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CHAPTER I 
 
 
 

AN INTRODUCTION    
 

The church has always been an important institution in American society, 

and nowhere has church membership and attendance traditionally been of 

greater importance than in the South. In this section of the country, conservative 

church leaders and members adhere to religious and moral beliefs, based on the 

love of God, family, and country; these are considered supremely conservative 

values. This explains why the southern region of the United States is often 

referred to as the Bible Belt. The above listed traits definitely apply to the 

conservative, southern city of Dallas.   

 In the 1970s religious conservatives married their faith to politics in a way 

that they had not done before that time. This union has given them great 

influence in the political world over the past thirty years. Political power is highly 

important to religious conservatives, or the “Religious Right,” as this group is 

often called, because it believes that Christians and their values are under siege 

by a decaying moral culture. The Religious Right considers abortion and 

homosexuality dire threats to American society. It is important to note that 

religious people on both the right and the left side of the political spectrum had 

connected their faith to politics since 1945. Good examples of this are religious 
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progressives who took part in the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s. 

Just as religious liberals saw the benefits of connecting their faith to the fight for 

social justice in the 1950s and 1960s, religious individuals politically to the right 

began to see the possible benefits of mobilizing Christian conservatives in the 

1970s.1  

The 1970s not only witnessed the rise of the Religious Right in the South, 

but it also saw the birth of a church in 1970 that would become the largest one in 

the world to minister to a mostly gay and lesbian congregation. That church was 

Metropolitan Community Church of Dallas (MCC Dallas), that later would become 

the Cathedral of Hope (CoH). MCC Dallas was formed in the conservative, Bible 

Belt city of Dallas in 1970. The church changed its name to the Cathedral of 

Hope in 1990. Over the years, the church has experienced a number of changes 

and hardships to become the solid, flourishing institution it is today.    

The Cathedral of Hope has a rich history. The church was founded as a 

Christian church with a special ministry to gays and lesbians when it was not 

popular or particularly safe for one to be open about his or her sexual orientation 

in the city of Dallas. The church also has a history rooted in community 

organizing and the struggle for civil rights. The story of the CoH includes an 

example of triumph over what seemed an insurmountable situation, the AIDS 

crisis, which took a devastating toll on the congregation in the 1980s and early 

 
                                                 
1     Jeanette Keith, The South: A Concise History Volume II, (Upper Saddle River: Pearson 
Education, 2002), 176-179 and 211 – 212. 
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1990s. With all that the CoH has endured in its almost forty years of existence, it 

has managed not to only survive but also to thrive and become a congregation 

with members numbering in the thousands.  

This history of the Cathedral of Hope contributes to the historical 

scholarship concentrated on gay and civil rights history, and to historical work 

focused on the South and Southwestern regions of the United States. The 

Dallas/Ft. Worth Metroplex is an area that is often viewed as both southern and 

southwestern. Over the last two decades, historians have documented the gay 

rights movement of the post-World War II period.  A number of scholars have 

concentrated on the East and West coasts, and have mostly ignored the interior 

sections of the United States when discussing civil rights with respect to the gay 

community. This thesis will help to fill that gap by focusing on a church located in 

Dallas, Texas. The following work is also part of a larger, current trend in 

historical scholarship on the civil rights movement. Its focus is more on local 

politics and leaders and institutions, rather than national civil rights leaders.  

It is important to discuss some of the work that scholars have completed 

on the gay rights movement to explain where a history of the Cathedral of Hope 

fits into the larger picture. Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a 

Homosexual Minority in the United States, 1940–1970, by John D’Emilio, is a 

highly important work in the field of gay history.2 In it, D’Emilio explains how the 

 
                                                 
2     John D’ Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority 
in the United States, 1940-1970 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1983).  
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gay community emerged as a minority group in the U.S. following the end of 

World War II. The small group of lesbians and gays that made themselves visible 

after the war and that began to demand equal rights for homosexuals belonged 

to what is called the homophile movement.  They predated the group that would 

emerge after the Stonewall riots. The more militant group of lesbians and gays 

that presented itself post-Stonewall was part of what is referred to as the gay 

liberation movement. D’Emilio captures the social, political, and cultural aspects 

of life for gays and lesbians in this groundbreaking work. Though this book 

considers a number of cities across the United States, its main areas of focus are 

the East and West coasts.  

City of Sisterly and Brotherly Loves: Lesbian and Gay Philadelphia, 1945-

1972, by Marc Stein concentrates strictly on the city of Philadelphia.3 It covers 

the same time frame as Sexual Politics and Sexual Communities, and it 

discusses some of the same early gay rights leaders that D’Emilio does in his 

book. This is because a number of early homophile and gay rights leaders were 

from or based in Philadelphia.   

Though there are not many gay histories set in the South, there are a few 

worth mentioning here. One is Men Like That: A Southern Queer History by John 

Howard.4 Men Like That explores the lives of gay men and lesbians in the post-

                                                                                                                                                 
 
3     Marc Stein, City of Sisterly and Brotherly Loves: Lesbian and Gay Philadelphia, 1945-1972 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000).   
 
4     John Howard, Men Like That: A Southern Queer History (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1999).  
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World War II South. This work is not really about gay or civil rights even though it 

discusses the topic to a certain extent. It is a social/cultural history that covers 

the topics of art, literature, politics, and religion in relation to southern gays.  

Daneel Buring’s Lesbian and Gay Memphis: Building Communities behind the 

Magnolia Curtain is the one work that is most similar to the work that will be 

presented in the following thesis.5 The time frame in which Lesbian and Gay 

Memphis is set is the mid-1940s through 1990s. It is an urban history focused on 

the lesbian and gay community. This work explores the interaction of class, 

gender, race, and religion. It also deals with the response to the AIDS crisis by 

the gay community in Memphis, Tennessee.  

In contrast to Lesbian and Gay Memphis, this thesis mostly concentrates 

on a single institution within the gay community. Lesbian and Gay Memphis 

focuses on the larger gay community instead of one of its important organizations 

or institutions. The history of the Cathedral of Hope is more contemporary than 

that of Lesbian and Gay Memphis. This work focuses on the years 1965-1992. 

Finally, even though race is mentioned in this thesis, it is not discussed as 

extensively as it is in Lesbian and Gay Memphis.   

There are not many comprehensive, scholarly histories about modern and 

contemporary Dallas. There are two notable works about the city: White 

Metropolis: Race, Ethnicity, and Religion in Dallas, 1841-2001, by Michael 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
5     Daneel Buring, Lesbian and Gay Memphis: Building Communities Behind the Magnolia 
Curtain (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1997).  
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Phillips, and Dallas: The Making of a Modern City, by Patricia Evridge Hill.6 Both 

of these works are well researched. Each one is thorough, dating back to the 

nineteenth century and covering at least part of the twentieth century. Hill’s book 

mainly focuses on the sixty years between 1880 and 1940. Phillips, on the other 

hand, concentrates on Dallas from 1841-2001. Though he covers a 160 year 

period, most of the book focuses on the twentieth century. White Metropolis 

contains a great deal of information about Dallas over the last sixty years. 

The subtitle of White Metropolis suggests that it is comprehensive in its 

study of race, ethnicity, and religion in Dallas through 2001. This is simply not the 

case. By 2001, the Cathedral of Hope was already established as the largest 

church in the world ministering to a mostly gay and lesbian population. One 

would think that with such a church situated in Dallas, Phillips would have 

mentioned it in his book. Though Philips failed to mention the Cathedral of Hope 

and the gay community of Dallas, his work is still an invaluable source for this 

project. It is cited throughout this thesis to help contextualize the history of the 

CoH.  

There are currently no histories written about the gay community in Dallas, 

and its struggle for civil rights. There is a fine documentary, Finding Our Voice, 

 
                                                 
6     Michael Phillips, White Metropolis: Race, Ethnicity, and Religion in Dallas, 1841-2001 (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 2006); Patricia Evridge Hill, Dallas: The Making of a Modern City 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1996).  
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which documents the history of gays in Dallas and their political struggles.7 The 

history of lesbians and gays in Dallas and their fight to overcome discrimination 

and gain political power has been captured in one good historical source, an oral 

history provided by gay archivist and local historian Phil Johnson. In his interview 

recorded on behalf of the Dallas Public Library, Johnson shared his highly 

interesting life story.8 Johnson is a native of Dallas who takes great pride in the 

city of his birth. Since Johnson is a gay man who was born in the 1920s, he is 

able to provide a wealth of information about the gay community in Dallas.  

Some of the information that Johnson shares in his in-depth interview 

concentrates on the origins of MCC Dallas. The church grew out of the first gay 

organization in Texas, the Circle of Friends. Johnson was the founder of this 

social group. Johnson’s oral history also discusses the formation of the Dallas 

Gay Political Caucus (DGPC). This organization was co-founded by the second 

pastor of MCC Dallas, Jim Harris, and some of its earliest meetings were held at 

the church. Jim Harris, the first openly gay man to run for the Dallas City Council, 

made his unsuccessful bid in 1977. The importance of the DGPC and Jim Harris 

will be discussed in detail in chapter 3 of this work. Though the history provided 

by Johnson contains a great deal of important information about Dallas’ gay 

community, it is not exclusively a history of the gay community or the church that 

 
                                                 
7     Rick Thompson and Kay Vinson, prods., Finding Our Voice: The Dallas Gay & Lesbian 
Community (Dallas: KERA, 2000).  
 
8     Phil Johnson: An Oral History Interview, Conducted by Gerald D. Saxon, December 17, 1980 
and January 2 and 28, 1981, (Dallas Public Library, Dallas, Texas).     
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would become the Cathedral of Hope. It is more a life history about Johnson in 

which he shares the history of Dallas’ gay community from his perspective.  

The works listed above do not represent the entire historiography of gay 

and lesbian history with respect to civil rights. They also do not represent all of 

the histories that have been written on gay communities throughout the United 

States. Instead, they are works that are closely related to the history that is 

presented in this thesis. These are examples of the kind of history that are 

contained in the following pages.  

There have been several books written by and about MCC founder Troy 

Perry: The Lord is My Shepherd and He Knows I’m Gay; The Autobiography of 

the Reverend Troy Perry, As Told to Charles L. Lucas;  Don’t Be Afraid Anymore: 

the Story of Reverend Troy Perry and the Metropolitan Community Churches; 

and Troy Perry: Pastor and Prophet.9 Perry and the founding of the United 

Fellowship of Metropolitan Community Churches (UFMCC) have been the 

subject of a well-researched journal article by Melissa Wilcox, “Of Markets and 

Missions: The Early History of the Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan 

Community Churches.”10 Michael Piazza, former pastor and current dean of the 

 
                                                 
9     Troy Perry and Charles L. Lucas, The Lord is My Shepherd and He Knows I’m Gay: The 
Autobiography of the Reverend Troy Perry As Told to Charles L. Lucas (Los Angeles: Nash 
Publishing, 1972); Troy D. Perry & Thomas L.P. Swicegood, Don’t Be Afraid Anymore: The Story 
of Reverend Troy Perry and the Metropolitan Community Churches (New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 1990); Chris Glaser, Troy Perry: Pastor and Prophet (West Hollywood: Metropolitan 
Community Churches, 2005).  
 
10     Melissa Wilcox. “Of Markets and Missions: The Early History of Universal Fellowship of 
Metropolitan Community Churches,” Journal of Religion and American Culture (2001): 83-108.  
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Cathedral of Hope, has written about parts of the history of the MCC 

Dallas/Cathedral of Hope. Though the founder of the MCC has been written 

about and Piazza has discussed the CoH in various books, newspaper articles, 

and interviews, a thorough, academic history has not been written about the 

Cathedral of Hope. This is what will be contained in the following pages.  

Before explaining the main purpose of this thesis, it is important to discuss 

some of the sources that were employed in writing this history.   Aside from the 

above listed sources that are referenced later, this thesis will incorporates the 

research and writing of other leading historians, sociologists, political scientists, 

and religious writers, thinkers and clergy. Articles from newspapers and 

periodicals were also utilized while constructing the story of the Cathedral of 

Hope. Newspaper articles serve as good primary source material, while articles 

from periodicals work well as secondary sources.  

Letters, memos, church budgets, and bulletins from the church archives 

are also cited. In addition to the primary documents from the Cathedral of Hope, 

the work cites several oral histories. One oral history interviewee is Reverend 

Richard Vincent, who was the first elected pastor of MCC Dallas in 1971. Another 

is Reverend Michael Piazza, the former pastor and current dean of the Cathedral 

of Hope. Reverend Carol West’s oral history discussing her work as associate 

pastor and AIDS chaplain to MCC Dallas/Cathedral of Hope from the mid-1980s 

through the mid-1990s is another important source. Finally, there is the oral 

history of William McElvaney, a progressive, Methodist minister and Professor 
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Emeritus of Preaching and Worship at Southern Methodist University’s Perkins 

School of Theology, who has been a long time friend of the Cathedral of Hope. 

He has also been a tireless activist who has fought on behalf of people of color, 

the poor, women, and gays throughout his entire adult life.   

 This history of the Cathedral of Hope does a number of things. It  

contextualizes the founding of the church by examining what the atmosphere 

was like in Dallas when the church was formed. This work explores not only what 

was happening in Dallas but also what was taking place both religiously and 

culturally on a national level in order for a church such as the Cathedral of Hope 

to come about when it did. While composing the history of the CoH, it is 

important to offer background information on the denomination from which the 

Cathedral of Hope originally came. That denomination is the United Fellowship of 

Metropolitan Community Churches.  

After covering the times in which Cathedral of Hope was formed as well as 

the other cultural forces that contributed to its founding, the thesis discusses the 

myriad ways that church leaders and members reached out to help those within 

and outside of the gay community in Dallas. Leaders of the CoH and a number of 

its members have been involved in efforts to educate those outside of the gay 

community about what the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) 

community is really like. They have also taken part in efforts to secure rights and 

fair treatment with regard to the LGBT community in Dallas and the rest of the 
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nation. In doing so, some of the leaders of the church have operated in dual 

roles, those of pastor and gay rights activist.  

 This is not only a history about the political and organizing aspects of a 

predominantly gay church; it also covers important progressive religious 

philosophies which made it possible for such a church to form, survive, and 

thrive. These philosophies are ecumenism and gay liberation theology and will 

help to explain how leaders and members of the Cathedral of Hope understood 

themselves, their struggles, and their place in the larger religious community. 

Gay liberation theology and ecumenism are progressive philosophies because 

they are highly affirming and inclusive. This fact alone can help explain why the 

Cathedral of Hope has been such a welcoming place for lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

and transgender Christians.    

 This work will discuss the theme of visibility in relation to Dallas’ gay 

community, and the growth and importance of MCC Dallas/Cathedral of Hope. 

This thesis will prove that Dallas’ gay community experienced the same kind of 

community building that happened in other parts of the United States throughout 

the 1970s. It will also demonstrate that the gay community in Dallas became 

politically organized, and fought for civil rights just as other lesbians and gays in 

other parts of the country. As gays and lesbians became more visible and 

organized, the community became more vibrant and began to organize for 

political change. MCC Dallas/Cathedral of Hope was connected to all of this.   
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 The push and pull effect related to the growth of MCC Dallas/Cathedral of 

Hope will also be explored in these pages. This effect explains how gay 

Christians were turned away from, or did not feel accepted at other mainline 

churches in Dallas. Because of this, they were drawn to MCC Dallas/Cathedral of 

Hope because it was a Christian church with a special outreach to gays and 

lesbians. This work will show how progressive trends like ecumenism and gay 

liberation theology contributed to this effect.  

 The Cathedral of Hope is a unique institution with an extraordinary history.  

It is a large, theologically and socially progressive church located in Dallas, 

Texas. It is the largest church of its kind in the world. This fact alone makes its 

history worth researching and writing. The story of the CoH is also significant 

because it is an important contribution to the cultural and social history of the 

South and Southwest. The history of the Cathedral of Hope is a contemporary 

one that explores the topics of religion, sexuality, gender, and gay and civil rights.   

 This work makes an important three-part argument about Cathedral of 

Hope. First, it argues that the CoH has been an important institution in Dallas’ 

gay community because the church has long been both an affirming and 

liberating church for lesbian and gay Christians. Second, the church has been a 

multipurpose site, a place where gays and lesbians could go to worship God, to 

organize and discuss their plight as members of an oppressed minority and as 

second-class citizens, and to construct ways in which to improve their situations. 

