

planned to publicly deliver it to Creech at the Sunday service.   Creech felt the 

blood drain from his face as he received the message and tried to steady his 

hand as he hung up the phone and weighed the decision before him.  It seemed 

like he would either have to betray his own principles and not march in the 

parade or incur the wrath of his congregation by moving forward with the 

decision. 134  

In the end, Creech chose his own conscience over the objections of his 

congregation.  He recalls feeling immense trepidation and nervousness as the 

marchers gathered in front of Pullen for the parade.   Before the start of the 
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event, a church member drove by slowly in his truck to see if Creech followed 

through with his choice to march.  Their eyes locked briefly and then his 

parishioner drove away.135  All of this anxiety, however, melted away as Creech 

became swept up in the joyous rush of emotions emanating from the crowd.  The 

mood was celebratory and festive as people proudly stood up for their own 

integrity and marched down the main thoroughfare of Hillsboro Street.  Laughter 

tricked through the crowd as people played instruments, waved banners, and 

carried balloons.  Creech held the RRNGLE banner with Mahan Siler and Jim 

Lewis, and the contingent marched between PFLAG and St. John’s MCC.136   

The members of St. John’s joyfully pulled a red wagon with a boom box and sang 

church hymns like “Jesus Loves me, this I know.”137  Creech recalled how “those 

hymns have never meant so much to me because these are hymns of God’s love 

and acceptance, and church and society has told these folks they are not lovable 

as they are.”138 

As they had during the 1986 parade, protestors also lined the streets. A 

man shaking a large, leather bible followed on Creech’s heels yelling, 

“Homosexuality is an abomination.  Repent or be condemned to the fires of Hell!”  

Another person trailed the crowd with an oversized cross on wheels, rolling it 
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along as the parade meandered through Raleigh.  These protestors didn’t bother 

Creech nearly as the empty churches they passed along the way.  Although it 

was Saturday, and not a normal day of religious observance, symbolically the 

closed doors and unlit windows sent the message to Creech that “Church is 

closed not only today but everyday for the gay community.”139 

Unlike June Norris and Mahan Siler, people didn’t expect this type of 

stance from Jimmy Creech.  Creech was known by his parishioners and fellow 

congregants as “a nice ordinary man…Jimmy—you wouldn’t expect he’d be the 

type of person involved in the controversial subject matter and hot water issues.”  

Another described him as “typical Jimmy—he tolerates people who don’t tolerate.  

He doesn’t shove things down our throat.”140  Creech was also a North Carolina 

native.  Born and raised in Goldsboro, one reporter described him as thoroughly 

Southern: he grew up in Eastern North Carolina in a Methodist family, and had a 

“lilting” Goldsboro accent “that forms syllables as if slowly turning them over for 

consideration.”141  He played football, and went on to attend UNC-Chapel Hill. As 

a member of Creech’s church recalled, people never expected the minister of 

Fairmont to become involved in a public issue like gay rights.  Ministers like 
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Mahan Siler already had reputations for stirring the waters, but people like Jimmy 

didn’t.142   

Although Creech received a lot of support for his choice to march in the 

parade, he faced immediate repercussions from his congregation in the form of 

the resolution condemning his actions.  Creech understood the unspoken codes 

that dictated both southern discretion surrounding discussions of sexuality and 

the Methodist Church’s own stance on the issue.  What angered many of his laity 

was not so much his theological reasoning for challenging the church’s 

condemnation of homosexuality but the visibility it cast upon Fairmont.  After the 

letter went out, many felt that it cast an unnecessary spotlight on the church, and 

things only worsened when Creech’s picture appeared in the paper the day after 

the march.  As then-congregant Mamie Potter recalls, Fairmont United was not a 

controversial church.   She describes Methodists as the most “average” people 

on earth who strove to be the “wallflowers” of the religious community, not 

embroiled in a public debate.    Most of the congregants at the time were from 

smaller towns across the state, and maintaining a respectable public image and 

a good relationship with other churches mattered to them.  Rather than publicly 

debating theological positions on homosexuality, Potter explains that most of the 

congregants preferred a “culture of secrets” wherein gay people remained 

closeted and sexuality never emerged as an issue of public debate.  While 
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people in the Triangle expected congregations like Pullen to engage in public 

acts of social justice, the general attitude at Fairmont was “not our Church.”  

