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In 2015, Royal York Road United Church celebrated becoming an affirming congregation. We had done 

our two years of discernment and education, and were now in a place to publicly pronounce the fact that 

we were striving to become a community of faith that not only welcomed people of a variety of sexual 

and gender identities, of varying economic status, of ages, of racial identities, but a community that 

affirmed and celebrated those differences. We understood that we hadn’t arrived, but we were at the 

beginning of the journey of creating something closer the Kingdom of gender justice, racial justice, and 

economic justice.  

 

Then we sat down. We sat down and congratulated ourselves and the congregation.  

 

But then came the inevitable question, “Now what?” A question probably every affirming ministry 

grapples with.  

 

We were in the desert a long time. It wasn’t a terrible place and I don’t think ultimately it was an 

unproductive place.  

 

We had lively conversations. We thought of people we could ask to speak. We thought of workshops we 

could hold. And at all of our suggestions, our wise minister reminded us that our work was not about one-

off events, that whatever we did we needed to fit into a plan with an ultimate goal.  

 

That then begged the questions: What do we want to do? What shall be our path? What will be our goal? 

 

At one point I suggested that we choose an issue, any issue. Because I believe that when you get stuck in 

life that the act of getting on a path, any path will in the end lead you to where you ultimately need to go. 

You may initially get on the wrong path, but the wrong path will show you where the right path is. Put 

another way, you need to take an action, any action, so that God knows you’re willing and committed to 

doing the work you are meant to do. Then, knowing that you’re engaged, the Spirit will provide the 

opportunities and energy to get it done. 

 

So… At one meeting our chair brought in an article from the Toronto Star on a then-relatively-new 

organization, Rainbow Railroad. I said that I would go off and do a bit of research to see if they were a 

legitimate organization that we might support in some way. They had only recently gotten charitable 

status, but names such as Elton John were already singing their praises.  

 

Here was a nascent theme – The State of LGBTQ rights internationally. The Lenten Study series that year 

happened to be focused on the UN’s Sustainable Goals and our minister invited our committee to speak to 

Goal 4, Gender Equality. A speaker from Rainbow Railroad spoke to us. Basil McLeash had been 

sponsored by Rainbow Railroad and spoke about his experiences living as a gay man in Syria and then 

Egypt. Subsequently, I attended a workshop of Rainbow Railroad about their sponsorship work. 

 

On a personal level, I dreamed of assisting an LGBTQ newcomer. Maybe by joining a group of Rainbow 

Railroad. Maybe within my congregation, thought I wasn’t sure whether members were interested in such 



a project. I tentatively suggested that we could tackle the task on a sliding scale of involvement – from 

something as simple as offering to drive newcomers of  another sponsor for groceries once a week, to a 

our own full-blown refugee sponsorship project.  

 

I was a bit surprised, but as you can imagine, mightily pleased when the minister expressed his opinion 

that the congregation had the energy for such a project. And the rest of the committee seemed as 

enthusiastic as I was. I went home quite buoyed up. 

 

That meeting was in early December 2017. Things moved quickly and by April 2018 the council had 

approved the project and we had chosen a refugee to sponsor. We knew his name was Raymond Darby, 

we knew he was 36 years old, and we knew he was a chef. Shortly after informing the Refugee office at 

General Council about our decision to sponsor Raymond, we were asked if we would be willing to also 

sponsor his partner, Omar. They were living in Trinidad, and Raymond was not willing to leave without 

Omar. Council heartily assented – it was the right thing to do, and from a pragmatic stance, it was 

probably easier to settle a couple than a single person. 

 

In July, Royal York Road hosted the Affirm United/S’affirmer Ensemble national conference. The 

conference ended on Sunday and we were to pick up Raymond and Omar from the airport early 

Wednesday morning of the following week. It was a busy, but heady time.  

 

Off we went - only to find that they had not been able to board the flight because of difficulties with their 

passports. That created a genuine crisis for them. They needed to re-apply to the Canadian officials in 

Port-of-Spain and there was a real possibility that they would be required to return to Jamaica. We all 

were clear that returning to Jamaica was essentially a death sentence.  

 

In the ensuing weeks, as we waited for an answer from the Canadian officials, I spent many hours on the 

phone with Omar and Raymond as they dealt with their fear and depression over the situation. And, as 

people often do in shared crises, we developed a strong emotional bond. 

 

In early August they got the good news they feared might never come. They were given 

a travel date, and two airline tickets. On August 22, 2018 we returned to the airport and 

greeted Omar and Raymond. We presented them with a pride flag and big hugs. It was 

a joyous moment that I will never forget.  

 

We attended to the usual tasks that any sponsorship group tackles - interim and long 

term housing, winter clothing, furniture and other household items.  