The Cathedral of Hope has been a site of resistance. Because of this, some 
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important individuals and happenings within Dallas’ gay community were 

connected to the CoH. Finally, this thesis argues that the Cathedral of Hope 

demonstrated that it was a progressive religious institution dedicated to social 

justice by protesting unjust laws directed at gay men and women, fighting 

discrimination and homophobia, and advocating on behalf of the poor, sick, and 

helpless at the height of the AIDS crises. This part of the argument will prove that 

LGBT people of faith in Dallas had success with social activism through the 

church. This is an important contribution to the history of gay activism because 

such stories are almost nonexistent.   
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CHAPTER II 
 
 
 

GAY LIBERATION AND THE BIRTH OF A CHURCH  
 

This chapter tells three important stories, each with a connection to the 

church that would eventually become the Cathedral of Hope (CoH). The chapter 

will explain how an increased visibility of gay men in California sparked a 

dialogue among liberal ministers about homosexuality, and it will explain the 

impact that this conversation had on the early gay rights movement. The chapter 

will discuss and analyze some of the early gay rights protests that took place in 

the mid-1960s. Finally, this chapter tells the story of Metropolitan Community 

Church (MCC) founder, Troy Perry. It will relate that the pastor did not come from 

a progressive religious background, nor was he part of the homophile movement 

that predated the gay liberation movement of the late 1960s. Troy Perry decided 

to form the MCC independent of the events previously mentioned. He was driven 

to do so by the belief that there needed to be a Christian church with an outreach 

to gays and lesbians.1  

 
                                                 
1     John D’ Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority 
in the United States, 1940-1970 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1983), 164, 192-193; 
Troy D. Perry and Thomas L.P. Swicegood, Don’t Be Afraid Anymore: The Story of Reverend 
Troy Perry and the Metropolitan Community Churches (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1990), 31-
35. 
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Gays in Dallas wanted to start a gay organization; the desire to start such 

an organization led to the formation of the Circle of Friends. MCC Dallas grew 

out of this social group.  In the early 1960s a strong wave of activism swept many 

U.S. churches. That wave was set in motion by three things: the civil rights 

struggle, the “rediscovery” of widespread poverty in the midst of abundance, and 

the idealistic rhetoric expressed by President Kennedy. Social concerns 

dominated the ministry in the U.S. in a way not seen since the Great Depression. 

Among African American and younger clergy in particular, service to God and the 

church came to require more engagement with the world. That was the case at 

Glide Memorial Methodist Church located in the Tenderloin district of San 

Francisco. The church was led by an African-American minister, Reverend A. 

Cecil Williams, who had spent a number of years working for the cause of racial 

justice. Glide was surrounded by many castoffs of society – the poor, the aged, 

alcoholics, addicts, prostitutes, petty criminals and, male hustlers. In 1962, 

Williams recruited a young minister-social worker, Ted McIlvenna, to head a new 

program sponsored by Glide, the Young Adult project. Its purpose was to help 

the large number of runaways who ended up in the area.2   

 McIlvenna learned that many of the male runaways were homosexuals 

who were driven to the streets by non-approving family and peers. After 

personally witnessing how badly society treated gays, the young minister decided 

 
                                                 
2      D’ Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, 192. 
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to start the work of seeking social justice for homosexuals. He also got other 

clergy involved. The liberal ministers who met with McIlvenna acknowledged the 

role that religion had played in the persecution of gays. They promised to initiate 

dialogue in their denominations on the church’s stand toward same-gender 

sexuality.3 

 The actions of McIlvenna on behalf of gays were significant for a number 

of reasons. The young minister shed light on how poorly society treated one 

misunderstood and often maligned segment of the population. He then called on 

other church leaders to help with bringing about justice for homosexuals. The 

actions of the minister-social worker were important in helping to improve the 

lives of gays. Though this was a small and localized step, it was an important one 

toward social justice with respect to lesbians and gays, and the church was now 

part of it.  

 In December 1964 in San Francisco, liberal ministers and homophile 

leaders formed the Council on Religion and the Homosexual. The founding of 

this group brought a certain level of respectability to the cause of gay rights. The 

involvement of ministers in the gay rights movement was similar to the 

participation of clergy in the civil rights movement. Clergy members had 

significant influence on society.  Homophile leaders were now more confident 

 
                                                 
3     Ibid, 192-193. 
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that their voices would be heard when they raised them for the cause of social 

justice.4 

 On New Year’s Eve 1964, the first gay organization in Texas, the Circle of 

Friends, was formed in Dallas. The group was the brainchild of Phil Johnson, the 

self-appointed historian and archivist of the gay community in Dallas. Johnson 

had hoped to form a gay social organization in Dallas similar to those already in 

existence in San Francisco, Chicago, and Washington D.C. Johnson said that 

after waiting a dozen years for a group to start in Dallas, he decided to form one 

himself. Determining that he would found an organization for gays though he was 

by no means a leader, Johnson proposed to four of his friends that they start a 

gay organization in Dallas. His friends agreed that it was a great idea, and that 

was the birth of the Circle of Friends. The Circle was started as a social club 

where gays could meet other gays without going to the bars. The club believed it 

was too small to change the laws or register a substantial number of voters. 

Members did not think that they could accomplish things that larger clubs did in 

other big cities.5 

 Members of the Circle of Friends did not think that they could achieve 

whatever political and social goals they had because Dallas was more 

conservative than places like San Francisco, Washington D.C., and Chicago. 

 
                                                 
4     Ibid, 58,100-101, and 192-195. 
  
5     Phil Johnson: An Oral History Interview, Conducted by Gerald Saxon on December 17, 1980, 
and January 2 and 28, 1981, (Dallas Public Library, Dallas, Texas), hereinafter, (DPL), 48-49. 
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Johnson was reminded of that reality when he and others, who were part of the 

Circle of Friends, wanted to get a charter from the state of Texas. Johnson was 

warned by a friend, an attorney, that he should not start a gay organization in 

Texas, warning Johnson of the repercussions of starting such an organization. 

Johnson listened and decided not to pursue the charter.6 

 The reminder that Johnson’s friend gave him about why he should not 

obtain a charter for the Circle of Friends communicates how different Dallas was 

from some of the other cities that were experiencing gay rights activity. Dallas 

was a conservative city located within the Bible Belt.  Johnson’s friend believed 

there would be a high social price to pay for attempting to get a charter for the 

Circle of Friends.  Johnson’s friend did not believe the mid-1960s was the time 

for Dallas’s gay community to make any grand declarations, and draw attention 

to itself.  

 President Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act into law in the summer of 

1965. He had signed the Civil Rights Act a year earlier. Passage of these two 

pieces of legislation changed the status of African-Americans; they made them 

full U.S. citizens a hundred years after the Civil War. The means taken to achieve 

such ends were challenging to say the least. A number of brave men, women, 

and children put themselves in great danger in order to make the United States a 

more just and equitable country. The civil rights movement did more than 

 
                                                 
6     Ibid, 50-51; Michael Phillips, White Metropolis: Race, Ethnicity, and Religion in Dallas, 1841-
2001 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2006), 2. 
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produce important legislation that improved the lives of African Americans. It 

taught a number of important lessons. The movement demonstrated that ordinary 

individuals who believed in a certain cause could successfully work on its behalf, 

and bring about significant change. It related the importance of organization and 

diligence. And, it showed that there were a number of tactics that could be 

employed in order to get others to take notice and listen. Such tactics were 

picketing, sit-ins, and use of the media.7  

 Gay men and women learned important lessons from African Americans in 

the civil rights movement. In the spring and summer of 1965, gay rights activists 

used many of the same tactics that were executed in the civil rights movement to 

bring attention to themselves and their cause. In May 1965, gay rights activists 

agreed to mount a series of pickets during the spring and summer. They chose 

several important sites for their demonstrations. Activists picketed the White 

House on May 29; The Civil Service Commission Building in Washington D.C. on 

June 26; Independence Hall in Philadelphia on July 4; the Pentagon on July 31; 

the State Department on August 28; and where they did their final demonstration, 

the White House on October 23. Just before the picketing began, over one 

 
                                                 
7     See for instance, Charles M. Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition 
and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle, (Berkeley: University of California Press).  
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hundred gay men and lesbians in Philadelphia held a sit-in at a popular 

restaurant that refused to serve them.8  

  The demonstrations brought desired media attention. The ABC network 

filmed the picketing that took place at the White House on May 29, and local 

affiliates in nine states included the film in their newscasts. Wire services sent out 

a story that was picked up by papers in several U.S. cities. Demonstrating 

implicitly involved an open avowal of one’s homosexuality. Those who 

participated in these events were strong examples of courage, because they 

were clearly willing to face the consequences of taking such a public stand.9 

 The bravery of the gay men and women who protested cannot be stressed 

enough. These individuals put themselves on the line for the cause of gay rights. 

They risked unemployment, violence, and ostracism from their family and peers 

for the sake of improving the status of homosexual Americans. The law was the 

greatest challenge faced by lesbians and gay men in the mid-1960s. All 

homosexual acts were prohibited by the laws of forty-nine states. The state of 

Illinois was the only exception. Since homosexual activity was illegal in most of 

the United States, those who proclaimed their homosexuality were looked upon 

and treated as criminals by American society. Gay men and lesbians occupied a 

precarious place because they were not afforded what the fourteenth 

 
                                                 
8     D’ Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, 164; Terry H. Anderson, The Sixties (New 
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amendment guarantees to all American citizens, equal protection under the law. 

Enforcement of this right lies at the heart of the gay rights movement, and this is 

what early gay rights activists demonstrated for in 1965.10 

 The acts of the men and women who were part of these demonstrations 

not only relate their courage, but they also show that these lesbians and gay men 

were building a real movement. These individuals were the most important 

resources to their new movement. Sociologist Sara Diamond explains, “Social 

movement theorists use the term resources to include a variety of movement 

assets. Movement participants themselves are a resource, not only because 

large numbers mean influence, but because pre-existing organizations facilitate 

quick and efficient mobilization.”  The men and women who took part in the early 

gay rights demonstrations were members of homophile organizations.11 

 In the summer of 1965 in Dallas, Phil Johnson came across an 

advertisement  in a San Francisco newspaper to which he subscribed. In it, 

Dallas minister Doug McLean stated that he wanted to start an organization in 

Dallas like one he had noticed in San Francisco, the Society for Individual Rights 

(SIR).  McLean was a minister at the First Methodist church in Dallas. While in 

San Francisco, he visited various gay organizations; that is when he decided that 
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he wanted to start one in Dallas. Johnson contacted McLean. Through him, 

Johnson was put in contact with other ministers interested in forming such a 

group. McLean and Johnson met with ministers from Presbyterian, Lutheran, and 

Episcopal churches. Five gay men and four non-gay ministers formed the Circle 

of Friends. Johnson stated that the organization had already started, but 

involvement by the ministers gave it impetus because the group was allowed to 

meet on church property. He also said that the group felt safe from the police 

because of the presence of the ministers. Johnson and other members did not 

think that the police would raid them because of the involvement of ministers. 

Though Circle members felt a certain level of security, they attempted to use 

pseudonyms when meeting. That did not last long because they kept forgetting 

their fake names.12  

 Doug McLean’s involvement with the Circle of Friends shows the influence 

that the dialogue between liberal ministers and homosexuals had on the 

organization that would eventually give birth to MCC Dallas. Doug McLean had 

seen and learned about the Society for Individual Rights (SIR) while visiting 

California.  SIR was a homophile group that belonged to the Council on Religion 

and the Homosexual (CRH); which was born from the dialogue between 

homosexuals and liberal ministers. The involvement of Doug McLean with the 
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Circle of Friends demonstrates that the Cathedral of Hope has roots that go back 

as far as that important dialogue which began in the early 1960s. 

 The formation of the Circle of Friends speaks to two themes that will be 

examined throughout the remainder of this thesis. The first one is ecumenism. 

Methodist minister and Professor Emeritus of Preaching and Worship, William 

McElvaney, defines ecumenism as, “The cooperation of various Christian 

denominations.” The ministers who came together in support of the Circle of 

Friends are an excellent example of an ecumenical group. Ecumenism was a 

theological trend that would remain important to the life of MCC Dallas/Cathedral 

of Hope.13  

   The Circle of Friends’ early meetings also raised the issue of visibility. 

Though the Circle of Friends started meeting on church property in the presence 

of ministers, members still did not feel completely safe using their real identities. 

This is because of the possibility of there being some highly negative 

consequences to group members if the police had raided their meetings, and the 

sexual orientation of members were made public. 

 The Circle of Friends met once a month.  Though the Circle met on church 

property, it did not meet in a church. Phil Johnson explained that there was a big 

beautiful antique house located on Inwood Road used by various groups for 

different purposes. Johnson described it as “kind of a community center.” The 
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Circle discussed a variety of things when it met each month. Members talked 

about getting informational materials into the public libraries. The Circle even 

sent its newsletter to the Dallas Public Library. Members also planned parties 

and socials. The group discussed more serious topics such as injustices done to 

gays, African Americans, women, and hippies. Johnson said that the meetings 

were short because the group could only discuss injustice; participants felt there 

was nothing they could actually do about it.  The sentiment shared by the Circle 

of Friends with respect to social justice action was a logical one. Dallas was not 

considered a progressive city like San Francisco or Philadelphia. Therefore, it 

was not wise or safe for homosexuals to be as visible and vocal as those in cities 

on the East and West coasts. It would still be a good while before the gay 

community in Dallas became more visible and asserted itself.14 

 By 1966, it had been almost two years since gay organizations engaged in 

dialogue with liberal Christian churches that were willing to accept gays as 

Christians in good standing. In the same year, more mainstream churches as 

well as prominent media outlets weighed in on the discussion. The National 

Council of Churches (NCC) took up the issue of homosexuality in January 1966. 

NCC did not reach a conclusion about the issue, but it did question the 

criminalization of homosexuality. Most Christian leaders in the 1960s still 

adhered to the notion that homosexuality was not only immoral but also illegal. 
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There were a few Christian leaders who urged the repeal of laws against sexual 

behavior between consenting adults. One such leader was Episcopal Bishop 

James Pike of San Francisco.15 

 In the same month that the Council of Churches discussed the issue of 

homosexuality, Time magazine contributed to the conversation on the 

controversial issue. A scathing article that appeared in the magazine said that 

homosexuality “deserves no encouragement, no glamorization, no rationalization, 

no fake status as minority martyrdom, no sophistry about simple differences in 

taste – and above all, no pretense that it is anything but a pernicious sickness.”  

The article communicated not only the thoughts of its author, but it also reflected 

how the majority of American society still thought and felt about same-gender 

sexuality. It took more time for there to be a significant shift in the way that 

society viewed the controversial and complicated issue.16   

 Troy Perry was born into a Pentecostal family in north Florida in 1940. He 

ran away from home in his early teens, and lived with relatives in south Georgia 

before becoming an itinerant evangelist in Alabama. In his late teens he married 

the daughter of a preacher. Though his denomination had a distrust of seminary 

training, Perry enrolled in a nonaccredited Bible college. At the same time, he 

worked as head pastor of a Church of God congregation in Joliet, Illinois. Perry 
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was excommunicated from the church after officials learned of an affair he had 

as an adolescent with another boy. After that incident, Perry secured a preaching 

engagement with a Church of God of Prophecy congregation. This job took him, 

his wife, and their two young sons to southern California. Perry was eventually 

forced out of that position because he refused to disavow homosexuality. After 

that incident, Perry’s wife took their children and left him.17 

 In 1965, Perry was drafted into the U.S. Army. The Army refused to 

believe Perry’s assertions that he was homosexual. Instead, he was sent to boot 

camp, then to teletype school, and finally transferred to Kaiserslautern, Germany. 

He was stationed there for a year and a half. While on duty in Germany, Perry 

was given a high security job of coding and decoding top secret messages. Perry 

met and befriended a young, African-American soldier, Ted Cobb, who was gay 

like Perry. During their time together Cobb learned how important the church was 

to Perry. When the two discussed what Perry would do when he returned home, 

Cobb asked Perry, “Why don’t you think about starting your own church?” About 

a year after leaving the Army, Perry would take the advice of his good friend.18 

 By the time Perry was discharged from the army, he had experienced a 

number of trials and tribulations associated with his coming to terms with his 
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sexual orientation. His marriage had ended, and he was separated from his two 

young sons because of it. He had also been forced from two churches because 

of his homosexuality. Even though he endured these misfortunes, he remained a 

faithful man. Perry would have two more trying experiences before answering 

what he would eventually conclude was his life’s ultimate calling. 

 In 1967, Perry was twenty-seven and a civilian again. He lived in Los 

Angeles, where he shared a home with his good friend Willie Smith. Perry and 

his friend occupied one side of a house, while a woman, Madeline Nelson, 

occupied the other side with her three teenage sons. Perry described Nelson as 

a wonderful human being.19 

 Over the course of a year, Perry became reacquainted with the gay scene 

in Hollywood. He stated that he met more gay men and lesbians than he ever 

before dreamed existed in the entire world. He also witnessed the awful way 

these individuals were treated. Perry heard how lesbians and gays were called 

“faggot” and “queer” by the Los Angeles police. He also knew that persecution by 

law was a reality of life. During this time, Perry met a man and fell in love. Perry 

considered the six months that they were involved some of the best and worst 

months of his life. He and his lover, Larry Drain, had a tempestuous relationship. 