Creech’s actions placed Fairmont in the public eye, and, as Potter recounts, “we 

hated it.”143 

In the immediate aftermath of the march, Creech invited people to speak 

with him, and about twenty-five people showed up while he answered questions 

and explained his stance.  Although the Pastor-Parish Relations Committee 

determined he had not violated any rules and deserved to keep his position, 

other members asked the Raleigh District Superintendent to remove him from his 

position.  The Superintendent moderated a meeting for the congregation which 

Potter remembers as “very contentious.”144 The older people viewed Creech as 

chipping away at the honor and morality of the church while the younger people 

were in favor of the changes Creech proposed.  There was also a group of 

people who were on the fence and wouldn’t take a stance one way or another. 

Overall, it was an “adrenaline-driven and emotional time” for her and other 

members.145  The final vote was 6-2 to keep him in the church.146  Throughout, 

Creech remained open for questions rather than trying to force his opinion on the 

congregation.  He never apologized for his stance, and he made his position 

                                            
143 Mamie Potter, interview by author.  
144 Ibid. 
145 Mamie Potter, interview by author.   
146 Creech, 52.   



 

 453 

clear.  Yet, there were no Sunday morning sermons on homosexuality, and he 

instead chose to lead by example.   

Although he maintained his position in 1988, things only worsened for him 

as time went on.  When he began his work with the AIDS Service Ministry, some 

congregants feared that he would spread AIDS while serving the Holy 

Communion, and also refused to shake his hand.  After one service, a member 

handed him a brown paper bag.  Inside were latex gloves, and the member 

asked him to wear them before touching the communion wafers.147 There were 

also rumors spreading through the congregation that he gave the church keys to 

gay men and lesbians who used it as a spot to have sex in the evenings.  He 

received threatening phone calls, and once found a note slipped under his door 

that read, “Calling all queers!  Calling all gays!  There will be a meeting at Creech 

homosexual church (formerly Fairmont United Methodist Church) at 7:30 on 

September 12, 1988.  All weirdo’s invited!”148   

In the end Creech would maintain a tenuous hold on his position at 

Fairmont until 1990 when the Bishop removed him.  Before Creech left the 

church, over one third of the laity, some of them charter members, had left 

Fairmont.  Monthly donations plummeted by two-thirds, and although Creech 

reduced his own salary and the church received donations from other supportive 

congregations, the writing was on the wall.  For those who valued the guidance 
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and moral vision offered by Creech, his departure was “heartbreaking.”  Yet, 

Potter and other members agreed that the only way for the church to move 

forward was without his presence.  She explained that the congregation came to 

something of “an unspoken agreement that in order to heal we had to drop that 

topic.”149  A moderate minister took over at Fairmont, and after the Methodist 

Conference of North Carolina failed to relocate Creech to another church, he 

eventually took a position with the North Carolina Council of Churches and 

immediately set to work drafting a resolution supporting gay rights. 150  

People across the Triangle supported Creech in the final days of his 

tenure at Fairmont.  RRNGLE members reached out to their home congregations 

and supplied a constant stream of donations to keep Fairmont financially afloat.  

It was quite unusual for other denominations or congregations to funnel their 

contributions to another church, but each week when Fairmont’s treasurer went 

through the mail, she found checks from places like Pullen, the Episcopal 

Diocese, and Beth Temple.  The publicity surrounding his trial at Fairmont also 

drew in new members as gays, lesbians, and allies crowded into his church to 

show support of the version of religion he stood for.151  Gay people across the 

Triangle were eager to meet the minister who so publicly defended their rights, 
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and they piled into a church that didn’t really welcome them just to show their 

solidarity and appreciation.   

