The ‘B’ in GLBT

Sermon on Bisexuality

by Jim Zacharias, Ph.D., LMFT

There is a story of a certain woman who lived in Westport, Connecticut for many years. Although Paul
Newman had also lived in Westport for many years, she had never run into him. One day, this woman
went to Baskin-Robbins to get an ice cream cone. While there the door opened and in he walked in the
flesh. Well, she was determined not to lose her cool. She paid for her ice cream and left the shop. As she
was walking down the street, she realized she did not have her ice cream cone. Feeling embarrassed, but
determined to get what she had paid for, she re-entered the store and said to the clerk, “I'm sorry; I paid
for an ice cream cone and I didn't get it.” Whereupon, Paul Newman stepped forward and said, “Yes, you
did. You put it in your purse!”

A funny story, for sure, but is it true? Recently, someone told me she had heard the same story, but it
was Robert Redford in Santa Fe, who rattled a woman buying ice cream. Apparently, this story is an urban
legend. Whether the story is myth or reality, however, does not matter. The point the story makes is
about the human desire to maintain our cool. We all want to keep our cool, but many times we loose it,
giving rise to intense moments of fear and embarrassment. Sometimes, however, our desire to tell the
truth is strong enough to lead us to intentionally risk losing our cool.

About ten years ago I was in a ministers’ group. There were 17 of us present, We took turns “checking-
in.” As each person spoke, I wondered what I was going to share. I decided to take a risk and tell them
about a book I had read a few weeks before. The book addressed the subject of bisexuality. I told them
about the book and how it had impacted me. Then | took a bigger risk and informed them that I was
bisexual. This was the first time I had disclosed this aspect of myself publicly. *"Coming out” has its risks
and uncertainties as some of you already know and the first time even more so. I don’t know what I
expected in that meeting. This was a safe group, I thought, but the silence was unsettling.

We completed the “check-in” and took a break. Eight members of the group acknowledged what I had said
and were supportive. Two, in fact, said, "I wondered when you were going to tell us,” but the others
remained silent. What myths or questions had my remarks stirred up? Reflecting on this discrepancy in
the response, I wonder now whether what I experienced is similar to what others have encountered in our
congregations.

For many years our denomination has pioneered the Welcoming Congregation program. As many of you
know, the process of becoming a "Welcoming Congregation” involves several steps. The process
undertaken by this congregation in 1996, was primarily because, I am told, the parents of gays and
lesbians wanted a welcoming place for their children. A congregation is granted the recognition after a
series of meetings where participants share their concerns or fears related to differing sexual orientations
and hear the stories of those who have experienced heterosexual oppression. The church then votes on
becoming a Welcoming Congregation.
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For most churches this "Welcoming Congregation Recognition” has meant embracing gays and lesbians.
Here, as in other places bisexuals have been noticeably absent from the process.

Today, we will explore the reasons bisexuals have been missing. Our language is prejudicial when it comes
to bisexuality. It is a word some people just don't like. Bisexuality makes them uncomfortable and
suspicious; it is a bit too erotic. But what is bisexuality? It is the ability to connect emotionally, sensually,
and sexually to members of both sexes.

When bisexuals engage in long-term monogamous relationships, thereby appearing either gay or straight,
they are easily accepted. But are we really a congregation who embraces diversity when what we accept
has to look and feel exactly like something with which we are familiar?

Thirty years ago gays, lesbians, and bisexuals struggled to find acceptance. Bisexuals still face many of
those challenges today. The new Welcoming Congregation curriculum is now complete and does include
material on bisexuality. But simply acknowledging intellectually that acceptance of bisexuals is a
reasonable rational next step doesn’t mean it is easy to do. As editor of the curriculum and former
director of the Office of Gay and Lesbian Concerns at the UUA, Scott Alexander has coined the phrase
“heart lag.” An example he gives is of a woman, an ardent supporter of equal pay and job opportunities
for women, who was on an airplane preparing for take-off when she heard a woman introduce herself as
the pilot. Despite her conviction that women were as capable of piloting a plane as men, she discovered
that she had ‘sweaty palms.’

We don't like it when our hearts lag behind our heads. We don't like to think of ourselves as unsupportive
or unenlightened. Often there is a lag between what we know and how we feel about it. It is okay to
acknowledge discomfort around the issue of bisexuality.

Discomfort is okay, but ignoring the issue is unproductive. One Sunday about four years ago in one of our
churches it came time to vote on the Welcoming Congregation. Prior to the vote a member of the
congregation approached me and said that another member had told her she would vote “yes” to welcome
gays and lesbians, but if the “bis” had asked for the vote then she would vote “no.” To this woman
“welcoming” meant receiving gays and lesbians, but not people with other sexual orientations. What
myths, or legends I wonder was she laboring under?

One myth is that bisexuals who are non-monogamous are promiscuous. In practice, having multiple
partners is not an article of faith for bisexuals. It's an option, just as it is for straights and gays. It is
crucial to understand that people who identify themselves as bisexual are no more or less sexually active
than those who identify themselves as straight or gay. The truth is that many people, some of whom
identify as bisexual, live with a member of the same sex or the opposite sex and are monogamous. If a
partnership ends, their next relationship may or may not be with the same gender as their last lover.