When his lover shared that he was not interested in the church, and it looked as 

if he and Perry were not going to survive as a couple, Perry panicked. After his 
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companion left the relationship, Perry attempted suicide. He was saved by his 

good friends Willie Smith and Madeline Nelson. Perry said that this incident 

brought him closer to God again.20 

Perry soon witnessed another life-changing event. It happened in the 

summer of 1968 when he went out with a friend, Tony Valdez. While Perry and 

his friend were at a gay dance club, Valdez was arrested and charged with lewd 

and lascivious conduct. The police arrested Valdez and another man, because 

the man “slapped Valdez on the rump in a casual fashion (exactly the way 

football players do.)”  Valdez was taken to jail where he spent the night. Perry 

took an incensed Valdez home after he was released the next morning. Valdez 

felt both outraged and ashamed. He shared with Perry that a Chicano policeman 

harassed him while he was in jail. Valdez stated that the cop said that he was 

going to call his place of employment.21  

 After Perry’s friend left, he diligently prayed. He said about that moment, 

“somehow I knew I was approaching the culmination of my life, and I felt a 

building excitement.” Perry stated that he later laid in bed thinking that he wished 

he could find a church somewhere that would help him. He said that he wished 

he could start a church for all who are outcasts. Finally, he said, “Lord, you called 

me to preach. Now I think I’ve seen my niche in the ministry. We need a church, 

not a homosexual church, but a special church that will reach out to the lesbian 
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and gay community.” Perry said that a voice in his head told him it was time for 

him to create such a place.22 

 Perry decided to form a new Christian church. It would be one which 

included a special ministry to gay men and lesbians. In September 1968, Perry 

placed an ad in the fledgling gay magazine, The Advocate. On October 6, 1968, 

Perry held the ministry’s first service in his home. There were twelve people in 

attendance. This was the birth of the Metropolitan Community Church (MCC).23 

The first service of the Metropolitan Community Church was held at 1:30 

pm. At the beginning of the service, Perry explained what the church was going 

to become. He also stated that he was going to preach what God told him to 

preach, which was a three-pronged Gospel: 

Salvation – God so loved the world that God sent Jesus to tell us 
that whoever believes shall not perish but have everlasting life; and 
“whoever” included me as a gay male, unconditionally, because 
salvation is free – no church can take it away. 

 
Community- for those who have not families who care about them, 
or who find themselves alone or friendless, the church will be a 
family.  

 
Christian Social Action – We would stand up for all our rights, 
secular and religious, and we would start fighting the many forms of 
tyranny that oppressed us.24 
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 Perry called his first sermon “Be True to You.” In it he stated, “if you 

believe in yourself, then God will help you. He created you. He wants you to 

survive. I found out the hard way, but now I know – and I want you to know! And I 

don’t want you to forget: God really cares!”  After the service a friend who had 

been raised in a fundamentalist Christian church, Jim Bilbrey, spoke to Perry. He 

said that there were two questions of importance to him: “What does the Bible 

say about homosexuality?” and “What did Jesus say?” Perry understood that 

these two questions had to be answered with absolute accuracy. He had to 

return to his Bible before he could give his friend an adequate response. Perry 

spent the following two weeks with his Bible. He read and reread chapters and 

verse. He started with the Old Testament. During this period he spent a good 

amount of time in prayer. He prayed, “God, you’ve given me the message, but 

you’ve got to teach me more if I’m to teach others.” He said that he learned that 

there were 362 admonitions concerning sexual behavior between men and 

women. He said that regarding homosexuality, there were a total of six 

references. Finally, Perry said that Jesus said nothing of homosexuality. He 

added that Jesus was more interested in love. Perry also added that Jesus did 

condemn lust, no matter in what form it occurred. Perry was pleased with the 

answers he believed God revealed to him. He shared them with his friend, Jim 

Bilbrey, and others.25   
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 Perry endured a number of personal hardships on his journey to form the 

MCC. He had been excommunicated from the church, which had always been 

important to him. Perry lost his young family as he came to terms with his sexual 

orientation. He attempted suicide after a failed relationship. He also witnessed 

first hand how poorly lesbians and gays were treated by law enforcement when 

his friend was arrested and humiliated because of his homosexuality. With all 

that he had experienced and witnessed, he persevered. He listened to an inner 

voice and founded a church that would greatly affect the gay community and alter 

the religious landscape of the United States. Perry founded the MCC at a time 

when the gay community was making itself more visible to the American public. 

The new church provided lesbians and gay men with a new alternative, a new 

Christian church where they could openly worship God. The church was also 

founded at a time when the gay rights movement became more militant.  

 A late June 1969 incident changed the pace and tone of the gay rights 

movement. The event was the riot at the Stonewall Inn located in the heart of 

Greenwich Village in New York City. Just before midnight on June 27, 1969, 

police officers from the Sixth Precinct in Manhattan raided the Stonewall Inn. The 

officers did not expect any trouble since they had staged these types of gay-

bashing raids numerous times in the past. The police were surprised on this 

particular night. As the officers dragged away the bartender, bouncer, three drag 

queens, and a lesbian to nearby patrol cars, a crowd that had formed in front of 

the Stonewall Inn began to riot.  The rioters heaved cobblestones, threw beer 
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cans, and torched the bar. The riot continued throughout the night. Puerto Rican 

transvestites and young people charged against a row of uniformed policemen. 

They then withdrew and regrouped for another onslaught. This was not the end 

of the riot. The next day, graffiti appeared along Christopher Street where the bar 

was located; it proclaimed “Gay Power.”  That evening, a crowd of more than two 

thousand gays and sympathizers battled four hundred uniformed policemen. This 

event changed the way in which gays and lesbians throughout the United States 

viewed themselves and their cause. The story of the riots at the Stonewall 

became something of a creation myth in the gay liberation movement. It also 

sparked a nationwide grassroots liberation struggle.  Afterward, some within the 

gay liberation movement would work with and through the MCC to further the 

cause of gay rights in the United States.26  

Politically-minded and socially conscious gays and lesbians in both 

California and Texas viewed the Stonewall riots as an important event in the 

history of the gay community. The main difference in the two states was that 

California was ahead of Texas with regard to its gay rights activity. This history 

will show that it took the gay community in Dallas a while longer to exert itself 

politically.    

  Meanwhile, in Dallas in late 1969, Rob Shivers of the Circle of Friends 

decided that she wanted to start an MCC Church in Dallas. At a Circle meeting 
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held in her home, she asked who else in the group would be interested in the 

venture. Of the twelve people present, only six were interested in forming a 

church. Shivers went to California and met with Troy Perry. She returned home 

pleased with how her meeting had gone with Perry. Richard Vincent also went 

out to California with his partner to meet with Perry. They too were impressed 

with the church leader. After the six individuals who were interested in starting an 

MCC in Dallas met and discussed it, they contacted Perry and let it be known 

that they wanted to start a group.27  
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Figure 2.1. This is a photo of one of the residences where the 
Circle of Friends met. Courtesy of Cathedral of Hope. Dallas, 
Texas. 
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The group became an MCC mission that summer. Group members 

canvassed to get more people interested. In the meantime, mission members 

held prayer meetings and discussed religion in different homes. The group finally 

had enough members to pay $15 per week to rent a room at the Unitarian church 

on Normandy Avenue in Dallas. While on Normandy, the group started to grow.  

Troy Perry came to Dallas to visit the mission a couple of times during this 

period. Vincent stated that the group took out ads in local newspapers that 

announced visits by Perry. These visits drew crowds. On May 23, 1971, MCC 

Dallas became the eighth church in the Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan 

Community Churches (UFMCC). The new church had forty charter members. 

The Reverend Louis Loynes of MCC Los Angeles represented the Fellowship at 

the charter ceremony.28 

MCC Dallas grew out of a gay social group that allowed lesbians and gays 

to explore their concerns and visibility and express their solidarity in the 1960s in 

the city of Dallas. The concept of ecumenism was significant in the creation of 

the Circle of Friends. This progressive theological trend will be discussed and 

analyzed throughout the remainder of this work; it would remain highly important 

to MCC Dallas/Cathedral of Hope. The following chapter will show how MCC 
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Dallas became established as an important institution within the newly emerging 

gay community in Dallas in the 1970s. 

  

Figure 2.2. This is a photo of the Unitarian church 
located on Normandy in Dallas. Courtesy of Cathedral 
of Hope. Dallas, Texas. 
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CHAPTER III 
 
 
 

MCC DALLAS: THE NEW CHURCH BECOMES AND ANCHOR TO THE GAY 
COMMUNITY 

 
 
 Metropolitan Community Church of Dallas (MCC Dallas) became the 

eighth church in the United Fellowship of Metropolitan Community Churches 

(UFMCC) in the spring of 1971. MCC Dallas’ pastors and congregants could not 

have foreseen the amount of change that was in store for the new church in the 

upcoming decade.  During the 1970s, church membership grew significantly. By 

1975, average membership was 205. The congregation purchased two different 

buildings; it bought one in 1972 and another in 1976. Most importantly, MCC 

Dallas made clear what its mission was to be and established itself as an 

important institution within the gay community. During the 1970s, the pastors at 

MCC Dallas showed that they were concerned and dedicated leaders who 

worked to support people within and outside of the gay community.  Jim Harris, 

the second pastor of MCC Dallas, was an activist who played a significant role in 

elevating the cause of gay men and lesbians by bringing himself and the church 

into the new struggle for gay rights in Dallas.1 
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  One of the first and most important things that happened at the newly 

formed MCC Dallas was establishing its mission. Richard Vincent, the first 

elected pastor of the church, stated that MCC Dallas was a Christian church with 

a special outreach to gays and lesbians. He said that MCC Dallas was not a gay 

church, and that one did not have to be gay to attend. During the early days of 

MCC Dallas, Vincent made several appearances on local television. At each one, 

Vincent stressed the same message with respect to the mission of the church. 

The philosophy of MCC Dallas was the same as that of the original MCC church 

founded in Los Angeles by Troy Perry.2  

 The mission of MCC Dallas expressed by Reverend Vincent relates 

defined the church as inclusive. Homosexual as well as heterosexual individuals 

and members of all races were welcome to attend.  Vincent stated, “We all have 

a soul, and that soul doesn’t have any color.”  The fact that MCC Dallas 

welcomed individuals of different races and sexual orientations made the young 

church one of Dallas’ most unique religious organizations. At that time, the city of 

Dallas was still heavily segregated, and most gay people were closeted. 

Therefore, it was a radical idea for individuals of different sexual orientations and 
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races to attend church together in a conservative, southern city such as Dallas in 

the early 1970s.3  

 Dallas was socially and politically different from some of the other large, 

urban cities that saw the emergence of their gay communities in the late1960s 

and early 1970s. Its geographic location and political conservatism are what set it 

apart from places like New York, San Francisco, and Philadelphia. These three 

cities were not gay utopias, but they were more socially liberal than Dallas. This 

helps to explain why their gay communities became more visible and politically 

active before the one in Dallas did.4   

Scholar Michael Phillips described how conservative Dallas was in the late 

1960s and early 1970s and why. He also explained how that conservatism 

affected civil rights gains made previous to that time. Phillips wrote, “The political  

realignment of the South, in which one-party rule by an ultra conservative, 

segregationist Democratic Party gave way to an ascendant, increasingly  racist 

Republican Party, began in Dallas, eventually choking off many of the gains 

made by the civil rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s.” The information 

provided by Phillips communicates what the political as well as social 
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atmosphere was like in Dallas in the early 1970s. It was not conducive to the kind 

of gay political activity that was happening in some of the other large cities in the 

United States. 5   

When MCC Dallas received its charter in 1971, there were forty members.  

The new church experienced a decent increase over the six individuals who 

started the MCC mission in 1970. The addition of thirty-four members in a year’s 

time may not be a great deal by today’s standards, but it was impressive for a 

predominantly gay church such as MCC Dallas to have this kind of growth in the 

early 1970s considering its location. The increase in the number of people who 

joined MCC Dallas in the year that it went from being a mission to becoming a 

church is only a hint at how quickly the church would continue to grow in the 

years to come.6  

MCC Dallas started its long tradition of outreach during these early years. 

After Reverend Vincent received his ministerial license and was elected pastor of 

MCC Dallas, he became involved with a jail ministry. Vincent visited the Dallas 

county jail every week and counseled inmates. He also administered communion 

to those who wanted to receive it. Vincent originally started meeting with one 

person at a time in a visiting attorney’s booth. After that process became too 

cumbersome, Vincent spoke with the sheriff who agreed to let him go into “the 
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tank.” Vincent described the tank as a room enclosed in steel; it had steel walls 

and doors. The pastor said that there was a door through which he entered the 

tank, and there was a small area for him on one side of it. There were bars which 

separated him from the prisoners who entered on the opposite side.7 

The prison ministry became a success. Vincent was popular with the 

inmates at the county jail, and his services were in demand. He went from 

meeting prisoners from one tank to meeting with inmates from three. This was an 

enjoyable ministerial experience for the pastor.  The authorities were good to 

both Vincent and to then chaplain of the county jail, Chaplain Sanders.8 

Reverend Vincent stressed that he did not minister only to gay men who 

were in jail. Vincent did not care about the sexual orientation of the men he 

counseled. He said that he was a minister who served the community. The 

statements made by Vincent convey that he considered himself a pastor who 

served not only the gay community but also the greater Dallas community.9  

 Vincent became involved with the jail ministry through an important and 

respected organization, the Dallas Council of Churches (DCC). Vincent was 

introduced to the ministry by the DCC, but worked independently of it. Vincent 

held a unique position in the council. He was an openly gay minister who led a 
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church that had a mostly lesbian and gay congregation. People who served with 

him on the council were aware of this. Vincent was told that the council could 

work with him as an individual, but it could not accept his church. The 

chairperson of the council added that the council received the bulk of its funding 

from the large churches in Dallas. This chairperson had been informed that if the 

council accepted MCC Dallas, churches would withdraw their funding.10  

By ministering to men who were viewed as castoffs by society and offering 

them communion, Vincent demonstrated to inmates that he was a man of God 

who truly cared about them. The growth of his prison ministry clearly supports 

this idea. Vincent’s association with the ministry also shows that the outreach 

programs, which would later flourish at the Cathedral of Hope, have roots that go 

back to the very early days of the church. Outreach to the greater Dallas 

community started with the first pastor of MCC Dallas. 

The previous chapter of this work explained that the Metropolitan 

Community Church denomination was founded as an ecumenical Christian one 

with an outreach to the gay community. Reverend Vincent stressed that MCC 

Dallas was that kind of church. In explaining what impressed lesbian and gay 

people about what he taught at the church Vincent said, “That God loves you 

regardless. It doesn’t make any difference what your orientation is. God made 

you and He loves you.”  The message that Vincent shared was one of love, 
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inclusiveness, and acceptance. The philosophy that the pastor presented to his 

congregation and those who visited the church, is one that was very different 

from what many of them had been taught about God and homosexuality at their 

home churches. Many mainline churches in the early 1970s still did not accept 

practicing homosexuals and homosexuality.11 

The two largest religious bodies in the United States in the early 1970s, 

the Southern Baptists and the United Methodists, expressed their disapproval of 

homosexuality. Southern Baptists made up the largest religious body in the 

nation in the early 1970s. They published articles about homosexuality that were 

not affirming. The writings suggested a policy of benevolent caretaking toward 

homosexuals. Gay men and lesbians were viewed by Baptists as especially 

prone to sin or psychologically maladjusted. Those within the church believed 

that homosexuals could be accommodated as long as they showed that they had 

repentant hearts and humble attitudes.12  

The more liberal United Methodists did not fare much better with respect 

to their view of homosexuality. They were no more welcoming or supportive than 

the more conservative Southern Baptists. At their General Conference held in 

1972, United Methodists declared the practice of homosexuality incompatible 

with Christian teaching. At the same conference, it was also recommended that 
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individuals of the same sex not be allowed to marry. It is evident that the United 

Methodists were aware of the kinds of rights that some gay people would desire 

for themselves in the future but believed gays undeserving of these rights.  That 

was made clear in their decision not to support gay marriage.13 

The message of love and acceptance that Reverend Vincent preached to 

his mostly gay and lesbian congregation was in stark contrast with one they 

would have received from other mainline churches in Dallas at the time. It was a 

message that lesbian and gay Christians needed and wanted to hear. This 

explains why as pastor of MCC Dallas, Vincent was becoming an important 

figure to one segment of the newly emerging gay community. This is because he 

was a compassionate minister who truly cared about those that he led.   

The intolerance of gays and lesbians by mainline churches in Dallas in the 

early 1970s, and the outreach that MCC Dallas offered to lesbians and gay men, 

created a push-and-pull effect. Openly gay men and women in Dallas were 

pushed away from mainline churches, and they were drawn to the more 

progressive and accepting MCC Dallas. This push-and-pull effect had a great 

deal to do with the growth of MCC Dallas. It helps to explain why such a church 

would thrive in the Bible Belt. This push-and-pull effect will be discussed further 

in the work.  
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 Vincent was pastor of MCC Dallas when it purchased its first church 

home. The first building owned by the young church was located at 3834 Ross 

Avenue in Dallas. Vincent and other church leaders signed final papers on the 

property on November 6, 1972. Vincent said that the building was in bad shape 

and needed a great deal of repair. After purchase of the property was completed, 

permits were secured and Vincent and congregants got to work on their new 

church home. The pastor and church members repaired the building themselves 

because the church did not have much money. Vincent shared that the 

congregation put a lot of energy and time into fixing up the church. A couple of 

weeks after getting settled and making repairs, the congregation had a dinner to 

give thanks and celebrate.14  

 
                                                 
14     Vincent, Oral History Interview, 29-30. 

Figure 3.1. This is a photo of the building on Ross Avenue. 
Members of MCC Dallas often referred to it as the “Castle in 
Ruins.” Courtesy of Cathedral of Hope. Dallas, Texas. 
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 Some of the gay bars were helpful in making it possible for MCC Dallas to 

raise money to purchase and repair the building on Ross Avenue.  Phil Johnson, 

the founder of the Circle of Friends, put together different groups and they 

performed plays and put on other programs held at gay bars to benefit the 

church.  A mixture of people took part in those programs; some were church 

members and others were not.  Johnson was not a member of MCC Dallas even 

though he started the Circle of Friends, and organized programs for the benefit of 

the church.15 

 The way in which the bars supported MCC Dallas reflected a number of 

important things about the gay community at that time in Dallas. It shows that the 

gay community had emerged since the Circle of Friends was founded in 1965. 

