The NYC Unity Project:

Conversations with Faith Leaders

Spring 2024

Background

The Mayor’s Office of Equity’s Unity Project and the NYC Health Department have worked
closely with community-based organizations (CBOs), LGBTQIA+ youth, and faith-based leaders
to conduct healing sessions, trauma-informed trainings, and group conversations around the
topic of LGBTQIA+ experiences in faith-based spaces. The first phase (Spring 2023) focused on
LGBTQIA+ youth who have faced challenges connecting in faith-based spaces. The second phase
(Spring 2024) built on insights from the first phase to engage faith leaders in the conversation.

Process

In the first phase, the Unity Project team, CBOs, and community conversation vendor Cortico
held six small group conversations with 25 LGBTQIA+ youth participants. The participants shared
their experiences in faith-based spaces in structured conversations facilitated by CBO staff. The
conversations were analyzed with tools developed by Cortico and the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology Center for Constructive Communication (MIT CCC).

In the second phase, the Unity Project team iterated this process to hold group conversations
with faith leader participants. The Unity Project team facilitated three conversations with 19
faith leaders using audio excerpts from the stories shared by the previous youth participants as
conversation prompts. The faith leaders responded to the youth story prompts with their own
experiences and visions for more inclusive faith-based spaces.

Notably, many of the faith leaders who volunteered for the second phase of conversations are
members of the LGBTQIA+ community themselves, and their testimonies offered powerful
insights into their own experiences of discrimination, perseverance, and personal journeys back
to faith spaces.

Eight key themes emerged from Audio Medleys
conversations with faith leaders: : To share key themes from conversations with faith
e Empowerment Through Visibility leaders in Spring 2024, Cortico and the Unity Project
o team created 1-3-minute audio medleys. These
e Love medleys, composed of impactful excerpts, provide
o cohesive snapshots of each theme.

e Personal Experiences of Hurt
¢ Living Authentically
e Partial Acceptance


https://growingupnyc.cityofnewyork.us/generationnyc/topics/lgbtq/
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Click the link in each theme title to listen to the
1-3-minute medley of faith leader voices or read the transcription.

Empowerment Through Visibility | Audio Medley with Transcription

Faith leaders discussed the importance of affirming faith-based spaces for LGBTQIA+
members, expressing validation, relief, and belonging in their voices. They also shared
the long, painful journeys to find these spaces and hope to prevent such struggles for
future generations through their affirming work.

Faith leaders discussed the importance of using education to bridge gaps between
leaders of faith institutions, faith communities, and the LGBTQIA+ community. They note
that the generational differences and inaccurate narratives about LGBTQIA+ people that
often cause biases in faith-based spaces can be remedied by having open-minded and
empathetic conversations with each other. Education on LGBTQIA+ topics can also
prevent unintentional harm by helping people understand LGBTQIA+ perspectives so
they can avoid offensive words or actions.

Love | Audio Medley with Transcription

Everybody deserves love, safety, and support in their lives, regardless of identity or
faith. Faith leaders discussed the importance of reaching outside of immediate social or
community circles to find supportive environments where young people can feel heard
and exist fully as themselves. The theme of love takes several forms across the
conversations: love could be a sense of belonging and inclusion provided to or by others;
a personal feeling of belonging and acceptance; an ability to have vulnerable
conversations with peers; a spiritual belief that ‘God loves you as you are’; or the
opportunity to provide support to others in times of need as well as times of abundance.

Faith leaders understand that some interpretations of religious text can be used to
shame or discriminate against others, but the same text can also be used to show hope
and uplift people. Faith leaders described how they chose to focus on excerpts of their
religious text that highlight inclusivity and the concept of “come as you are” in their own
faith practices. One participant remarks that “the religion of yesterday is not the religion
of today,” and faith communities should lead with humanity while building upon the
foundations of older interpretations of their religious text. Faith leaders can use their
power to redress some of the hurt that has been caused by certain interpretations by
emphasizing love and inclusivity as the core tenets of their teachings.


https://drive.google.com/file/d/189NbExKr7o0TPH2yi3gaCf7rEJheujgr/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1q2GBYxlcHCIcsdXdtYxa7EdXxL66Kq02/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Z_TcU6z7U9N1E2CF7LiMxqoNBEFNI9Lj/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1tpdMmYrLciPnH8jygdaXFUaPZkNb5E4c/view?usp=drive_link

Personal Experiences of Hurt | Audio Medley with Transcription

Many faith leaders shared personal stories of facing discrimination, shame, or judgment in
faith-based spaces due to their identities. Stigma surrounding LGBTQIA+ identities caused
some of these leaders to leave their religious communities as young people, sometimes
not returning for over a decade. Participants also described the unique pain of feeling
rejected by the communities they grew up in and to which they had contributed their
time, support, and love.

Living Authentically | Audio Medley with Transcription

Faith leaders emphasized the importance of being one's fullest self in faith spaces, rather
than suppressing self-expression to avoid judgment. They acknowledged that authenticity
might clash with traditional expectations, but faith communities must unlearn stigmas and
accept diverse life paths to prevent tension. Leaders shared the liberating experience of
being fully accepted in affirming spaces after years of suppression. At a basic level,
everyone desires to live authentically and be accepted. This need for love and acceptance
drives the creation of affirming faith spaces, with the ultimate goal of everyone
worshipping together, regardless of identity or life experiences.

The perspectives shared by faith leaders represent a difficult social dynamic in which
LGBTQIA+ members of faith communities, regardless of how long they've been part of a
community, can be rejected when they choose to express their identity. Many stories
explain a situation in which LGBTQIA+ people are accepted in faith communities on the
condition that they not openly express their identity or at least “dull it down.” The stigma
around these identities can cause explicit bias as well as subtle, unspoken bias in faith
spaces. Regardless of the degree of discrimination, faith leaders remark that this rejection
too often pushes good people out and leaves others feeling that they cannot bring their full

self to faith spaces.

In the final part of each group conversation, faith leaders shared messages for LGBTQIA+
youth. They expressed a desire to connect with and support young people, fostering their
growth regardless of identity or experiences. These leaders feel responsible for advocating
for LGBTQIA+ youth in faith spaces and beyond, envisioning a future where youth know
about available resources and affirming spaces. They also encourage LGBTQIA+ youth to
contribute their energy and experiences to shape a more inclusive and loving future.


https://drive.google.com/file/d/1chJpUi5bqNksABFzXY_4WXH77hm0fc2t/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/18kahjxHB3GQrMUh1WeE-C1G43WNjazag/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Ar8B_qeZPjw1jpCTOOWxZdwZ-dctj_NQ/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1vlLFFNIdMMkTzZK3LJLm0XroKouQzWZz/view?usp=drive_link