Others showed their support in the form of editorials.  One man wrote into 

The News and Observer to proclaim, “Thank God the Christian Church can claim 

men and women the caliber of Jimmy Creech.  He gives voice to the concerns of 

many who have traditionally been silenced by the church.”  He described Creech 

as “a gift to our area,” and rightly pointed out that Creech’s fight was a battle for 

human rights “of which gay rights is an integral part.”152  In a piece entitled “Moral 

Standards Change” another Raleigh resident pointed out how the Judeo-

Christian religion reversed its stance on polygamy, slavery, segregation, and 

women’s rights.  She argued that Creech’s actions fell in line with this long 

tradition, and he represented a true execution of the social gospel.  Echoing a 

theme offered by Mahan Siler at the first human rights hearing in 1987, the writer 

pointed to the deep wounds inflicted by the church’s silence.  “Jesus taught that 

one can not only kill the physical body, but one can also kill the spirit.”153   

Even people who didn’t identify with a specific religion felt moved by 

Creech’s actions and compelled to support his moral vision.  A woman identifying 

herself as a social worker who was neither Methodist or gay, wrote an 

impassioned editorial describing Creech as “a true Christian…a true leader.”  
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She named the people exiting his church in droves as the “true losers in this 

case.”  Drawing on the idea of unconditional love and acceptance at the core of 

Creech’s message, she argued “Mr. Creech’s critics are, in a sense, saying that 

they believe in rights for all as long as they don’t have to acknowledge those 

rights.”  She went on to ask, “How can people who believe in Christ as the 

essence of love have such views?”  Referencing her own estrangement from the 

church, she closed by stating that that Jimmy Creech has “reaffirmed my faith in 

Christianity.”154 

The most incisive account of Creech’s ordeal at Fairmont appeared in The 

Independent just months before his dismissal from the Methodist Conference. 

Entitled “Ministering to Our Fears” and written by Martha Ruley, a native of 

Raleigh, the lengthy piece elucidated many of the undercurrents of prejudice, 

fear, and misunderstanding that marked the response of Creech’s critics.  She 

dug deep into region’s history of racism, homophobia, and church going, and 

asked her readers to go out on a limb and interrogate the root of their own 

prejudices.  She argued that there was more at play in Creech’s story than 

religious bigotry and one minister’s attempt to uproot it.  She quoted several 

other religious leaders who suggested that the church has been hesitant to 

address the issue of sexuality in general.  Creech’s embrace of gay parishioners 

and his insistence that homosexuality was a gift from God forced people to think 
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about how their own sexuality—whatever it might be—fit in with their faith and 

spirituality.   Creech’s celebration of loving, intimate relationships as a pure 

expression of sexuality prompted his congregation and others to grapple with the 

overlap of sexuality and religion as something not to be hidden away and ignored 

but celebrated and embraced as part of God’s plan.  The reticence and hushed 

whispers surrounding the rumors of gay choir directors and others who never 

married or fit into the norm exploded out into the open when Creech began his 

quest to validate these identities and integrate them into a framework of God’s 

love and acceptance.155  

 If this open and candid discussion of sexuality wasn’t enough to send 

conservative congregations like Fairmont into a tailspin, Ruley suggested that 

Creech’s stance also struck at the core of outdated gender and racial relations 

still embedded in the church.  Despite the successes of the feminist movement 

and the reorientation of gender roles that took place in some congregations, 

many others, like Fairmont, remained untouched by these changes.  Ruley 

quoted Wayne Lindsey and other ministers who suggested that same sex 

relationships also hit at the core of patriarchal gender relations embedded in the 

church.  Rather than male-headed households representing their heterosexual 

family units in church, same sex couples threw a wrench into this system.  When 

women and gay people began replacing a long-standing hierarchy of white, male 

                                            
155 Melinda Ruley, “Ministering to Our Fears.” 



 