There were actually gay bars where programs could be held that would benefit 

the young, predominantly gay church. The community finally had some 

businesses that could support and sustain others. According to Phil Johnson, 

there were no gay bookstores, restaurants, or other gay businesses outside of 

the bars before MCC Dallas was formed. He said that the founding of the church 

represented “another step, another victory.”  The support of the bars and the 

statement made by Johnson relate that MCC Dallas had become an important 

institution within the gay community. If it had not been, bar owners and patrons 

would not have supported programs that were presented to benefit the church, 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
15     Ibid, 24; Phil Johnson: “An Oral History Interview,” interview by Gerald D. Saxon, December 
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and people like Johnson and others would not have created programs to perform 

at the bars.16   

Buying the building on Ross Avenue was a turning point in the life of the 

young church. It signified that MCC Dallas planned on being a permanent 

religious institution within the city. Purchasing the building also gave church 

members a great sense of pride. This explains why they put so much of their time 

and energy into remodeling it with their own hands. Moving to Ross Avenue was 

certainly a high point in the history of MCC Dallas.  

After settling into the new church, Reverend Vincent was paid a visit by a 

prominent Dallas figure. Vincent did not reveal the name of his visitor, but he did 

confirm that he was an important public figure. He said that the man entered his 

office through a side, back door. Vincent stated that the two of them had a nice 

chat. He also said that the man shared that he was gay.  The visitor said that, “I 

can’t come to your church because someone will recognize me,” and “I wish I 

could come, but I can’t. If someone saw me it would mean my job and 

everything.”  Reverend Vincent stated that his visitor never returned. He thought 

that was unfortunate because the individual clearly needed someone to talk 

with.17 

The encounter that the pastor had with the prominent Dallas figure 

indicates that the church had become more prominent. The man knew where to 
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17     Vincent, Oral History Interview, 26-27. 
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go and with whom to talk. He seemed to have sought out Vincent so that he 

could vent to him. That incident not only points to the increased reputation of 

MCC Dallas as a church that welcomed homosexuals, but it also supports the 

argument that Vincent was a concerned and dedicated pastor who supported 

those who were part of the gay community as well as individuals who were not. 

Even though the man who visited Vincent was gay, he was not openly gay, and 

he was not a member of MCC Dallas. Vincent did not consider any of this. He 

simply visited with the man, and listened to what he had to say. The pastor also 

kept their meeting private.  

Another important type of outreach offered by MCC Dallas was a suicide 

prevention line. It was set up in the church by a man named Rip Corley, who 

worked with Suicide Prevention in Dallas. Corley set up the line in the church so 

that he and other volunteers could talk with people who were contemplating 

ending their lives. Corley trained those who worked on the suicide prevention 

line, and the church also had someone monitor the line so that procedures were 

properly followed. The line was a highly important outreach service provided by 

MCC Dallas. It benefited those within as well as outside of the gay community.18   

A significant amount of change had taken place in the two-and-a-half 

years since MCC Dallas was founded as a mission in 1970. It had become a 

church in the UFMCC, and it elected its first official pastor, Richard Vincent. 

Reverend Vincent started a successful prison ministry representing MCC Dallas, 
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and the church created a suicide prevention line. MCC Dallas also purchased its 

first building. During that time, the congregation grew and the church became 

better known outside of the gay community. A lot of that had to do with Richard 

Vincent doing television interviews, and the church being covered in local 

newspapers. Though things were looking up for the young church and its 

congregation, the following year brought changes that affected the gay 

community at both the national and local levels. Some of those changes were 

great and welcomed, and one, in particular, was horrendous for the gay 

community in Dallas and the rest of the state of Texas.  

 The year 1973 was an important one for gay men and lesbians in the 

United States. It was the year in which the American Psychiatric Association 

removed homosexuality from its list of mental illnesses in its official Diagnostic 

and Statistical Manual. That act by the American Psychiatric Association was a 

huge victory for those in the gay community who had been fighting for such a 

change. Lesbians and gay men were no longer viewed as psychologically 

maladjusted by the psychiatric establishment. This meant that there was less of a 

stigma associated with being lesbian or gay. The decision by the American 

Psychiatric Association did not immediately remove the fear, prejudice, and hate 

that a large part of the general public had for homosexuals. It did, however, make 
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lesbians and gay men seem less threatening and more normal in the mainstream 

mind.  That was clearly a significant social breakthrough at the time.19 

 The gay liberation movement was well underway in the early 1970s. More 

homosexuals came out and started organizing politically. In fact, one historian 

reported that nearly 800 gay and lesbian groups had formed in the United States 

by 1973. Most of those groups consisted of men and women who were focused 

on bringing important and positive changes to the communities in which they 

lived. They whittled away at legal inequalities and harmful prejudices that 

affected them.20 

 The year 1973 was not a good year for the gay and lesbian population of 

Texas. This was the year that the Texas legislature created penal code 21.06. It 

was the sodomy law that made homosexual conduct illegal. The law took effect 

on January 1, 1974.  and it read, “§ 21.06. HOMOSEXUAL CONDUCT. (a) A 

person commits an offence if he engages in deviate sexual intercourse with 

another individual of the same sex. (b) An offence under this section is a Class C 

misdemeanor.”  Creation of such a law demonstrates just how conservative 

Texas was in the early 1970s. While other states in the union were making 
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strides with regard to gay rights, Texas threw up a huge roadblock on the way to 

individual freedom for its lesbian and gays citizens.21 

 It is important to note that even though a number of states had repealed 

their sodomy statutes since the early 1960s, some did exactly as Texas did,  

replacing their vague “crime against nature” laws with those that made sodomy 

illegal only between individuals of the same sex.  Law Professor Nan D. Hunter 

explains the trend, “Starting in the 1970s, however, a countertrend began, in 

which specification has replaced repeal. Since 1973, eight states have amended 

their laws to specify that oral or anal sex is prohibited only between persons of 

the same sex.”22 

 Though the state of Texas followed the current trend of specificity with 

regard to its updated sodomy law in 1973, one could argue that the law was not 

clear to whom it applied. Part (a) of the law states, “A person commits an offence 

if he engages in deviate sexual intercourse with another individual of the same 

sex.” An attorney representing a lesbian accused of violating 21.06 could present 

the argument that this law did not apply to his client because the law said “if he 

engages in deviate sexual intercourse instead of he or she.  There is no evidence 

that the law was challenged on this basis. Research does show that gay men 

and lesbians in Texas believed that the law was applied to both genders.  
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 The introduction of 21.06 caused an uproar among politically aware gay 

men and women. Concerned lesbians and gay men knew that the new law would 

affect their lives in a number of negative ways. “[T]he criminalization by Section 

21.06 of any and all homosexual acts, no matter how private, rather effectively 

precludes recovery in a lawsuit seeking relief from discrimination on the basis of 

sexual orientation in housing or employment,” one observer concluded. It also 

makes the entry and naturalization of gay aliens difficult, if not impossible, as well 

as making marriage, adoption and child custody proceedings unduly complicated 

for gay citizens.23  It was clear that 21.06 effectively made homosexuals in Texas 

second-class citizens.  

 The creation of 21.06 was a setback for the lesbian and gay community in 

Dallas. The law was put into effect just as the community was becoming more 

visible. It was introduced as gay businesses were opening up, and when MCC 

Dallas had begun to thrive. Penal code 21.06 would be a black cloud that would 

loom over Dallas and the rest of Texas for many years to come. Though that was 

the case, it was also a cloud with a silver lining. The one positive thing about the 

unjust and oppressive law was that it was the impetus that caused the gay 

community in Dallas to organize politically.  

 The year 1973 was also one that brought challenges and great sadness to 

the UFMCC. The denomination had three of its churches intentionally burned that 
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year. The mother church in Los Angeles was burned down in January. The 

second one in Nashville, Tennessee, was torched in March, and the third church 

in New Orleans was burned in June.  No one was injured in the fires that took 

place in Nashville and Los Angeles, but over thirty people died as a result of the 

fire in New Orleans.24 

 The tragedy in New Orleans had an effect on leadership at MCC Dallas. 

After seeing the devastation caused by the fire in Louisiana, Reverend Vincent 

felt compelled to move there and help with the crisis. Vincent left Dallas in early 

1974. David Cardin was acting pastor of MCC Dallas until the new pastor, James 

Harris, was elected.25 

 Reverend James Harris was made second pastor of MCC Dallas in the fall 

of 1974. His religious background was in the Baptist church where he had been a 

minister of religious education and choral music. Harris was a good fit with MCC 

Dallas, because the outreach that he stressed as new pastor of the church was 

similar to that promoted by Reverend Vincent. Harris stressed that his outreach 

was to all people who had been suppressed or ignored within their former church 
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affiliations. He also stated that he had a special concern for blacks, Chicanos, 

and women.26 

 Harris was not only an inclusive minister, but  an effective spokesman for 

MCC Dallas. It was highly important to Harris that MCC Dallas was properly 

represented in the media. The church had the reputation of being only for 

homosexuals; that had been the case since the church was formed as a MCC 

mission four years earlier. Harris diligently worked to change that perception, and 

explain what the church was really about. He stressed that the ministry of the 

church was to preach the word of God, and that the church had an outreach to 

homosexuals. In an interview with the religion writer for the Dallas Times Herald, 

Harris stated that he would use every avenue available to him to explain the 

mission and outreach of MCC Dallas.27  Making sure that the outreach and 

mission of the church was understood by the public was another thing that Harris 

had in common with his predecessor Vincent.  

 Though Harris and Vincent were similar in certain ways with respect to 

how they led MCC Dallas, they differed in one important way. Reverend Harris 

was an activist whereas Reverend Vincent was not. Vincent stated that he had 

never been an activist. He thought of himself as a minister who served the 
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community. Reverend Harris was a different story. After being in Dallas for a little 

more than a month, Harris led a group of gays and gay sympathizers in a protest 

march against television station WFAA-TV. The march was in response to the 

refusal of the station not to air an episode of the drama “Marcus Welby.” The 

episode Harris and the rest of the group did not want shown dealt with 

homosexuality. The group claimed the episode was insensitive to gays and 

misrepresented the homosexual lifestyle. The source from which the information 

about the march came did not state whether or not the group got the episode 

pulled.28   

 The fact that Harris and others protested the television station says a 

number of things about him, the church, and the gay community. His actions 

demonstrated that he was a brave and bold leader. It took a certain amount of 

courage to lead such a march in a city that was as conservative as Dallas still 

was in the mid-1970s. Leading gays and gay sympathizers in protest against 

something that was viewed by the participants as insensitive and degrading 

brought MCC Dallas into the fight for gay rights. The church was drawn into the 

struggle because its leader led the march. The protest by Harris and other gays 

also communicates that the gay community in Dallas had emerged even more by 

the mid-1970s. In that respect, Dallas was becoming like a lot of other large, 

urban cities.  
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 Reverend Harris maintained a good balance of acting as a supportive and 

affirming pastor to congregants of MCC Dallas while working as an effective 

spokesman of the church. When Harris did an interview with a local newspaper, 

he communicated that he both celebrated and supported the committed 

relationships of the gay men and women who attended MCC Dallas.  One 

important way that Harris demonstrated his support was by performing holy 

unions for couples who requested them. Harris described a holy union as “A 

pubic statement by two people of their commitment to each other as well as the 

invoking of God’s blessing on their relationship.” He added that there were 

certain rules and guidelines that he followed before performing the unions.  

Couples had to attend several counseling sessions with Harris, and they had to 

live under the same roof for a minimum of six months before the ceremony could 

be performed.29 

 Harris would not perform holy unions for those who did not attend MCC 

Dallas or another Christian church. He believed that it was important for couples 

seeking holy unions to have God-centered relationships, because otherwise he 

did not see the value of invoking the blessing of God on those relationships. It is 

important to note that Harris did not institute the practice of performing holy 

unions at MCC Dallas. More than seventy Rites of Holy Union had been 

 
                                                 
29      “Rite Unites Gay Couples,” Dallas Times Herald, 28 February 1976, Vertical File: Churches 
– Metropolitan Community Church of Dallas (DPL).  
 



 

56 

performed since the church was established in 1971.30   Both Reverends Harris 

and Vincent provided this important ritual as part of their outreach to the gay, 

Christian community in Dallas.  

 Reverend Harris applied the theological innovation of liberation theology to 

his leadership of MCC Dallas. Liberation theology started in the Catholic 

churches in Central and South America in the 1960s; it began as a theological 

movement that stressed the rights of the poor. By the end of the 1960s, African-

American theologians took liberation theology and adjusted it to fit the situation of 

their communities. As with the civil rights movement on the political level, 

liberation theology set an example on a Christian theological level for other 

oppressed minorities who were working to obtain their rights. Accordingly, in the 

United States, liberation theology has influenced not only Latino and African-

American theologians, but also feminist theologians and pastors within the 

UFMCC.31 

 One way that Reverend Harris employed liberation theology was in his 

sermons. A good example of this is the one he delivered to commemorate the 

Fourth of July in 1976. The title of the sermon was “Patriotism or Civil Religion – 

Which?”  The Bible lesson that day was taken from 1 Peter 2: 11-17. In the 

message that Harris delivered to congregants, he challenged them. Harris made 
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them think about what true patriotism entailed. He also reminded them that he 

did not believe that in good Christian conscience, others could call oppressed 

racial and sexual minorities, as well as the handicapped and elderly unpatriotic 

because they were tired of paying first-class taxes and rated as second-class 

citizens. He closed by saying, “It is the Christian and patriotic duty of each 

woman and man here to strive for the liberty and justice for people. For, until it is 

accomplished for all, it will be for none.”32   

The message that Harris delivered to worshipers at MCC Dallas 

challenged them to think, take action, and stay active. It was also positive, 

uplifting, and motivating. It was important that the kinds of messages that Harris 

delivered to his congregation were all of those things, especially since the gay 

community had the almost insurmountable goal of ridding itself of penal code 

21.06. 

Aside from leading the protest march against WFAA-TV, and urging 

congregants to political action through stirring sermons, Reverend Harris did 

something else significant to bring MCC Dallas into the struggle for gay rights. In 

1976, Harris helped found the Dallas Gay Political Caucus (DGPC). It was an 

organization created to work for and to secure and protect the rights of gays 

 
                                                 
32     “Patriotism or Civil Religion – Which?” pp. 1-3.  MCC Service, Ross Avenue, July 1976.  This 
is a sermon that was taken from a hanging file in the archives at the Cathedral of Hope. It was 
taken from a folder labeled 1976, Chronological File, Cathedral of Hope History Project 
(Cathedral of Hope, Dallas, Texas).   
 



 

58 

living in Dallas. Harris served on its board of directors while working as pastor of 

MCC Dallas. The DGPC held its first meeting on May 30, 1976 at MCC Dallas.33 

Later that year, the church moved to 2701 Reagan Street. It would remain 

at that location for over a decade.  The DGPC continued to hold its meetings at 

MCC Dallas. One gathering at the new facility drew an overflow crowd of 450 

people who came together to discuss having the sodomy law, 21.06, removed 

from the books in Texas. That particular rally was held in response to recent 

police vice squad activities and harassment. An attorney with the Dallas chapter 

of the American Civil Liberties Union, Fred Time, told the group that the ACLU 

was behind them and the stand that they had taken. He also stated that, “When 

one person’s liberty is taken, all people’s liberties are taken. All people have 

rights.”34 

The year 1977 marked a turning point not only for the gay community but 

also for the city of Dallas. This was the year that Jim Harris ran for Dallas City 

Council representing District 5. This was the first time that an openly gay man ran 

for public office in Dallas. Harris had secured strong financial backing, and also 

had a top consulting agency working on his campaign for city council. During his 

bid for the council seat, Harris stressed, “I am interested in equal rights for all 

people whether they are white, black, Chicano, heterosexual or homosexual.” 
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Harris made it clear that he did not consider himself a “gay rights” candidate. 

Harris did not win his bid for City Council. He got 1,207 votes compared to the 

6,470 of his opponent; Harris captured close to 16 percent of the votes cast.35  

Though Harris did not win the council seat, his run for public office was an 

important achievement for the gay community in Dallas. It demonstrated that 

gays in Dallas were no longer invisible. His bid for city council also showed that 

gays could secure financial backing just as heterosexuals could. This conveys 

that those who invested in Harris’ campaign took him seriously as a candidate. 