 

And if you’ve ever sponsored a newcomer, you know that if you are anywhere within a 

day’s drive of Niagara Fall, a trip there is part of the deal. So on Omar’s 25
th
 birthday the three of us did 

that obligatory trip. On the way home there were discussions about their hopes and dreams, and those 

included getting married. Raymond suggested that they would wait a couple of years. I suggested that 

there was no reason to wait. “Why not do it sooner than later?” His response was non-committal, but a 

couple of days later, Raymond called me to tell me they wanted to get married in December and even 

suggested a few dates.  

 

So we had a wedding on December 8
th
, just 18 weeks after their arrival. The congregation hosted. Our 

minister, our music director and a soloist, and our caretaker offered their services for free, as did Danielle, 

a member of our congregation who is a professional photographer. Three of us on the affirming 

committee met one afternoon in Sandy’s kitchen and prepared food for 65 people. I designed wedding 

invitations. We figured out decorations for Queensway Hall where the reception was to be held. Raymond 

and Omar showed me the beautiful wedding attire they bought – rings, shoes, ties, suits, and crowns. 

Omar wanted to wear a white wedding gown a friend had given him. He looked fantastic in it, and I was a 



little disappointed that he chose to wear a suit instead. Many hands joined to create a beautiful wedding 

on short notice and a smallish budget.  

 

On the big day we welcomed about 40 members of the congregation 

and about 25 guests of Omar and Raymond.  I walked Omar down the 

aisle as he had asked me to do, vows and rings were exchanged, the 

whole shebang. 

 

 

Then we 

retired to 

Queensway Hall where there were the usual 

speeches, toasts and beautiful meal, and 

entertainment by a drag queen. It could not have 

been a more beautiful wedding if they had had a 

$50,000 wedding at the Sheraton Hotel. I was so 

proud of how the congregation not only came 

together to provide them with a beautiful 

wedding but how they truly participated in an 

event that Omar and Raymond a few years earlier 

could never have dreamed of  being possible. The 

congregation embraced them and their love for 

one another. Their eyes sparkled with the sheer joy of the occasion.  

 

I was also impressed with their queer friends who knew they were coming to a church filled with old 

white people. They came proudly and openly, and as far as I could tell, did nothing to be anything but 

their most authentic, often flamboyant - in the most sparkly and joyous 

sense of the word -selves.  

 

The day was a triumph. We had done the head work – the research, the 

discussions, the workshops, the meetings. All important work.  

 

But now we had a real heart connection. Here were two beautiful young 

men who showed us that we were truly capable of being what we felt God 

wanted us to be – loving and compassionate, and celebratory of the lives of 

people who had very different lived experiences than most of us. There were moments when we brought 

our lower selves to the relationship. We didn’t, and don’t, love perfectly, but in the main I am proud of 

what we saw in the mirror.  

 

All of us want and need to 

receive love.  But it’s equally 

true that we all want to know that 

we can give love, that we can be 

God’s eyes, ears and, most 

importantly, heart. God sent us 

the right souls to mirror that to 

us. 

 

Since the wedding almost 2 ½ 

years ago Raymond and Omar 

have built themselves a 

successful life in Toronto. They 

have well paying, reliable employment that they enjoy a comfortable, beautifully furnished apartment in a 



very nice area of mid-town Toronto. They have connected with family they didn’t know they had in 

Toronto, and have built a large supportive community of friends.  

 

And the icing on the cake? On December 30, 2020 Raymona, Raymond’s daughter arrived to complete 

their family. She is 13 years old and in Grade 7.  

 

With the work of settling Raymond and Omar essentially done (although it’s a little like children. They’re 

always there in your consciousness) our Affirming Committee has embarked on a new cycle of work.  

 

To my mind that cycle has three steps: 

1. Identify an issue that the congregation has the energy to invest in. 

2. Do the research and education around that need. Build on the energy.  

3. Find a project that will connect with hearts – the hearts not only of those who you wish to serve, but the 

hearts of the congregation. True change only comes when hearts are changed.  

 

I heartily encourage you to think about sponsoring an LGBTQ refugee. The need is dire.  

 

And there are benefits. 

 

LGBTQ refugees have a very high level of successful settlements. And many refugees are able to come 

under the BVOR programme, Blended Visa-Office Referred programme. That programme reduces the 

cost of the sponsorship as the government pays for 6 months of the year-long settlement. In addition, 

refugees have already been approved and screened, and therefore are able to travel to Canada within a 

short time frame.  

 

Please consider this. If your sponsorship project proves to be half as joyful as ours, you will be happy that 

you did.  

 

Dream big. Shine bright. Sparkle more. 
 