 458 

deacons and ministers as the image of leadership, the very definition of who 

could hold these positions and legitimately represent the values of a specific 

committee, congregation or denomination began to shift.  This movement began 

with the work of women like Pauli Murray and Jeanette Stokes decades earlier, 

but gays and lesbians pushed these boundaries even further by disrupting 

heterosexual family units as the core of church participation.156  

People resisted these changes, Ruley suggested, because they didn’t 

understand them.  While her article clearly sympathized with Creech, she also 

didn’t paint his objectors as wrathful evildoers.  Instead, she drew on her own 

imbrication within a racist, sexist, and homophobic society to defend the actions 

of Fairmont’s conservative members.  Similar to her opening descriptions of 

Creech’s southern attributes—his “lilting” accent and polite mannerisms—Ruley 

explained how it felt to walk through downtown Raleigh and see a Hispanic 

worker returning from a shift at a factory or a homeless person begging for spare 

change.  While these people were part of the very fabric of her community, her 

whiteness and separation from the reality their lives made them seem out of 

place when truthfully, it was her own prejudices and misunderstandings that 

painted this picture.  Just as parishioners at Fairmont bristled at the idea of 

accepting gays and lesbians into their church, Ruley stated, “I know that I am 

capable of replacing the living person with a stereotype, capable of the kind of 
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intolerance that not only doesn’t understand but doesn’t want to understand.” 

(Emphasis added).  It was easier to ignore these incidents than to dig into one’s 

own complicity in a system that supported them.157 

This statement cut to the core of the tightly wound knot of racism, sexism, 

and homophobia that linked Creech’s support of gay rights to the region’s deep 

history of racist violence.  While Ruley did not link her statements back to the 

Human Relations Committee Hearing in 1987, her willingness to push her 

readers to see the connections between racist bigotry, homophobia, and denial 

brought her story full circle.   The silence and embrace of the status quo that kept 

groups like the KKK in place also enabled the rejection and pain suffered by gay 

Christians.  While she had no problem finding people willing to vouch for Creech 

for her story, she commented on the surprising silence that followed in the wake 

of his detractors.  People didn’t want to confront Creech directly or explain their 

objections to a news reporter because this required an interrogation of their own 

motivations.   The statements Creech made and the conversations he and others 

began set in motion a chain of reflections that threatened to undermine the status 

quo on a variety of levels.  “Ordinary Jimmy” frightened people because if his 

own opinions could change so drastically, perhaps theirs could too.  In many 

ways, the success of the gay rights movement in the South hinged on the slow 

attitudinal shifts that Creech and his supporters underwent, and similarly 
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threatened to uproot the other forms of bigotry that supported the violence and 

harassment of gays and lesbians.   

Conclusion 
Like the controversy surrounding the 1986 gay pride parade, Creech’s 

public removal from Fairmont Methodist Church heightened the visibility 

surrounding gay rights in the Triangle.  While Creech certainly received his fair 

share of criticism, his actions also emboldened people in his own congregation 

and across the Triangle to take a stance in favor of gay rights that they had not 

previously considered.  Additionally, the publicity of Creech’s ordeal and the 

visible support of the religious community sent a message to gays and lesbians 

that a there was indeed a religious community that supported them.  When Boo 

Tyson saw Creech in The Independent, she called him the next day.  While still 

holding organized religion at arm’s length, Tyson recalls being interested in “the 

political side” of Creech and eager to learn more about how to grapple with her 

sexuality and faith.158      

In places like North Carolina where Bible Belt fundamentalists held a 

strong influence and hobbled the relationship between the queer community and 

organized religion, the gay liberation movement would not have succeeded 

without a supportive religious influence to counterbalance these messages of 

hate. As more and more mainline ministers and laity got on board with the 
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agenda offered by RRNGLE, their cumulative efforts slowly chipped away at old 

ways of thinking about sexuality and the church.  Many mainstream and 

progressive people would simply not have changed their minds on the issue of 

gay acceptance in the 1980s and 1990s without encouragement from their 

religious leaders, and the public stances of prominent religious leaders convinced 

many people to reconsider their views. Because so much of the region’s 

homophobia rooted from religious beliefs, the area needed people like Jimmy 

Creech to work methodically through the Scriptures, traditions, and practices 

used to exclude gays and lesbians and offer alternatives.  Political groups led by 

gay and lesbians undoubtedly pushed the hardest for legislative changes, but the 

critical attitudinal shifts that made these changes a success would not have 

happened on such a widespread level without the support of heterosexual, 

mainstream ministers. 