All of this shows just how far the gay community in Dallas had come since the 

Circle of Friends was founded a dozen years earlier.  

Reverend Harris submitted his resignation to the congregation and board 

of directors in June 1977. His resignation was to become effective October 1 of 

that year. Harris definitely had an interesting three years as pastor of MCC 

Dallas. He was the second pastor of the church, but the first to start the tradition 

of working as both pastor and activist at MCC Dallas/Cathedral of Hope.36 

Reverends Vincent and Harris were dedicated and concerned pastors who 

worked to support those who were part of the gay community, as well as those 
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who were not.  Jim Harris distinguished himself as an activist who played a 

significant role in elevating the cause of lesbians and gay men by placing himself 

and MCC Dallas into the struggle for gay rights in Dallas. Harris did this by 

leading a protest, helping found the DGPC, and being the first openly gay man to 

run for Dallas City Council.  

By 1977 MCC Dallas had established itself as an important institution 

within the gay community. The next chapter covers the transitional years for the 

church, the years 1978 to 1987, and will show that during Don Eastman’s tenure 

at MCC Dallas, the church experienced a great deal of growth and stability.  
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CHAPTER IV 
 
 
 

TRIUMPH AND TRAGEDY: A CHURCH AND COMMUNITY COME CLOSER 
TOGETHER 

 
 

 The previous chapter demonstrated, among other things, how much 

Metropolitan Community Church of Dallas (MCC Dallas) and Dallas’ gay 

community changed during the 1970s.  MCC Dallas saw its membership grow 

significantly after its founding in 1970. The lesbian and gay community in Dallas 

became more visible during this time. Chapter Three of this work illustrated that 

the growth of MCC Dallas and the new visibility experienced by the gay 

community was partly related to the actions of some of the leaders at MCC 

Dallas. The first elected pastor of the church, Richard Vincent, started a 

successful prison ministry at the Dallas County jail. Vincent was also active in the 

Dallas Council of Churches as an openly gay minister. The more politically active 

second pastor, Jim Harris, led a protest on behalf of gays, helped found the 

Dallas Gay Political Caucus (DGPC), and became the first openly gay man to run 

for Dallas City Council.1   
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 The actions taken by Vincent, Harris, and others in Dallas’ gay community 

that helped to raise its visibility were not unique. The emergence and community 

building that occurred in Dallas with respect to its gay community in the 1970s 

also took place in other cities throughout the United States. Historians and 

sociologists have documented how urban enclaves and subcultural gay and 

lesbian communities all over the country thrived and expanded in the 1970s. 

During that time, it was common to see a variety of gay-owned businesses sprout 

up in metropolitan areas; these businesses included bars, bathhouses, lesbian 

and gay bookstores, gift shops, and community centers. Lesbian and gay 

communities also began to take root in smaller cities and towns. In these areas, it 

was not uncommon to start out with a single gay bar and have a set of 

community institutions and social movement organizations follow.2 

 By 1978 MCC Dallas had been around for almost a decade, and the 

DGPC was almost two years old. The following chapter on the church that would 

become the Cathedral of Hope (CoH) covers the years 1978-1986. These are the 

years that the Reverend Don Eastman was senior pastor of MCC Dallas. The 

eight years that Eastman led the church were important transitional years. They 

represent the longest period that one person had acted as senior pastor of the 

church to that point in time. This was also the time in which MCC Dallas became 
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the largest congregation within the worldwide United Fellowship of Metropolitan 

Community Churches (UFMCC). This growth was partly attributable to Eastman’s 

strengths as a leader. Former associate pastor of MCC Dallas/Cathedral of 

Hope, Reverend Carol West, said of Eastman, “Don Eastman took it [MCC 

Dallas] and started building it. Don Eastman took it to a level it had not been 

before.” The years that Eastman was at MCC Dallas were times of stability and 

growth for the young church.3  

 The years that Don Eastman led MCC Dallas were not all good ones. 

They were a combination of great joy and despair for both the members of the 

church, and the larger gay community in Dallas. The event that caused the gay 

community in Dallas to celebrate and be hopeful occurred in 1982. This was the 

year that the gay community in Texas achieved its first civil rights victory with the 

historic Baker v. Wade case. Dallas school teacher Donald Baker filed suit 

against Dallas District Attorney Henry Wade challenging Texas penal code 

21.06, the sodomy law aimed specifically at homosexuals. Judge Jerry 

Buchmeyer ruled on behalf of the plaintiff, Baker, and declared the law 

unconstitutional. The jubilant mood experienced by the gay community in Dallas 

did not last long. Shortly after it won its first civil rights victory, the lesbian and 

gay community was hit by the onset of the AIDS crisis. To add further to the fear 
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and uncertainty that the gay community was already experiencing, the Fifth 

Circuit Court of Appeals reversed the ruling in the Baker v. Wade case.4 

 This chapter will thoroughly discuss the above listed events that took 

place while Don Eastman was senior pastor at MCC Dallas. The chapter will also 

explain how the liberating 1970s gave way to the more conservative 1980s. It is 

important to analyze this cultural shift, because understanding it helps to explain 

the slow response by the government to the AIDS crisis. Finally, this chapter 

makes two important arguments. MCC Dallas continued to contribute to the fight 

for the rights of gays and lesbians during the tenure of Don Eastman at the 

church.  The AIDS crisis provided MCC Dallas and the gay community with a dire 

challenge that women courageously and creatively met by working to care for 

those afflicted with the new disease.5  

 Reverend Don Eastman became the third pastor of MCC Dallas in April 

1978.  Eastman was originally from Iowa. After completing Central Bible College 

in Springfield, Missouri in 1966, Eastman took a job as pastor of a church in 

Wisconsin. He stayed with his Assemblies of God congregation there for six 

 
                                                 
4     John D’ Emilio, William B. Turner, and Urvashi Vaid, Creating Change: Sexuality, Public 
Policy and Civil Rights (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 60.  
 
5     I conducted oral histories with a number of people associated with the church; however, none 
of them were at MCC Dallas during Don Eastman’s tenure. Reverend Carol West came to MCC 
Dallas just as Eastman was leaving. Also, Minute books from 1982 – present could not be found. 
I made several attempts to locate them while doing research at the church. The only Minute 
books available to me were the ones dated 1970-1981. So, I did not have access to letters and 
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years. In 1972, Eastman returned to Iowa and took a secular job with the 

American Lung Association. After he decided to come out as a gay man, he 

resigned his credentials with the Assemblies of God Church. Shortly thereafter, 

he began a new ministry with the MCC (Metropolitan Community Church) in 

1975.6 

 Since Reverend Eastman had been with MCC for a few years before 

arriving in Dallas, he was already known by some of the elders in the 

denomination. One of those elders was Richard Vincent, who thought highly of 

Eastman. Vincent said that Eastman was always nice to him, and respected his  

having been the first pastor of MCC Dallas. Vincent also stated that the new 

pastor knew the history of the church and valued and respected it.7  

 When Eastman discussed the church with the media, he did what Vincent 

and Harris had done before him. He stressed that MCC Dallas was a Christian 

church with a special ministry to gays and lesbians.  Eastman gave an interview 

to a Dallas newspaper shortly after being installed as the new pastor of MCC 

Dallas. In it, he explained that the main thrust of his ministry would be redemptive 

in character by seeking the reconciliation of gays and lesbians to God.8 
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 In the same interview, Eastman explained that crisis counseling was a 

primary emphasis at MCC Dallas. The pastor shared that he and the four 

deacons of the church faced many crisis situations. They dealt with people losing 

their jobs because of their sexual orientation; others were rejected by their 

parents and families, and some attempted suicide. Eastman said that the 

deacons of the church went through a year-long training program before they 

were ordained. He also stated that if the deacons who comprised the counseling 

ministry saw problems that they could not handle on a pastoral basis, the church 

had four psychologists to whom it referred those in need.9 

 The statements given by Eastman relate that gay men and lesbians still 

faced a great deal of discrimination and sadness in the late 1970s. They also 

show that Eastman and others at MCC Dallas were concerned about this and 

worked to help individuals through some very bleak situations. The counseling 

that Eastman and the deacons provided, in addition to the main thrust of his 

ministry as senior pastor, helped to prove the main argument of this work – that 

the church that would become the Cathedral of Hope has long been an affirming 

and liberating church for gays and lesbians in Dallas.  

 The year following Eastman’s arrival at MCC Dallas was an important one 

for politically-minded members of the lesbian and gay community. This was the 

year in which the gay community mobilized its first March on Washington. More 
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than 100,000 protestors descended upon the nation’s capitol to mark the tenth 

anniversary of the Stonewall riots, the start of the gay liberation movement. 

These individuals also protested for equal protections under the law for gay and 

lesbian citizens. People from all fifty states and ten foreign countries took part in 

the event. MCC Dallas sent associate pastor Bob Copestake to attend the 

historic march. Some historians and political scientists consider the 1979 march 

the high point of pre-AIDS gay political activism.10 

 The March on Washington by the gay community demonstrated how 

visible and organized gay men and women had become since the 1960s. Many 

of them had come out of the closet and became dedicated activists. The March 

on Washington by lesbians and gays also showed the influence that the civil 

rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s had on the gay liberation movement. 

Gay marchers organized like those who were part of the 1963 March won 

Washington for Jobs and Freedom. The participation of the associate pastor from 

MCC Dallas is an example of support that the church gave to the cause for gay 

rights while Don Eastman was its leader. 

 A monthly report to the church board from associate pastor Bob 

Copestake gives more examples of what MCC Dallas did on behalf of gays and 

lesbians. The report confirmed the associate pastor’s participation in the March 
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on Washington. It also states that Copestake attended the worship service at 

MCC/DC and met with the Board of Elders there. The report shows that 

Copestake had a meeting with the office aide to Dallas Congressman Jim 

Mattox. This is significant because it demonstrates the connection that leaders 

from MCC Dallas attempted to make with lawmakers who represented them. The 

report also listed Copestake’s presentation of a symposium to the Chaplains at 

Baylor Hospital in Dallas. It was titled “Understanding the Homosexual.”  The 

symposium led by the pastor is an example of a leader from MCC Dallas 

educating members of the heterosexual community about lesbians and gays. 

Events like the symposium were highly important, because they helped to get 

people to think about and discuss homosexuality in a rational way.11  

 Donald Baker brought a test case to the federal district court in Dallas that 

challenged Texas’ sodomy law in 1979, a law that was directed specifically at 

gays and lesbians, stigmatizing them by barring them from various forms of 

employment. The law encouraged police harassment against gay organizations 

and meeting places. It also justified discrimination against the rights of gay and 

lesbian parents.  Baker was the ideal person to bring suit. He was a Dallas Public 

School teacher with a great reputation among both students and parents. Baker 

held both a Bachelor and Master’s degree. He was also a leader within the gay 

community. Baker had been a member of the DGPC since is founding; he served 
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as its president from 1980-1982.  Baker’s colleagues described him as 

“articulate”, “committed”, and “courageous.” The decision in the case was not 

granted until 1982.12 

 The suit filed by Donald Baker was similar to others brought by individuals 

and gay liberation groups all over the country during that time. These individuals 

and groups had reformist political goals; they wanted to eliminate sodomy laws, 

relief from harassment by the police, and they sought equal treatment policies 

and protections. The litigation brought by Baker in the late 1970s proves that the 

gay community in Texas engaged in the same kinds of gay rights activity that its 

counterparts on the East and West coasts did at the time.13 

 MCC Dallas received a new female assistant pastor in 1979 named was 

Joan Wakeford. She came to the church from South Africa. Before living in South 

Africa, Reverend Wakeford was a missionary to Japan. Wakeford’s position as 

assistant pastor at MCC Dallas shows that the church continued to have women 

in leadership positions.14 

 
                                                 
12      D’ Emilio, Turner, and Vaid, Creating Change: Sexuality, Public Policy and Civil Rights, 60; 
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Appeals Court Declares Sodomy Law Unconstitutional,” Dallas Morning News, 12 March 1992, 
Vertical File: Sodomy Laws, (DPL).  
 
13     Fetner, How the Religious Right Shaped Lesbian and Gay Activism, 19.   
 
14     Cathedral of Hope 1970 - 1995: A Generation of Faithfulness 25th Anniversary Bulletin, 20; I 
was not able to obtain more information on Joan Wakeford since I did not have access to the 
Minute books that go beyond 1981. Also, there are not many bulletins that exist on the church 
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 The election year brought high hopes to the gay and lesbian community in 

Dallas.  Many in the gay community were excited about the possibility of keeping 

President Jimmy Carter, the first American president to openly discuss and 

support the concerns of gays and lesbians, in office for a second term. That year, 

the Democratic National Platform contained a gay civil rights plank. During 

Carter’s term in office, the president and his administration took important steps 

to help improve the lives of lesbian and gay individuals. In 1978 the president 

signed into law the Civil Service Reform Act prohibiting discrimination against 

homosexuals in most federal civil service jobs. The Carter Administration 

endorsed the repeal of the law barring homosexual aliens from visiting the United 

States. These acts performed by the Carter Administration explain why gays and 

lesbians supported Carter’s re-election campaign. The DGPC was one of three 

gay political groups in Texas that endorsed the president during his second run 

for office.15 

 The church celebrated its tenth anniversary in July 1980. That year the 

church saw its membership grow to levels it had not witnessed before. The 

average membership was 355, and average attendance was 407. The church 

grew so much that it began to have overflow crowds. This made it necessary to 

buy additional land around the church building for possible future expansion. This 
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was also the year in which MCC Dallas started a new ministry for the deaf, which  

is still in existence at the CoH in 2009.16  

 Ronald Reagan, a retired actor, retired motivational speaker, and former 

governor of California, was elected president of the United States in 1980. The 

group referred to as the New Right played a large role in getting Reagan elected. 

The New Right consisted of religious conservatives, old-line anticommunists and 

antitax and anti-big government activists. One thing that unified these different, 

though overlapping, constituencies, was a populist rhetoric that blamed the 

problems of the United States on a liberal elite that scorned Christian morality 

and the traditional American values of self-reliance. Jerry Falwell, a southern 

conservative minister, was at the center of this coalition.17  

 A year before the election, Falwell joined with other like-minded 

conservative Christian leaders to create the Moral Majority. Formation of this 

group gave full expression and institutional structure to Falwell’s vision of a 

Religious Right.  The ministers who led the Moral Majority preached that the dark 

forces of the 1960s – feminists, gay liberationists, liberal judges,  a drug and sex-

besotted youth culture, and morally relativistic intellectuals – had unleashed a 

godless secular humanism, championed by the federal government, that 
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threatened to destroy the country.  Leaders of the Moral Majority got to work to 

help change the direction of the nation. They did so by throwing themselves into 

the 1980 election. The Moral Majority worked on increasing voter registration 

among Christian conservatives. When election time came, the Moral Majority 

claimed that they had registered four million new conservative Christian voters. 

Secular social scientists estimated that the efforts of the Religious Right 

produced two million new registrants.18   

 The Moral Majority had strong ties to the city of Dallas. First Baptist 

Church of Dallas, led by Rev. W. A. Criswell, provided leadership and critical 

support for the Moral Majority in the late 1970s and early 1980s.  First Baptist 

also served as the headquarters for the conservative takeover of the Southern 

Baptist Convention, the nation’s largest Protestant denomination, and became a 

key backer of the ascending Republican Party. These three facts help 

demonstrate how conservative Dallas still was in the 1970s and 1980s. The city 

was a power base for the growing national conservative Christian movement.19 

 In part, the 1980 election was a response to the liberal direction that many 

perceived the country had taken in the previous two decades. The new 

conservative era ushered in by the election of Ronald Reagan shifted the country 
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politically to the right. The newly elected conservative government would prove 

detrimental to the gay and lesbian community. 

 In 1982, the gay community in Texas experienced its first civil rights 

victory. This was the result of the suit brought three years earlier by Donald 

Baker of Dallas against District Attorney Henry Wade challenging the state’s 

sodomy law. Judge Jerry Buchmeyer ruled in favor of the plaintiff in Baker v. 

Wade. Buchmeyer decided 21.06 unconstitutional because it violated 

constitutionally guaranteed rights of privacy and equal protection.20 

 This win meant a great deal to the lesbian and gay community of Dallas. 

Justice had finally prevailed. Gay men and women in Texas were now 

guaranteed the same civil rights under the constitution that heterosexual men 

and women were. This victory brought with it the promise of a brighter future for 

lesbians and gays in Texas. It seemed to deliver the possibility of a future free of 

fear, oppression, and discrimination, and offered one filled with freedom, justice, 

and equality.  