It is, of course, true that there are some bisexuals who love members of both genders at the same time
and do so with clarity, integrity, and the full knowledge of their partners. In a culture organized, however
precariously, around monogamy, this aspect of bisexuality lurks as a possible rupture in our social
structure, and conjures up fears of secret lives and instability. Actually, similar fears exist for gays and
straights: the real truth is that the desire for sexual variety functions independent of sexual preference.

Another myth is that bisexuals are fence sitters and unable to give up an exploratory phase, which others
have outgrown. We are told to make up our minds when in reality, we have. The world tells us we cannot
have it both ways. With this kind of pressure from both the gay and straight world, life is uncomfortable.
Thus, many bisexuals have remained closeted, enjoying the privileges of the heterosexual world by
appearing heterosexual. Invisibility is the order of the day, and this can lead to cultural disregard.



As early as 1975 in a Redbook article Margaret Mead stated, “"The time has come when, I think, we must
recognize bisexuality as a normal form of human behavior...we shall not really succeed in discarding the
straitjacket of our cultural beliefs about sexual choice if we fail to come to terms with the well-
documented, normal human capacity to love members of both sexes.”

In the bifurcated world in which we live, where convention tells us that people are either gay or straight, it
is not possible to place us in one box or the other. Thus, we have sometimes found ourselves without
allies among either gays or straights. This is clearly depicted in the 1994 film “Go Fish,” which provides an
intimate look into the lesbian community. A scene in the middle of the movie shows a group of lesbians
challenging and attacking one of their own for sleeping with a man. This kind of reaction to bisexuality is
not unusual. The hostility shown in this film suggests that bisexuals pose a serious threat to our present
concept of sexual identity.

The most alarmist of all the myths, is that bisexuals are disease carriers. The judgment placed on us was
that we were stealth assassins bringing AIDS to heterosexuals. In the health section of the July 13, 1987
issue of Newsweek magazine, the sub headline read: “In the AIDS era, bisexuals are becoming the
ultimate pariahs.” The text of that article, however, described the scattered studies as inconclusive and
the writer went on to say, “So far, there has been no evidence that bisexuals are passing the disease from
the gay to the straight community at anything like an overwhelming rate.” Despite the lack of conclusive
evidence, this myth was effective in driving bisexuals into greater secrecy. Prior to the onset of AIDS,
many bisexuals were coming out of the closet. This alarmist rhetoric made us AIDS scapegoats and sent
us back into hiding. Gradually, we have cautiously started back out of the closet...well, some of us not so
cautiously.

I suspect that reactions to what I am saying, are varied. This topic may seem shocking to some, others
may find it mildly interesting although not relevant to your lives. However, some of you may find yourself
nodding in agreement (if only internally) to the points that I have raised. In fact, noted sexologist John
Money and journalist Patricia Tucker in their book Sexual Signatures: On Being a Man or Woman say:

“...all (people) are capable of bisexual behavior. In fact, it is safe to say that every adult...has, in
fantasy, engaged in some form of bisexual behavior, if not physical contact, to some degree at
some time in his or her life.” (p.16)

We do not see our orientation as temporary, experimental, or limited, but rather choose to expand our
emotional, sensual, sexual relationships with both sexes as an ongoing way to connect with other people.

Leonard Bernstein, a self-affirmed bisexual loved his wife in every way, including sexually. His same sex

relationships blossomed mostly before their marriage and then again after she died. After he had told his
last lover, Mark Taylor, that he loved him, Taylor asked him if he had loved his wife in the same way. “"Oh
yes, passionately,” he said. “"Everyone I love, I love passionately.”

It's not who we love, it’s how we love that matters. It is not a matter of making up our minds, nor is it
fence sitting, for there is no fence dividing us. Inclusion is the clarity that marks our orientation. I see
bisexuality as a testimony to the fluid nature of human sexuality.

For many years I chose not to speak out. I claimed heterosexual privilege. By not speaking out or
educating others, I was also denying a part of myself. Some writers in the field call that a misuse of power
and privilege. In owning our identity, we solidify our community, our visibility; we turn fear into strength
and, hopefully, dispel the myths, and legends.

There is much that bisexuality has to contribute. I echo Starhawk’s sentiments in the reading shared this
morning. She says our struggle is “affirming pleasuring, variety, diversity, fluidity, as sacred values...” As
bisexuals we have a broad base of sensual experience. We have loved a body that reminded us of our
own. We have loved bodies unlike our own. The experience of this kind of diversity in sexuality and



sensuality is powerful and has the potential to carry over into the rest of our lives. There is much in this
experience to teach us about loving ourselves and understanding differences.

In this community we are more than straight, gay, and lesbian. Expanding our inclusion and naming the
extent of our diversity allows us to live in a world where no words, labels, or walls separate us. As
affirming people, may we support and nurture one another. Let us open ourselves to understanding,
embracing, and celebrating the magical, fluid range of relationship possibilities open to everyone. As we
learn in spite of fear, and affirm despite our reservations, we become a truly welcoming congregation.
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