Yet, as this chapter shows, gays and lesbians in the church played a 

critical role in pushing liberal ministers towards this stance.  While Jimmy Creech 

and Mahan Siler took great risks to support the cause of gay rights in their 

respective churches, it took even more courage for gay people to come out to 

their ministers and nudge them away from old ways of thinking.  Creech and Siler 

both embraced a host of liberal causes but before they had direct interaction with 

gay people in their congregations, they hadn’t given serious thought to the 

church’s stance on gay rights.  Instead, they passively accepted a “love the 

sinner, hate the sin” rubric which left many people struggling and feeling like 
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there was nowhere to turn.  Despite the huge outpouring of literature and gay 

religious organizations attempting to reverse this stance since the late 1960s, 

many ministers remained largely untouched by these arguments—even as 

debates raged in their denominations—until a gay person in their congregation 

forced them to reassess this line of thinking.   

Thus, while ministerial support for gay rights lent a cloak of respectability 

to the movement in the 1980s, it was the actions and theological frameworks 

offered by gay Christians that pushed these same leaders to move from a tepid 

embrace of gay liberation to a true acceptance of gay identities and relationships. 

Some people, like Pat Long and Adam, came out tentatively to their ministers, 

unsure of where their sexual identity fit within the schema of the social gospel.  

Others, like Ellen Barrett, Joan Clark, and Zal Sherwood, relied on the 

vocabulary and the momentum of a national movement to proclaim a vision of 

shared religious beliefs grounded in an unerring faith in the righteousness of 

universal love.  Like Christian feminists, these men and women grappled with 

how religion served as both a source of oppression and a resource for their 

activism but held steadfast in their belief that the language and moral vision of 

Christianity would propel them forward and bring about justice.   

The frameworks and theological arguments used by gay Christians 

reflected both the groundwork laid by previous generations of activists and the 

unfinished business of these same campaigns.  Pioneers like Pauli Murray and 

Bayard Rustin incorporated visions of universal human rights into a platform of 
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Ghandian non-violence as early as the 1930s and 1940s.  Pauli Murray’s 

ministry, in particular, reimagined the landscape of a religiously based egalitarian 

democracy as she melded the ideas of liberation theology and feminist theology 

into a radical articulation of universal human rights from the vantage point of a 

black feminist.  While students at Duke Divinity and activists for the ERA would 

pick up on her fluid reconceptualization of gender roles in the 1960s and 1970s, 

they commonly dropped the ball on issues of race and sexuality.  Other activists 

picked up where they left off, working out of groups like North Carolinians Against 

Racist and Religious Violence to underscore how white supremacist violence 

rested on hierarchies of race and sex.   

In the end, each group of activists made certain forms of racism, sexism, 

or homophobia less acceptable and less pervasive than in the previous decade, 

but they also grappled with how to execute the intersectional approach so 

brilliantly laid out by Murray decades earlier.  This chapter shows how even 

amidst thunderclouds of dissent and condemnation, clergy and laity relied on one 

another—and the work of previous generations—as they engaged in the 

toughest battle yet to further expand the boundaries of belonging, inclusivity, and 

love embedded in the Christian vision of the beloved community.
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Conclusion: The Bridges Built by Pauli Murray 
 

If Pauli Murray had a chance to walk through Durham, North Carolina 

today, she would likely be surprised by the changes in the social and religious 

landscape.   Many of the signs of white supremacy she grew up protesting---

racially segregated churches, a fence separating black from white graves in a 

cemetery near her home, white-only colleges and universities—have vanished.  