 The elation resulting from the ruling in the Baker v. Wade case did not last 

long. Shortly after the decision was handed down in the historic case, the gay 

community in Dallas was hit by an emergency that had already touched other 

large cites, the AIDS crisis.   In 1980 and 1981 doctors in Los Angeles, San 

Francisco, and New York began encountering puzzling medical phenomena. 
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Young gay men in the prime of their lives were dying suddenly from a rare 

pneumonia, pneumocystis carinii, or wasting away from an unusual cancer, 

Kaposi’s sarcoma, that normally attacked older men of Mediterranean ancestry, 

who recovered from the disease. By the summer of 1981, it became clear to 

these doctors, as well as to the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta, that a 

devastating new disease had entered the annals of medicine. Acquired Immune 

Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS), as it was labeled, destroyed the body’s natural 

defenses against infection, making the victim susceptible to a host of 

opportunistic infections which the body seemed incapable of resisting.21 

 The arrival of AIDS brought a great deal of fear and stigma with it. Most of 

the general public was afraid because many were not sure how the disease was 

contracted and spread. There was a common belief that it could be passed 

through casual contact. This kind of thinking further stigmatized the gay 

community since the first cases of the disease surfaced there. The fear caused 

by AIDS also gave leverage to those who were enemies of the gay community. 

For example, politically conservative ministers like Jerry Falwell proclaimed that 

AIDS was a just retribution from God to homosexuals due to their sinful ways. 

The panic and fear caused by AIDS was felt in Dallas.  A group of physicians 
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formed Dallas Doctors Against AIDS, and filed a brief in support of a court appeal 

to restore the state’s sodomy statute.22 

 The onset of AIDS and the response to it by the public was a substantial 

blow to the gay community in Dallas. The disease not only brought a great deal 

of fear with it, but it also caused some to question the decision to remove Texas’ 

sodomy law from the books. AIDS presented opponents of the gay and lesbian 

community with powerful ammunition to use against it. The disease also provided 

the gay community with an overwhelming challenge that women would bravely 

meet.  

 In the early years of AIDS, no priority was given to finding the source of 

the illness or to discover a cure for it. As the new disease killed dozens, then 

hundreds of people, the federal government failed to act. Federal funding for 

AIDS-related treatment was remarkably stingy during the first half of the 1980s. 

At the federal level, the Reagan administration was notoriously averse to 

increased governmental spending, particularly for human services.23 

 Politically speaking, the AIDS crisis hit at a terrible time. In the 1980s 

conservative Americans, led by President Reagan, intensified a growing sense of 

national divide and cultural confrontation. The president and others like him 

asserted that unless people were willing to live by what they called “traditional 

family values” and accept that the economic difficulties were the problem of the 
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individual, not society, they were not truly Americans, and therefore deserved to 

be excluded from the body politic and punished by respectable society.24  

 The Reagan Administration and those who supported it disliked the 

prospect of federal spending on human services programs. Instead, they 

promoted their values of self-reliance and traditional family values. This explains 

why the AIDS crisis, which mostly affected gay men at first, was ignored through 

much of the 1980s. The disinterest and neglect by the federal government 

towards its citizens who were affected by AIDS would prompt some individuals to 

develop creative ways to combat the effects of the deadly disease and to help 

sustain the gay community. This happened in cities all over the United States.  

 The gay community in Dallas not only dealt with the AIDS crisis in the mid-

1980s, but it also experienced a major setback regarding its civil rights. In 1984 

the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals reversed the lower court’s Baker v. Wade 

decision.  The court did not address the issue of privacy; however, it did say that 

states could impose moral standards. This was a tremendous blow to a 

community that was already dealing with the trauma caused by AIDS. Reversal 

of the ruling in Baker v. Wade made homosexual activity criminal again. The gay 

community not only had to worry about the new disease which began to 
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decimate it, but also had to deal with remaining a target of police harassment, 

and other discrimination.25 

 The AIDS crisis affected relationships between men and women in the gay 

community in one important way: it brought them closer together. After the arrival 

of AIDS, taking care of victims of the disease became a top priority. This gave 

lesbians a new role within the community, the part of caretaker. Before AIDS hit, 

the gay community was not much more egalitarian than the larger society. 

Lesbians experienced sexism just as heterosexual women did. This meant that 

lesbians and gay men were not much closer than straight women and men. AIDS 

led to the forging of closer links, and even community, between gay men and 

women. The coming together of lesbians and gay men was one positive effect of 

the tragedy of AIDS. This unity was highly important for the survival of the 

community.26  

 A group of lesbians who belonged to MCC Dallas thought of a great way 

to contribute to the fight against AIDS and support gay men. These women 

opened an account with a local blood bank, and they donated blood in the place 

of their gay male friends who could not. Gay men were not allowed to donate 

blood because health officials did not want to run the risk of spreading AIDS 

through the blood blanks. The group of women who gave blood referred to itself 
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as the Blood Sisters. These women were moved with compassion for those who 

were affected by AIDS. The Blood Sisters did not have any famous individuals 

promote what they were doing. They had no posters to advertise their campaign. 

MCC Dallas was not a stop on the bloodmobile’s rounds. Instead, the women 

who made up this group simply passed along a number that designated the 

blood they gave to an account for MCC Dallas. The Blood Sisters did not 

contribute a huge quantity of blood, but here was never a problem with AIDS 

victims receiving the transfusions they needed. The Blood Sisters said that they 

organized to provide something more scarce than blood; they wanted to give a 

sense of family support to those who may not have had any.  Their donations not 

only added to the blood supply, but more importantly, they were examples of 

support and compassion to gay men. The actions of the Blood Sisters 

demonstrated that they believed lesbians and gay men were in the fight against 

AIDS together.27 

Lesbians were not the only women in Dallas who took care of and 

supported those with AIDS. An elderly, heterosexual woman by the name of 

Evelyn Pruitt became a tireless caretaker and advocate for those who were 

afflicted with the disease. Pruitt first encountered a person with AIDS in 1984 

when a young man called to request a ride to the hospital. The man called Pruitt 

because she was already a volunteer driver for individuals who needed 
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transportation to the doctor or hospital. Pruitt had been doing this for eight years 

at that point. When the young man called, he asked Pruitt if she was afraid of 

AIDS. She said that she was not and took the man to the hospital. After Pruitt 

and the young man arrived at the hospital, Pruitt spoke with his landlady. She 

informed Pruitt that he was evicted. The young man had recently been 

abandoned by his lover, and he had no money. After the call, Pruitt stayed with 

him all day and night, and even held his hand while he had a medical procedure 

performed. Pruitt described  this as a life-changing experience.28 

After praying to find ways to help other people like the young man that she 

took to the hospital, Pruitt decided to sell some paintings that she had done in the 

past. Pruitt sold a roomful of paintings and used the proceeds to boost the AIDS 

Crisis Ministry fund at MCC Dallas. Soon after, Pruitt started painting on a regular 

basis again. From 1984 to 1986, Pruitt was a regular at a gay piano bar near 

Turtle Creek in Dallas. There the owners and musicians helped Pruitt sell tax-

deductible $1 raffle tickets for the half dozen or so paintings that she completed 

each month. All of the money raised went to the crisis fund at MCC Dallas. In two 

years, Pruitt raised over $7,000. By 1989, the amount exceeded $40,000.29 
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Evelyn Pruitt, like the Blood Sisters, developed a creative way to 

contribute to the fight against AIDS. Her contribution was originally financial. She 

devoted a skill toward raising money to support the AIDS crisis fund at MCC 

Dallas through her fundraiser at a gay piano bar.   

The assistance that Evelyn Pruitt provided to the gay community in its fight 

against AIDS did not stop at fundraising. Pruitt became personally involved. She 

went through special training at the Oak Lawn Counseling Center in Dallas so 

that she could be a “floating buddy” with The Buddy Project, a one-to-one 

support program that matched volunteers with AIDS patients. It became 

commonplace to see Pruitt at educational meetings in the gay community and at 

AIDS research fundraisers. Attending such events made Pruitt an invaluable 

asset to The Buddy Project. The director of the project said that Pruitt always did 

whatever was needed of her. She provided direct support to people with AIDS by 

sitting in the hospital with them, explaining tests and procedures, looking for 

places for them to live, and helping them locate roommates.30  

Not everyone appreciated the time and energy that Evelyn Pruitt spent 

working on behalf of the gay community in its fight against AIDS. Pruitt’s 

daughter would not visit with her or eat in her house because she believed that 

Pruitt was covered with germs from working with AIDS patients. Pruitt was not 
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deterred by what her daughter thought.  She said, “I don’t have too much 

patience with that. It’s just ignorance.”31 

In the early days of AIDS, many people were fearful like Pruitt’s daughter 

was. They were not only afraid of individuals who had AIDS, but they were also 

scared to be around those who cared for people stricken with it. Pruitt’s response 

to what her daughter believed related that she had no tolerance for that way of 

thinking. It also makes it clear that Pruitt had an entirely different understanding 

of AIDS than her daughter did. Pruitt’s approach to dealing with the AIDS crisis 

conveyed creativity, courage, and compassion.  

In 1986, Reverend Don Eastman resigned his position as senior pastor of 

MCC Dallas to assume full-time duties as an elder with the UFMCC. Eastman 

had been elected to the Board of Elders three years earlier. That year he also 

won the Texas Freedom Award, an honor given to individuals deemed important 

as role models for gays and lesbians, as nominated by various gay and lesbian 

organizations throughout Texas. While Eastman served as senior pastor at MCC 

Dallas, he met with District Attorney Henry Wade to oppose the harassment of 

gay men through selective enforcement of different laws and frequent false 

allegations by the Dallas Police. Eastman went to Austin and spoke before the 

Texas State Board of Health to oppose the imposition of quarantine provisions 

for individuals with AIDS.  These are the kind of acts that secured Eastman the 

award presented to him by his lesbian and gay peers. After Eastman resigned 
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from MCC Dallas, Steve Pace was selected as interim pastoral coordinator by 

the board of directors, and a nationwide search for a new senior pastor began.32 

During the period 1978-1986, the church celebrated its tenth anniversary 

and became the largest church in the UFMCC. Eastman’s eight-year term of 

leadership represented the longest period that one person had acted as senior 

pastor. Leaders at MCC Dallas such as Don Eastman and Bob Copestake 

continued to contribute to the fight for the rights of gays and lesbians.  The Blood 

Sisters, Evelyn Pruitt, and other women, both gay and straight, developed 

creative ways to deal with the AIDS crisis during the period, providing another 

model of community leadership.  
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The next chapter of this work will introduce a brave, energetic, and 

prophetic young pastor, Reverend Michael Piazza. The chapter focuses on the 

most challenging years in the history of the church; it concentrates on MCC 

Dallas at the height of the AIDS crisis. The chapter will not only discuss and 

analyze how the congregation came through this very dark period in its history, 

but it will also explain how MCC Dallas became the Cathedral of Hope.  
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CHAPTER V 
                                                                        
 
 

BECOMING THE CATHEDRAL OF HOPE 
 
 

 The celebratory mood felt by the gay community in Dallas following the 

initial Baker ruling in did not last long. Two things happened in the mid-1980s that 

greatly affected the larger gay community in Dallas, as well as the congregation 

at MCC Dallas. One was the reversal of the ruling handed down by Judge 

Buchmeyer. His decision on the Baker v. Wade case was reversed by the U.S. 

Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit in 1984. The court did not address the issue 

of privacy, but it did say that states could impose moral standards. Another blow 

experienced by the gay community in Dallas during this time was the onset of 

Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS). It is important to revisit here the 

civil rights victory of the early 1980s and the disappointment of its reversal, as 

well as the onset of AIDS because MCC Dallas/Cathedral of Hope (CoH), played 

an important part in both fighting for gay-rights in Dallas and the fight against 

AIDS.1 The church contributed to these battles in the early–mid 1980s and 

 
                                                 
1      “Texas Appeals Court Declares Sodomy Law Unconstitutional,” Dallas Morning News, 12, 
March 1992 Vertical File: Sodomy Laws; John D’ Emilio, William B. Turner, and Urvashi Vaid, 
Creating Change: Sexuality, Public Policy, and Civil Rights (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 
60; John D’ Emilio and Estelle Freedman, Intimate Matters: A History of Sexuality in America 
(New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1988), 354–360.  
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remained heavily involved with them after the arrival of its new pastor, Reverend 

Michael Piazza, in 1987.2 

 This chapter covers the history of Metropolitan Community Church of 

Dallas/Cathedral of Hope from 1987 to 1992. It argues that the work that the 

church did during this time demonstrates that both the pastor and congregation 

were dedicated to making their church a symbol of hope in a community in crisis. 

The chapter relates this by showing the various ways in which the church family 

applied action to its faith and words.  

While analyzing the argument presented above, this chapter will continue 

to explore two progressive, theological trends that have been examined 

throughout this thesis in relation to the United Fellowship of Metropolitan 

Community Churches (UFMCC) and the Cathedral of Hope, ecumenism and 

liberation theology. Ecumenism is unity among Christians transcending 

difference of doctrines. Liberation theology, which began as a theological 

movement in Central and South America in the 1960s, has since been adopted 

by other minority groups working to gain their rights, and to free themselves from 

oppression and suffering. Homosexuals are one such group. These two trends 

have been important to the Cathedral of Hope since its founding. Ecumenism 

 
                                                 
2      Michael Piazza is a native of Georgia. He became a pastor in 1973 in the United Methodist 
Church, while he was still an undergraduate. Piazza holds Bachelor degrees in psychology and 
history from Valdosta State College in Georgia. He received his Master of Divinity from the 
Chandler School of Theology, Emory University in Atlanta. Piazza left the United Methodist 
Church in 1981. That was the year in which he became a pastor of an MCC church in Atlanta. 
Cathedral of Hope 1970-1995: A Generation of Faithfulness 25th Anniversary Bulletin, 27, 
Chronological File: B-1995-25th  Anniversary, Cathedral of Hope History Project (Cathedral of 
Hope, Dallas, Texas).  
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positively affected church growth and diversity, and gay liberation theology was 

important in helping the church face and survive some of its most challenging 

moments.3 

Reverend Michael Piazza was installed as senior pastor of Metropolitan 

Community Church of Dallas on the first Sunday of November in 1987. Piazza 

stated that 1987 was probably one of the worst years for both the church and the 

city. He explained that he arrived in Dallas while the city was in the midst of an 

economic tailspin caused by the savings and loan and real estate crises. The 

pastor had no idea that things were as bad as they were until he moved to 

Dallas. He had previously viewed the economic crisis experienced by Dallas as 

“one of those distant news things.” When he moved to Dallas, he saw up close 

just how bad things really were. Piazza also experienced first-hand how the local 

real estate crisis affected MCC Dallas. For example, the church had bought a 

condominium for $135,000 to turn into a parsonage some time before Piazza 

became pastor. By the time he moved to Dallas, the condominium was worth 

$29,000, close to a fifth of its original purchase price.4 

 
                                                 
3      Melissa M. Wilcox, “Of Markets and Missions: The Early History of the Universal Fellowship 
of Metropolitan Community Churches,” Religion and American Culture: A Journal of 
Interpretation, 11, no. 1 (2001): 90-91.  
 
4     Michael Piazza, Interview by Michael Mims, March 22, 2007, University of North Texas Oral 
History  Program, 74-81; Michael Phillips, White Metropolis: Race, Ethnicity, and Religion in 
Dallas, 1841-2001 (Austin: University of Texas Press), 171-172; “Losses Pile Up at State S&Ls,” 
Dallas Morning News, 8 November 1987, NewsBank: America’s Newspapers, Dallas Public 
Library Database; Michael S. Piazza, Prophetic Renewal: Hope for the Liberal Church (Dallas: 
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Aside from owning a condominium that was not worth as much as the 

church paid for it, MCC Dallas had other financial woes. The church owed 

payment on one balloon note, for a mortgage on the church’s activity center, in 

the amount of $80,000, which was due the day Piazza arrived in town.  MCC 

Dallas also had $26,000 worth of bills that had not been paid. Some of these 

expenses were basic utilities used to keep the church operating. MCC Dallas had 

a second balloon payment in the amount of $80,000 that was due exactly one 

year later. This note was for the sanctuary. Though it was not easy, MCC Dallas 

managed to make both payments. It is clear that the church had some 

overwhelming financial difficulties in the late 1980s. On a smaller scale, they 

mirrored those experienced by the larger city of Dallas.5 

The finances of MCC Dallas were in shambles when its new pastor arrived 

in late 1987, and the financial outlook for the upcoming year did not look any 

better. The total budget of the church in 1987 was $316,694. The proposed 

budget for 1988 was $271,617. This meant that the struggling church was set to 

operate on nearly $46,000 less than it had the previous year.6 

The fact that Reverend Piazza took on the responsibility of a church with 

so many financial problems says a great deal about his character. It illustrates his 

 
                                                 
5      Piazza, Oral History Interview, 82; “Piazza Marks 20 years of Highs, Lows at Cathedral,” 
Dallas Voice, 9 November 2007 (In author’s possession), Most Dallas Voice articles can be 
accessed via the Web at DallasVoice.com.   
 
6     Metropolitan Community Church of Dallas, Proposed Budget 1988, p. 8, Vertical File: 
Churches – Metropolitan Community Church of Dallas, (DPL). 
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confidence. The reverend had to be confident so that he could help improve the 

financial situation of MCC Dallas. 

AIDS was the worst thing that the new pastor and the congregation at 

MCC Dallas had to deal with in the late 1980s. The congregation, as well as the 

rest of the gay community in Dallas, had dealt with the catastrophic disease since 

the mid-1980s. Though church leaders, congregants, and friends of the gay 

community had created a number of ways to combat the effects of the plague, 

they had not seen the worst of what the disease would do to the church and 

community.  

Reverend Piazza believed that the worst years of the AIDS crisis in Dallas 

were from 1987 to 1989. He described them as the “epicenter of the AIDS crisis 

in Dallas.” When he arrived in November 1987, MCC Dallas had 280 members. 

The pastor conducted funerals for eighteen of those members the following 

January. Piazza said that those were desperate times because of AIDS and the 

high number of deaths that the disease caused. There were no medications, and 

there was no hope. There was still a great deal of fear around AIDS. Though it 

was known that it was transmitted sexually, many still were not sure what caused 

it and if it was transmitted in other ways.7 

One politically influential group that played on the fear created by AIDS 

was the Christian Right. The previous chapter documented that early in the crisis, 
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Jerry Falwell, like many other religious leaders, viewed AIDS as a punishment 

from God. Falwell commented to Newsweek in 1983 about gay men and the 

disease, “A man reaps what he sows. If he sows seed in the field of his lower 

nature, he will reap from it a harvest of corruption.”   Falwell and others in the 

Christian Right continued to make harsh judgments, and exploit the fear of AIDS 

among the general public throughout the 1980s and 1990s.8 

Paul Cameron was an influential member of the Christian Right who 

helped exacerbate the fear of AIDS in the late 1980s. He was a former 

psychology instructor who created the Family Research Council in 1987. The 

organization was used to circulate antigay propaganda. Prior to this, Cameron 

ran the Institute for the Scientific Investigation of Sexuality. It did little more than 

publish what some deemed outrageous antigay pamphlets. In one, titled, Medical 

Aspects of Homosexuality, Cameron claimed that “Of all the vices, only 

homosexuality constitutes a conspiracy against society.” He also wrote that, 

“Homosexual habits pose a much greater threat to public health than smoking.” 

According to Cameron, homosexuals spread diseases by shaking hands with 

strangers and using public restrooms. Besides depicting gay men as evil, filthy 

and disease-spreading individuals, Cameron wrote that they were responsible for 

child molestation and other violent crimes.9 

 
                                                 
8     D’ Emilio and Freedman, Intimate Matters, 354.  
 
9      Paul Cameron quotations as cited in Sara Diamond’s, Not by Politics Alone: The Enduring 
Influence of the Christian Right (New York: The Guilford Press, 1998), 166. 
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Professionally, Cameron paid the price for his inflammatory remarks and 

unethical approach to his profession. The American Psychological Association 

investigated Cameron, found that he misrepresented research, and expelled him 

from the association in 1983. The AIDS epidemic gave Cameron a wider 

audience to practice fear-mongering. Since a large portion of the public knew 

little about how AIDS was transmitted, it was easy for Cameron to play on the 

fears that many people had. He went as far as calling for the quarantine of gay 

people regardless of their health status.10 

 Jerry Falwell and Paul Cameron are just two examples of influential 

people who exploited the devastating AIDS crisis. They not only condemned 

those dying of the disease but also manipulated the fear of the general public. 

Falwell held up the disease as an example of vengeance doled out by an angry 

God, and Cameron used the crisis to further demonize a group that he found 

immoral and repugnant.  

 Paul Cameron did not have much of a connection to the city of Dallas, but 

Jerry Falwell did. Falwell paid numerous visits to First Baptist Church of Dallas. 

In the mid-1980s, First Baptist was the largest Southern Baptist church in the 

world, with over 25,000 members. Senior pastor W.A. Criswell had been twice 

elected chairman of the Southern Baptist Convention. On the Sunday of the 

week that kicked off the GOP convention of 1984 in Dallas, Jerry Falwell was the 

 
                                                 
10     Ibid, 166-167. 
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guest preacher at the 8:15 a.m. service.  While sharing the dais with Criswell, 

Falwell gave an enthusiastic endorsement of President Ronald Reagan. 

Republican Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina was present, and gave the 

morning benediction.11 

 The relationship that Moral Majority leader Jerry Falwell had with W.A. 

Criswell and First Baptist of Dallas shows just how influential Jerry Falwell and 

his right-wing organization were. That fact that Dallas was home to the largest 

Southern Baptist church in the world demonstrates how conservative the city still 

was in the mid-1980s. As the AIDS crisis began to take hold of the congregation 

across town at MCC Dallas, Jerry Falwell and the members of First Baptist were 

endorsing Reagan for a second term.  

 The fear of AIDS in the late 1980s was an intense one. It was strong 

enough without the amplification provided by Cameron, Falwell, and others. A 

large part of the public was still unsure about how the disease was contracted. 

Therefore, many avoided those who had been infected with AIDS. This meant 

that a large number of men and women who caught the disease did not have 

support systems to rely on during their pain and suffering. Many who were dying 
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of AIDS during this time were shunned by their families. Reverend Piazza and 

others associated with MCC Dallas witnessed this firsthand.12  

 Reverend Piazza was frequently called when Dallas ministers refused to 

visit AIDS patients. An example of this is when he counseled a young man dying 

of the disease. Piazza visited him because the pastor for the family of the young 

man, a Methodist minister, refused to do so. The pastor said that he would have 

visited the home of the man if he only had himself to think about. Because the 

minister had children, he did not want to run the risk of contracting AIDS and 

spreading it to them. Piazza tried to convince the minister to visit the parents of 

the young man, but he never did.13 

 Stories like the one above were all too common during this time. Fear 

gripped many who had any kind of association with AIDS. Because the epidemic 

was at its worst during this time, a number of people of faith came together to 

improve this situation and founded the AIDS Interfaith Network. It was formed in 

the summer of 1986 after an AIDS interfaith conference. By February of 1988, 

more than 100 churches, synagogues, and individuals were involved with this 

group. At the time, it was co-coordinated by Reverend Charles Carnahan, a 

Methodist Minister, and the Reverend Scott Allen, a Southern Baptist. The group 

provided a number of important services. Besides disseminating information, it 
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linked AIDS patients with clergy. It also helped church groups create policies for 

dealing with individuals with AIDS.14 

 The AIDS Interfaith Network was formed at a crucial time during the crisis. 

It provided important services for those not only infected with the disease, but 

also those who personally knew someone with AIDS. The group was highly 

important because it educated people, and it calmed some of their fears. The 

AIDS Interfaith Network is a fine model of individuals from different faiths coming 

together to help uplift and support people who were afraid and suffering.   

 The network went beyond being ecumenical; it is an excellent example of 

an interfaith association. It included not only Christians with different doctrines 

but also Jews. This is significant because many leaders and members from 

different faith communities came together to improve the situation of individuals 

dying of AIDS. The people that they were helping were the same ones who were 

detested and often shunned by the larger denominations and faith groups to 

which the members of the AIDS Interfaith Network belonged. Individuals who 

made up this network put aside doctrinal differences and what others in their faith 

communities thought, and they came together to help their fellow man in a time 

of need.  

 Individuals who led the AIDS Interfaith Network did not go into the group 

with ulterior motives or to “save” anyone or win souls. Reverends Allen and 
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Carnahan said, “AIDS Interfaith meets people’s spiritual needs as they exist 

rather than stress conversion or evangelism.” This was significant because many 

individuals who were suffering from AIDS already lived with a certain amount of 

fear, guilt and shame. Approaching these individuals in an insensitive or 

judgmental way would have made things worse for them in an already bleak time 

in their lives.  Though a number of churches and other religious institutions in 

Dallas were part of the AIDS Interfaith Network, many were not.15 

 The belief that many churches had that AIDS was not an issue or problem 

for them not only had to do with the times, but it also had a great deal to do with 

location. Dallas was still considered a conservative, Bible-Belt, southern city in 

the late 1980s with strong connections to the Moral Majority.16  The ways in 

which most Dallas churches viewed AIDS in the late 1980s, and those who were 

affected by it contributes to the idea of a push-and-pull effect. Individuals affected 

by AIDS were often forced from their church homes and were drawn to MCC 

Dallas because of what it had to offer in dealing with the disease.  

 AIDS was a major problem for the congregation at MCC Dallas, and it 

helped to shape the ministry of the church in the late 1980s. The disease made 

MCC Dallas focus more on compassion and care for those sick and dying. AIDS 

also helped the church fashion its theology with respect to understanding and 
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dealing with its tragic effects. Piazza explained how it did so: “Rather than AIDS 

being a curse on the gay community, we’ll be Isaiah’s suffering servant who has 

borne this and given it back to the world in terms of healing. That’s what Isaiah is 

all about. That’s what Jesus is all about and that’s what the church is all about.” 

The ministry of MCC Dallas in relation to AIDS and the statement that Reverend 

Piazza made regarding his perspective on the disease, is a strong example of 

gay liberation theology. The minister took examples from Christian teachings, 

and he applied them to a modern tragedy that was an extremely heavy burden 

experienced by an already oppressed group of people. The way in which Piazza 

and the Congregation at MCC Dallas viewed the crisis and reacted to it by 

enhancing the AIDS ministry used to combat the disease were critical to the 

survival of the struggling church.17 

 When Piazza came to MCC Dallas in late 1987, he saw a congregation 

that he described as clinically depressed.  A number of church members were 

sick and dying of AIDS. The church was also experiencing great economic 

hardships. The building that housed MCC Dallas was in horrible condition. The 

process of trying to figure out how to deal with all of these things was difficult for 

the young minister. Though he faced a number of challenges as the new leader 

of MCC Dallas, his early responses to the financial situation of the church and 

the AIDS crisis clearly reveal that Piazza was a capable leader. His strong 
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leadership skills would help the church move past the crisis it faced when he 

arrived, to a highly interesting future filled with its share of highs and lows.18 

 After taking care of the financial crisis, the next item on the agenda was to 

think about and plan for the future of MCC Dallas. Reverend Piazza met with 

each member of the church so that they could share what their vision was for 

MCC Dallas. He did this in a personal and thoughtful way. Piazza and his life 

partner, Bill Eure, invited every member of the church to their home on Friday 

nights while creating a new vision for the church. They had them over in groups 

ranging between fifteen and twenty-five people. Church members sat in a large 

circle. Everyone was given the opportunity to share his/her ideas. They were also 

allowed to pass if they did not want to contribute. The pastor said to the 

congregants, “Tell me what your vision of the church is.” Piazza wrote down what 

everyone said.19  

 Church members at MCC Dallas shared that they wanted to find hope 

again; congregants wanted their church to be a sign of hope. The other thing that 

church members said that seemed strange to the pastor was that they wanted to 

be a big church. Reverend Piazza thought this was a “Texas thing,” meaning that 

most Texans like to do things big, but there was more to it than that. Some 

church members wanted a large church because they came from big churches. 

 
                                                 
18     Piazza, Oral History Interview, 80-83 and 99-100.  
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But the main reason that congregants wanted a large church was to be able to 

reach out to other people. Church members at MCC Dallas envisioned their 

church as a resource church that would reach out to gays and lesbians in small 

towns where there would never be an MCC. Congregants of MCC Dallas wanted 

their church to be able to help other churches, as well as help form new ones.20 

 The approach that the pastor took in finding out what kind of church 

congregants of MCC Dallas wanted was not only thoughtful and personal but 

also democratic. Piazza, like most new pastors, had an idea of what he could do 

for MCC Dallas before he arrived at the church.  After he became senior pastor 

of MCC Dallas, he let church members create their own vision for the church. He 

did not form one and impose it on the congregation.          

 The Cathedral of Hope was not originally intended to be the name of the 

church; it was the shorthand version of the congregation’s vision of the church. 

Piazza and congregants would later adopt the name while their future church 

home was being built. Reverend Piazza and church board members went on a 

retreat to discuss the vision that the congregation put forth. When they returned, 

the pastor reported back to church members that this is what you stated that you 

wanted the church to be.  He decided that if the formulation that he and the board 

put together based on the suggestions of the congregation were correct, and 

church members wanted it, then that was what the church was going to become. 
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Church members unanimously confirmed the vision of the church. Reverend 

Piazza immediately went to work making it a reality.21  

 By spring 1989 the financial situation at MCC Dallas had improved. MCC 

Dallas had grown significantly in the almost year-and-a-half since Reverend 

Piazza had arrived. In April 1989, MCC Dallas had more than 600 active 

members, twice its number from 1988. Though the church was not wealthy and 

did not have a large budget, it offered a number of programs to the gay 

community as well as others in need. The financial situation of the church most 

likely improved because its population had doubled since late 1987. A larger 

congregation translated into more tithes and pledges to the church. MCC Dallas 

maintained a small group of volunteers who provided personal assistance to 

people with AIDS through H.A.N.D.S. (Helpers Accepting Needs and Delivering 

Services). Volunteers with this program helped PWAs (Persons with AIDS) or 

their primary caregivers with a number of minor tasks, such as providing 

transportation, running errands, and delivering short-term respite care and home 

and hospital visitation.22 

 The church continued to offer spiritual counseling, the service that 

Reverend Eastman discussed in Chapter Four. It had been expanded 
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significantly by the late 1980s. Requests for pastoral counseling were referred to 

the Lay Ministry of Pastoral Care, which was staffed by lay people who had been 

trained in spiritual guidance and counseling. MCC Dallas offered this service on a 

twenty-four-hour, seven-days-a-week basis. It was maintained by a counselor on 

beeper duty. The counseling service was provided in the home as well as in the 

hospital and involved counseling and peer listening. Counselors followed up or 

attempted to follow-up with the families and loved ones of PWAs. They did so to 

assess and provide any needed spiritual support and counseling. The program 

required fairly intensive training and a bi-monthly in-service continuing education 

session. Those who engaged in pastoral counseling were carefully supervised at 

the outset. Reverend Piazza emphasized that the program was not exclusively 

for church members.  He said, “Most of the people we visit are not church 

members.”23 

 Another program at MCC Dallas was the benevolence program. It 

provided food, clothing, shelter, and financial assistance. Ninety percent of the 

services offered by this program went to non-members. Since the need often 

outweighed available resources, the benevolence program was usually only able 

to provide emergency food assistance. It did so by allowing any individual access 

to its food pantry for up to five visits. MCC Dallas offered this service on a walk-in 

basis. During this time, some sixty to seventy people obtained food from the 
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church each month. About twenty-five of those visits were AIDS-related. MCC 

Dallas expended more than $6,500 from its general benevolence fund in 1988; 

the fund was established to help needy people in general. The church also 

maintained an AIDS crisis fund which disbursed $5,700 in 1988.24 

 The outreach that MCC Dallas offered in the forms of volunteer 

assistance, spiritual counseling, and benevolence demonstrates that with its 

limited resources, the church did its part in supporting the community. The work 

that MCC Dallas did at this time shows that the pastor and members of the 

church were serious about making their church a true symbol of hope to the 

LGBT community in Dallas. Members of the MCC Dallas church family applied 

action to their faith and words. The kind of services that MCC Dallas offered in 

such an organized manner was only a hint of what the church would provide in 

the future. 

 A top priority for Reverend Piazza during his first year and a half at MCC 

Dallas was to find someone to administer adequate care to those dying of AIDS. 

The pastor stated, “This is a community dying of AIDS, you have to do something 

about this.” Though the church had been doing the best that it could to deal with 

PWAs, Reverend Piazza believed it could do better if someone was appointed to 

a full-time position dedicated to individuals with AIDS. Though the church did not 

have much money and the local economy was in recession, the board voted to 
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hire Paul Tucker, an MCC minister from Nashville, to provide pastoral care which 

was primarily AIDS ministry. He was not only made head of pastoral care, but he 

also functioned as associate pastor of MCC Dallas.25 

 Reverend Piazza and MCC Dallas church members did a great deal to 

turn the struggling church around. He and congregants put time into discussing 

and creating a new vision for MCC Dallas. Though the church was doing a 

decent job of helping those with and affected by AIDS, hiring someone who could 

head the AIDS ministry full-time allowed for the ministry to be more effective, and 

it freed the senior pastor up to concentrate on other things that benefited the 

church and larger gay community in Dallas.  

 With more time available Rev. Piazza was able to work as an activist on 

behalf of gay and lesbian people and devote more time to figuring out how MCC 

Dallas would acquire a new church home. Piazza was not only a prophetic pastor 

but also very much an activist. He became friends with William Waybourn, who 

was then president of the Dallas Gay Alliance. Waybourn, Piazza, and others 

from MCC Dallas and the gay community did a great deal of protesting in Dallas 

in the late 1980s and early 1990s. There was certainly enough to protest 

regarding Dallas’s treatment of the LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual and 

transgender) community. They protested the AIDS clinic at Parkland Hospital, the 
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Dallas County Criminal District Court Judge Jack Hampton, and the Police 

Department for the city of Dallas.26 

 Piazza and others picketed the office of Judge Jack Hampton because of 

the bigoted and callous comments he made about the lenient sentence that he 

gave a heterosexual man for killing two gay men at Reverchon Park in Dallas. 