St. Titus Episcopal Church, the historically black congregation Murray attended 

growing up, holds an annual ceremony in her honor, openly celebrating her work 

on behalf of civil rights, women’s equality, and the LGBTQ community.  Other 

churches across the city proudly display a rainbow banner across their entrances 

to signal their open embrace of diversity in all forms.   

Murray herself lives on as an icon across the city: the Episcopal Diocese 

named her as a saint in 2012, murals throughout Durham bear her image in 

bright colors, and her childhood home in West Durham recently became 

designated as a national historic landmark.1  Although the political realities that 

sparked the Moral Monday movement reflect how white supremacist and other 
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discriminatory politics live on, the legacy of Murray casts a long shadow across 

Durham.  As Bishop Michael B. Curry, the first African American presiding Bishop 

of the Episcopal Church, commented at a ceremony in her honor, “She was not 

always popular.  People did not always agree with her, but they knew where 

Pauli Murray stood.  She was a bridge person who helped to bridge some of the 

divides that keep us separated from each other.”2 

The work undertaken by the religious feminists inspired by Murray’s visit to 

the Chapel of the Cross in 1977 also lives on.  The religious support that came 

together through the Methodist Student Movement, Duke Divinity School, and the 

Resource Center for Women and Ministry in the South laid the groundwork for 

future activism in a variety of ways.  Women who participated in the development 

of a female theological program, the establishment of the RCWMS, marches, 

lobbying, phone trees, and other efforts walked away with newfound political 

skills and confidence in how to navigate the political system.  Jeanette Stokes 

still runs the RCWMS.  After the ERA failed in 1982, her organization joined 

forces with the NCCOC to form the Committee for Equal Rights.  This arm of the 

NCCOC hosted eleven conferences on women, faith, and social justice with a 

particular focus on issues of economic inequality and violence against women 

and children.  In addition to this work, Stokes and many other women switched 

gears and focused on abortion rights.  Stokes became a board member for 
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NARAL and worked with the Religious Coalition for Abortion Rights to maintain 

safe and equal access to abortions. Like Stokes, many of the women who first 

found their bearings through feminism in the church in the 1970s are active 

leaders in campaigns for equality today.3   

 The support individual churches and congregations offer gay men and 

women is now also dramatically different from when Murray became ordained in 

the late 1970s. In 1990, Pat Long became a deacon at Pullen Baptist Church.  

After being an active member at Pullen for eleven years, Long eventually came 

out to her fellow congregants—people who sang with her in the choir and served 

with her on boards but had never known her true identity.  As she recalls, “there 

may have been some people who dropped their teeth, but they didn't let on.”4 

Long led Pullen through the process of becoming a reconciling congregation and 

also served as a resource person as Pullen debated performing a same-sex 

union ceremony between two male members of the congregation.  Although the 

congregation was initially split on the decision and received criticism from across 

the country, Siler performed the holy union ceremony in 1991.  As a result, the 

Raleigh Baptist Association, the Baptist State Convention of North Carolina, and 
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Southern Oral History Collection, University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, Chapel-Hill, North 

Carolina.   
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the Southern Baptist Convention removed Pullen from membership.5  Yet, Pullen 

went on to become one of the earliest affirming and welcoming congregations in 

the country and also a founding member of the LGBTQ Alliance of Baptists, a 

group focused on LGBTQ inclusion and racial justice. Today, Nancy Petty, an out 

lesbian, leads the congregation.   