The judge was officially censured in December 1989 by the Commission on 

Judicial Conduct. Judge Hampton remained on the Dallas County Criminal 

District Court until 1994. Though he won re-election to the Dallas County 

Criminal District Court in 1990, the censure hurt his bid for the more prestigious 

appellate court in 1992.   

Waybourn, Piazza, and others protested the city’s ban on hiring 

individuals from the LGBT community to work as Dallas police officers. After an 

incident involving Reverend Piazza and the Dallas police, the pastor went before 

the Dallas City Council. The incident was originally between two members of 

MCC Dallas and the Dallas police. Two church members were pulled over on 

church property for expired license plate tags. When Reverend Piazza inquired 

with the officers about what the problem was, the officers, according to the 

pastor, became enraged. Piazza was arrested for interfering with a public servant 

after he refused to remove himself from between the police car and the vehicle of 
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the parishioners. Piazza was later freed on a $200 bond. Council members Lori 

Palmer, Diane Ragsdale, and Al Lipscomb said that they would follow the case of 

Reverend Piazza. They also stated that they would follow steps that the Police 

Department took to improve relations with all minority groups. Lipscomb said that 

the next chief of police in Dallas should be inclusive in his hiring polices.27 

 The president of the Dallas Gay Alliance, William Waybourn, Reverend 

Piazza, and other concerned citizens protested against the AIDS clinic at 

Parkland in the late 1980s. They demonstrated on behalf of AIDS patients who 

were denied proper medication and timely treatment from the hospital. Around 

this time, a lawsuit had been filed as a result of the death of seven indigent 

patients who were waiting for the AZT (azidothymidine) drug. At the time, it was 

the only federally approved medication that slowed the AIDS virus. The Plaintiffs 

in the lawsuit were the Dallas Gay Alliance and five Parkland patients. As a result 

of the lawsuit, the life-sustaining drug became more readily available. As of 

January 1990, about 1,700 Texans received free AZT under a program financed 

jointly by the state and federal governments. Though these types of results came 

more from litigation than marches and rallies, the time and energy that people 
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like Piazza, Waybourn, and others put into protesting and bringing attention to 

the issue certainly helped.28 

 Besides protesting homophobia and discrimination, and fighting for poor, 

suffering people to receive proper medical treatment, Reverend Piazza faced the 

highly difficult task of finding MCC Dallas a new home. The church was in need 

of a new building because the congregation had outgrown its current one. Before 

MCC Dallas could get a new home, it had to sell its current building. That was not 

easy to do because the real estate market was still weak due to the recession 

that began in the late 1980s and continued through the early 1990s, and because 

MCC Dallas was located in a poor, transitional neighborhood. The pastor knew 

that it would be impossible to sell the building, but he put it on the market 

anyway.  No one was interested in buying it, so Rev. Piazza decided to create a 

customer.29 

 Piazza had the idea to make the Dallas Gay Alliance the buyer of the 

building.  The pastor met with William Waybourn and told him that Dallas needed 

a community center. Piazza told Waybourn that since he was the president of the 

Dallas Gay Alliance, he needed to take the lead and initiate the purchase of the 

church building, so that MCC Dallas could buy a new church and the gay 

 
                                                 
28     Piazza, Oral History Interview, 95-97; “Trial Set for June 20 in Parkland Lawsuit” Dallas 
Morning News, 24 May 1988, NewsBank: America’s Newspapers, Dallas Public Library 
Database; “In Texas, AIDS Struggle is Also Matter of Money,” New York Times, 5 January 1990, 
nytimes.com, (accessed March 31, 2008). 
 
29     Piazza, Oral History Interview, 100; “Bankers Lament Recession,” Dallas Morning News, 31 
October 1988, NewsBank: America’s Newspapers, Dallas Public Library Database.   
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community would have its center. Waybourn told Piazza that the alliance did not 

have that kind of money, and that no bank would loan it the funds to purchase 

the church. The pastor told the president of the Dallas Gay Alliance that if the 

alliance raised the closing cost, MCC Dallas would hold the note and the alliance 

would make payments to the church. Piazza assured Waybourn that the 

mortgage would be no more than what the alliance paid to rent its current space. 

After Waybourn agreed to this, Reverend Piazza met with lawyers and concluded 

the sale. This transaction occurred in 1990.30 

 It is fitting that the building owned by MCC Dallas was sold to the Dallas 

Gay Alliance and became the gay community center. Reverend Jim Harris, the 

second pastor of MCC Dallas, was one of the founders of the Dallas Gay Political 

Caucus (DGPC). The DGPC grew out of MCC Dallas, just as MCC Dallas grew 

out of the Circle of Friends, the first gay organization in Texas. Reverend Harris 

was on the board of directors of the DGPC while he was still pastor of MCC 

Dallas. The first meeting of the caucus took place at the church on May 30, 1976. 

This meeting was held at the first building owned by MCC Dallas which was 

located on Ross Avenue.31 The first three chapters of this work discussed the 

connection between the Circle of Friends, MCC Dallas, and the DGPC. 

 
                                                 
30      Piazza, Oral History Interview, 100-102; Cathedral of Hope 1970-1995: A Generation of 
Faithfulness 25th Anniversary Bulletin, 23.   
 
31     Phil Johnson, Oral History Interview with Gerald Saxon, December 17, 1980 and January 2 
and 28, 1981, Local History Division, 49-51and 70 (DPL).  
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 The DGPC grew out of MCC Dallas; many of its meetings had been held 

at the church over the years. The DGPC became the Dallas Gay Alliance. The 

Alliance later changed its name to the more inclusive Dallas Gay and Lesbian 

Alliance. This demonstrates that some important organizations grew out of the 

first gay organization in Texas, the Circle of Friends, but it also shows that MCC 

Dallas/Cathedral of Hope has always had a strong connection to and 

involvement with gay political activism. In 2009 the community center is still 

housed in the building that the Dallas Gay Alliance purchased from MCC Dallas. 

It is now called the John Thomas Community Center. The Dallas Gay and 

Lesbian Alliance is housed there as well as the Nelson-Tebedo AIDS community 

center.32 

 After Piazza secured a buyer for the MCC Dallas building, he and church 

members began the arduous task of looking for a new church home. Before the 

search was finished, Piazza and others had looked at more than 225 locations. 

They scouted existing churches, office buildings, and shopping centers. Piazza 

and the board members who helped look for a new church home faced 

homophobia along the way. Piazza recalled that there was a local Baptist church 

that agreed to sell their church building to MCC Dallas. After they found out that 

they were about to sell to a predominantly gay and lesbian congregation, the 

 
                                                 
32     Ibid; Piazza Oral History Interview, 102.   
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local Baptist church decided not to sell to MCC Dallas. They told Piazza that they 

would burn their building down before they would sell it to MCC Dallas.33 

 The congregation at MCC Dallas had a hard time locating a new building, 

but after it decided that it might have to build its own, it had difficulties trying to 

get banks to loan money and contractors to build. When banks started turning 

MCC Dallas down for loans, Rev. Piazza thought it was because they were a gay 

organization. The fact of the matter was that the church was a high financial risk 

because of all the AIDS-related deaths. One bank pointed out that MCC Dallas 

had the mortality rate of a church whose average members were in their eighties. 

The bank said that it would not loan to any church with that kind of mortality rate, 

because it was not financially sound to do so.34 

Carghyle and Associates in Fort Worth was a company with creative ways 

for building churches and for making it possible to finance their construction by 

selling church bonds or running capital campaigns. At the time, it was the largest 

one in the world that did this kind of work, but the company would not do 

business with MCC Dallas because it was a gay and lesbian church. Carghyle 

and Associates’ biggest clients were Baptists. The company believed that it 

would lose its business if it worked with MCC Dallas. Piazza and the 

congregation at MCC Dallas had become used to challenges at this point. 

 
                                                 
33     “Faith Healer,” Dallas Morning News, 9 August 1992, Vertical File: Churches – Cathedral of 
Hope, (DPL); Piazza, Oral History Interview, 103.   
 
34     Piazza Oral History Interview, 104.  
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Because it faced so many roadblocks while trying to get a new building, MCC 

Dallas decided to construct one on its own.35 

 Piazza and some others at the church developed a way for the 

congregation to cover most of the costs of building the new church. Congregants 

of MCC Dallas purchased most of the $2 million in bonds used to construct the 

$3 million church. The new building was constructed on six acres at Cedar 

Springs and Inwood roads near Love Field in Dallas. While the new church was 

being constructed in the summer of 1992, its membership number increased to 

over 900.36 

 The church had grown three-fold since Reverend Piazza arrived almost 

five years earlier. It grew because MCC Dallas had developed a reputation for 

accepting all who came to worship there. Reverend Piazza stated that one 

doctrine that set MCC Dallas apart from other local churches was that they said, 

“God loved the world – with no exceptions.” In a story that ran in a Dallas 

newspaper, a former Southern Baptist explained why he was now at MCC 

Dallas, and how he felt about his former denomination, “I love the Baptists, but I 

don’t like the way they’ve destroyed themselves and excluded people.” In 

describing the make-up of the church to which he now belonged, he described 

 
                                                 
35      Ibid; “Faith Healer” 
 
36      “Gays Dedicate New Church,” Dallas Morning News, 21 December 1992, Vertical File: 
Churches –Cathedral of Hope (DPL); “Faith Healer.” 
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the congregation as a combination of, “Holy Rollers, Catholics, Church of 

Christers and recovering Baptists.”37 

The congregation’s devotion to Inclusion and diversity contributed to the 

dramatic growth of the church and would continue to do so in the future.38  The 

growth of MCC Dallas can also be attributed to the push-and-pull effect 

discussed earlier. Some of the more conservative churches pushed away and 

turned off members who were either gay or simply in search of a more 

progressive church environment. MCC Dallas attracted a number of these 

individuals who were seeking a more liberal and inclusive church.  

 
                                                 
37     “Faith Healer” 
 
38      Richard Vincent, Oral History Interview with Michael Mims, March 14, 2006, University of 
North Texas Oral History Program, 28-29 and 33. 

Figure 5.1. This is a photo of the building located on Maple 
Avenue. This was a temporary home for the church. It was 
often referred to as the “Pink Building.” Courtesy of the 
Cathedral of Hope. Dallas, Texas. 



 

110 

 At this point, MCC Dallas had officially become the Cathedral of Hope. It 

adopted its new name in 1990 while it was located at its temporary home at 5353 

Maple Ave. in Dallas. The church held services at a “garishly-painted” pink and 

purple building at this location.39 

 Women have always been important to the life of MCC Dallas/Cathedral of 

Hope. This has been the case since Rob Shivers was a member of the Circle of 

Friends when MCC Dallas became a mission of the MCC denomination in 1970. 

Not only was she interested in founding a mission of the MCC in Dallas, but she 

also was the first acting pastor of the mission before Richard Vincent was elected 

first pastor of MCC Dallas. Reverend Carol West came to the church in 1986; 

she became a student clergy member with MCC that year. Her first leadership 

title was associate pastor. West later became the full-time AIDS Chaplain for the 

church, the first AIDS Chaplain who was paid by a grant from the state of Texas. 

The grant paid her salary, even though she was an employee of the Cathedral of 

Hope. Though there was a lot more educational information about AIDS in 1992 

and there was HIV medication in the form of AZT, there were still a high number 

of deaths related to the disease. As of August 1992, the Cathedral of Hope had 

lost seventy-five members to AIDS since January of that year. It was not unusual 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
39     “Piazza Marks 20 Years of Highs, Lows at Cathedral,”; “Faith Healer”   
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for the church to hold three memorial services or funerals a week for both 

members and non-members.40 

 The amount of illness and death caused by AIDS was still high in the early 

1990s. Because of this fact, Reverend West paid a number of visits to hospitals. 

The reverend explained how she dealt with witnessing so much suffering and 

death, “We’re always seeing life go out. Before I go out of the hospital, I look at 

the babies. We don’t have a lot of births in our congregation.”41 

 Reverend West was with MCC Dallas/Cathedral of Hope for ten years. 

She left the church in the fall of 1996, having accomplished a great deal during 

her time as associate pastor and AIDS Chaplain. As AIDS Chaplain, West not 

only served the Cathedral of Hope, but she was responsible for AIDS Services of 

Dallas (ASD). This was a home for people living with AIDS. Her duties to ASD 

were to visit the site often, and offer comfort to those who needed it. West also 

took AIDS affected people to the doctor, she did home and hospital visits, funeral 

planning as well as funerals, and she often met with families. West also did a 

number of speaking engagements related to human immunodeficiency virus 

(HIV) and AIDS.42 

 
                                                 
40      Phil Johnson, Oral History Interview, 58-59; Carol West, Oral History Interview with Michael 
Mims, May 29, 2008, University of North Texas Oral History Program; “Agenda – Congregational 
Meeting – 1991,” Chronological File: “1990 – Sunday News,” 28 October 1990 Cathedral of Hope 
History Project, (Dallas, Texas); Draft of Cathedral History composed by Sam Geer for Church 
Bulletin, Cathedral Historian, 2 (In author’s possession); “Faith Healer”  
 
41      “Faith Healer”  
 
42     Carol West, Oral History Interview. 
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 West was not only a dedicated woman of the cloth, but she was very 

much an activist. West participated in the protests against Parkland hospital. She 

said that she considered herself an AIDS activist, and that she was proud to have 

been part of the AIDS activism. “With this we make a difference,” she said.   

West also stated that she liked the fact that men and women in Dallas worked 

together because it was important for their survival.43    

 On December 20, 1992, the Cathedral of Hope celebrated its first service 

in its new building. There was an overflow crowd of more than 1,000 people 

present. The new sanctuary was built to accommodate 850 people. The first 

service included a blessing of the altar area, and the passing of the keys to the 

senior pastor. Besides the service, churchgoers took in the beauty and detail of 

the new building. The main chamber of the church boasted a fifty-foot high 

ceiling. There was also a great deal of detail in the new building that reflected the 

diversity of the congregation. The stained-glass window depicted an AIDS quilt, a 

pink triangle covered with barbed wire, a Kinte cloth symbolizing African-

American heritage, male-female gender symbols for three sets of couples: gay, 

lesbian and heterosexual. Running above all of this was the Spanish word 

esperanza, hope. The altar of the church was a large pink, marble triangle which 

had been the sign used by Nazis to mark homosexuals.44 

 
                                                 
43     Ibid.  
 
 
44     Draft of Cathedral History composed by Sam Geer for Church Bulletin, Cathedral Historian, 2 
(In Michael Mims’s possession); “Gays Dedicate New Church,”; “Breaking New Ground,” Dallas 
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 The years 1987 to 1992 were a watershed period in the life of MCC Dallas 

and the Cathedral of Hope. When Reverend Michael Piazza arrived at the church 

in November of 1987, MCC Dallas was on the brink of financial collapse. The 

church building was in poor shape, and the congregation had outgrown it. MCC 

Dallas and the rest of the gay community were being decimated by the AIDS 

crisis. Aside from all of this, the congregation at MCC Dallas and the larger gay 

community needed advocates and activists to continue to fight on their behalf in 

the city of Dallas.  

                                                                                                                                                 
Morning News, 30 July 1990, Vertical File: Churches –Metropolitan Community Church of Dallas 
(DPL); “Faith Healer.”   

Figure 5.2. This is a photo of the Cathedral of Hope. It is 
located on Cedar Springs Road in Dallas. Courtesy of 
Cathedral of Hope. Dallas, Texas. 
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 Reverend Piazza and congregants of MCC Dallas worked together to improve 

the conditions of the struggling church immediately after he arrived in Dallas. The 

new pastor and church members drafted a vision of the kind of church they 

wanted. Arising from the darkness of the AIDS crisis, they chose a new name, 

the Cathedral of Hope. MCC Dallas fashioned its ministry so that it would 

effectively help those at the church and the rest of the gay community combat 

AIDS. Reverend Piazza, William Waybourn, Reverend West, and other activists 

spoke for the LGBT community; they protested a homophobic judge, a county 

hospital tangled in bureaucratic red tape, and an insensitive and discriminatory 

police department. Metropolitan Community Church of Dallas became the 

Cathedral of Hope. It became what its members wanted, a true symbol of hope in 

a once dying community.    

 This work has proved that the Cathedral of Hope was an important 

institution in Dallas’ LGBT community because it was a liberating and affirming 

church. The CoH was formed just as Dallas’ gay community began to emerge. 

Cathedral of Hope was not only a place of worship, but it was also an important 

site of resistance for the LGBT community. The activism of those belonging to 

and associated with the Cathedral of Hope demonstrated that LGBT people of 

faith used the church as a vehicle for mobilizing and creating important change in 

their community. Though there are a number of excellent histories that document 

social activism by lesbians and gays, there are not many that do so by using a 

church as the site from which the LGBT community organized and worked. The 
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fact that the Cathedral of Hope was such a place makes its history significant.  

The church’s location in the conservative, southern city of Dallas made it even 

more of an anomaly. The history of the Cathedral of Hope sheds new light on the 

historical scholarship on the South and Southwest, as well as the historiography 

of gay social activism.  
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