The importance of individual clergy still remains critical to this not yet 

finished battle for LGBTQ acceptance in the church.  After leaving Fairmont 

Church, Jimmy Creech worked for the North Carolina Council of Churches for 

five years.  Embracing an intersectional approach to social justice, he led 

initiatives ranging from gun control to reform of North Carolina’s criminal justice 

system, AIDS funding, and the repeal of CAN statutes.  After he performed two 

holy union ceremonies at the end of the decade, the United Methodist Church 

removed his credentials as an ordained minister in 1999.  Yet, Creech remained 

steadfast in his belief that the social gospel should operate as a tool of justice for 

all people and continues to lead organizations dedicated to the civil rights of the 

LGBTQ community in North Carolina and the nation.  His work still attacks 

religious bigotry against gays and lesbians and looks to the example of the black 

civil rights movement for principles of the beloved community, non-violence, and 
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universal love and justice.6  At a conference in 2015, Creech worked with eighty 

other people on how to move the United Methodist Church towards full 

acceptance of the LGBTQ community.  While the UMC still prohibits same sex 

marriage and official doctrines condemn gay acts and identities, Creech and 

others reflected on how much things had changed since Creech’s battles at 

Fairmont decades ago.  “It’s a conversation we couldn’t have had,” he told one 

reporter.7 

 Within a religious milieu generally more accepting of gay identities, the 

visibility of queer people of color in churches across the Triangle is also much 

greater. After first walking through the doors of St. John’s Metropolitan 

Community Church in the 1980s, Wanda Floyd went on to become an ordained 

minister, serving as an assistant pastor at St. John’s for five years.  In 1992, she 

formed her own congregation, Imani MCC church in Durham.  Floyd relied on 

word of mouth networks to generate interest in Imani, and although she intended 

to attract people from all backgrounds, African American lesbians flocked to her 

congregation, reflecting the need for a ministry that spoke to the needs of queer 

women of color.  Through outreach efforts (and the formation of a queer softball 
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league), Imani eventually became home to an interracial congregation.8 Imani is 

now led by African American lesbian, Reverend Marilyn Bowens, an author and 

nationally recognized advocate of LGBTQ rights in the church.9   

St. John’s has also become increasingly interracial, moving away from the 

predominance of gay white men that Floyd encountered in the 1980s.  In 2001, 

Reverend Brendan Boone because the second African American to lead St. 

John’s.  During his first years as a minister, Boone still found a congregation that 

was predominantly white and male, but Boone led St. John’s on a path towards 

“intentional diversity.”  As a theological platform, Boone explains that this means, 

“We affirm as Christians that we are all created in the image of God…We 

encourage people to celebrate who they are, their roots and their traditions and 

uniqueness.”10  Boone had an opportunity to test the robustness of this 

philosophy when he chose to come out as a trans person to the congregation on 

Resurrection Sunday in 2010.  Previously, he identified as Belva to the church, 

but at the prompting of his wife, Boone publicly announced his identity as a male-

identified lesbian during the Sunday service.  Boone describes the response from 

the community as “unbelievably profound.”  As he explains, “there were some 

people who didn’t understand it or who found it frustrating and people who did, in 
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fact, grieve the loss of the Belva they knew, but also celebrated the fact that I 

could be the person I always knew myself to be and modeling for others the 

importance of living authentically and genuinely from the inside out.”11 

Against this backdrop, even some of the harshest critics of organized 

religion have come around.  After participating in a Bible study group on gays 

and lesbians with Jimmy Creech in the 1990s, Boo Tyson joined Calvary United 

Methodist Church and spent years working with Reverend Laurie Kaufman 

Hayes on the intersections of gay identity and religious acceptance.  From 2000-

2003, Tyson attended Wake Forest Divinity School in Winston-Salem, North 

Carolina and went on to work in a variety of outreach projects on behalf of 

religious groups for homelessness, the LGBTQ community, and other causes.  

After a series of fits and starts, the Tyson family eventually found a way to 

reconcile Boo’s sexuality with their strong Methodist background, and at a church 

service in the early 2000s, Vernon Tyson placed a stole on Boo and asked her to 

perform a Baptism.  This event marked the final reconciliation between Tyson 

and her parents.  As she recalls, her father told her, “I was like a bear hanging 

onto the back of a cave, and you would just not let me keep clinging to that back 

wall.  You just kept standing at the front of that cage saying, ‘Come on out of 

there, Daddy.’”12  Similar to others who prompted a reversal in the mindset of 

moderate clergy, Boo’s unwillingness to give up on her relationship with her 
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parents and her steadfast belief in the righteousness of her identity as a lesbian 

shifted the attitudes of her parents. While the Tysons moved beyond the confines 

of homophobia, the rest of the UMC has not.  And because she cannot serve as 

an ordained minister, Boo practices her faith outside of religion but no longer 

worries that being gay is a sin.13   

When Pauli Murray embarked upon her ministry in the late 1970s, her 

intersectional analyses and theological frameworks spoke to the type of religious 

certainty people like Boo Tyson now embrace, but the realities of being a woman 

of color in a predominantly white, homophobic denomination limited the 

execution of this vision.  While her sermons contained messages of love, 

acceptance, and justice for all people, she remained in the closet until the end of 

her life, never publicly declaring her sexual orientation or gender identity. Yet, the 

praxis she established as black feminist intent on remaking the church and 

society as a welcoming place for all people reverberated across the country as 

others, in different times and places, picked up where her ministry left off and 

truly remade the landscape for women, people of color, and the LGBTQ 

community.  In the end, the message of the religious right emerged as a more 

coherent national political force in the 1980s than the Christian left epitomized by 

Murray and the others covered in this study.  Yet, as theefficacy of the Moral 

Monday movement reflects, progressive religious movements at the grassroots 
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level did in fact change the contours of religious, social, and political institutions, 

and they continue to do so today.  

“Taking the Moral Ground” offers a window into the world of leftist 

Protestant activism begun by Murray in the late 1930s and carried on by others 

into movements for feminist and gay equality throughout North Carolina and the 

nation in the 1970s and 1980s.  At its core, a vision of socially-engaged Christian 

ethics---grounded in the principles of the black freedom movement---motivated 

people to tackle topics that previously simmered beneath the surface of religious 

and social communities.  As cultural issues like the ERA, abortion, equal pay, 

and citizenship rights for gays and lesbians became increasingly urgent, 

moderate and liberal religious groups stepped forward to counter the growing 

influence of the religious right.  They relied on the infrastructure and social 

networks of organized religion to spread their message. Even as they 

encountered resistance within these same structures, the theoretical frameworks 

of the social gospel and organizing traditions of their respective dominations 

provided a wealth of inspiration and logistical support.   

Committed to a range of issues, these religious activists deployed an 

intersectional vision of social justice. Some groups and people proved more 

successful in executing this multi-issue platform than others, but discussions of 

race, gender, sexuality, poverty, and global inequalities of wealth and power 

animated organizing efforts.  The long history of North Carolina’s gendered white 

supremacist politics demanded that activists challenge oppression on a variety of 



 

 473 

levels and acknowledge the deep relationships between racism, misogyny, and 

homophobia in their work.  Ultimately, individual clergy, congregations, and 

religious groups proved the most successful in forging diverse alliances attuned 

to this complicated past and worked closely with progressive secular groups to 

shift the mindset of vast swaths of moderate Protestants who had not yet given 

much critical thought to how feminism or gay rights fit into their respective 

religious traditions.   

Without this support from organized religion, feminism and gay liberation 

would have looked much different in North Carolina.  In a region seeped in 

Protestant religious traditions and swayed by the arguments of the religious right, 

the respectability and communal reach of the church remained critical to 

normalizing the message of women’s equality and citizenship rights for the LGBT 

community.  When individual ministers threw their weight behind an issue like the 

ERA or the abolishment of CAN statutes, their actions sent ripples across the 

state.  As these same clergy increasingly organized as a collective group, 

supporting issues like a gay rights ordinance or AIDS ministry, the ripples 

became waves.  Reversing the damage done by decades of oppression proved 

to be difficult work and remains unfinished today.  Yet, the intersectional 

frameworks and fluid understandings of gender and sexuality established by 

North Carolina’s religious left in the 1970s and 1980s served as a critical building 

block to a moral vision of equality and justice still salient in the present moment.  
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