To: 
DUP

Jeffrey Donaldson

George Dawson

Every Church Hierarchy in NI

Every Concerned citizen

I want to draw your attention to a very worrying turn of events that is about to take place in Stormont this coming Monday 11th December at 10.30am. It’s not the return of the Assembly, and it’s not the appointment of office-bearers ahead of the return of the Assembly. If by now, you need to be told, then this will only prove my point.

What is causing me worry is the motion to be tabled by Jeffrey Donaldson and George Dawson on behalf of the DUP, and also they claim on behalf of every citizen in Northern Ireland. They claim to represent you, so surely they have had the decency to tell you they will think and act for you before they actually decide to do so.

They want to delay, but preferably cancel, the implementation of the Goods, Facilities and Services Regulations for NI, which are due to come into effect January 1st, until the Assembly is up and running… which let’s face it, may never happen (and then they will have the authority to do with it what they will).

What does this mean to the ordinary person on the street? What does it mean to me? It means to me, quite simply, that as a citizen of Northern Ireland who happens to be gay (same-sex orientated, homosexual, heterosexually-challenged, man who likes men, call it what you will) I will be afforded the same full civil liberties and freedoms that you currently enjoy. I will be protected by law from people who wish to discriminate against me. I will be allowed to hold the hand of my partner in local cafes and restaurants, and book into double-bed hotel rooms anywhere in NI, and stay in guesthouses/B&Bs/hostels with him without being asked to leave because it makes someone else uncomfortable. Quite simply it means I won’t have to look over my shoulder in fear any more, that I won’t have to stand/sit/sleep physically apart from the man I love for fear of being abused or unjustly dehumanised in public, have my bookings cancelled or refused, and risk having a meal or beverage withdrawn from me at a restaurant and being asked to leave causing myself and my partner degrading embarrassment.

In Northern Ireland, there is a silent minority of people, in every walk of life, in every career, in every school and college and university, in every Church, who must day and daily, live with this fear. Yes we exist. And guess what? We are human, just like you. We laugh, dance, sing, build, talk, drink, eat and sleep, just like you. We also hurt, we cry. We can feel. We know when we are not wanted. We learn to listen, to take heed of hatred. We can also love, with all our heart, body and soul. We have crushes on people. We know the joy of meeting that special someone, of kissing and holding hands for the first time, of falling head over heels in love, of wanting to spend your life with him/her, of every heartbeat feel like it’s going to explode in your chest if you can’t be with them. And yes, we can make love too. We have been accused by bigots of being perverts, of knowing only how to degrade other human beings, when all we do is enjoy the same thing as you… sex, whether it be with someone you love or someone you like. In that regard, we are no different from anyone else in society.

Are we? I work with young people, as a volunteer in a youth organisation in Belfast City Centre called Gay & Lesbian Youth Northern Ireland (GLYNI). I’ll tell you why that came about. I needed help. This group was set up because other young people like me needed help. Why? You see, at school I was bullied for being gay, though I was never open about it and certainly never made it obvious to anyone. I was punched, kicked, beaten, verbally abused, psychologically degraded, called names that you would cringe at, and accused of many horrid things that should never be uttered from anyone’s mouth. I attempted to kill myself several times. I was depressed for years, throughout my time at school, from primary right through to university. One of the hardest things I ever had to do was to put the knife down, and to step away from the edge of the railway. It was hard because it meant that I had to face life, I had to come to terms with it or give up my life. I could see no other option. I had to reconcile my life, my sexuality, my identity as part of who I am, with my faith. This was even harder as my Church told me my whole life that I was intrinsically evil, immoral and undeserving of God’s love unless I repented. They never could explain how I could repent and seek God’s love when, being intrinsically evil, this just isn’t possible. They just said I had to do it. Did they support me? If you mean by telling me I had to act heterosexual, I had to remain chaste for life, I had to give up on love to be ‘cured’… then yes the Church supported me.  Except, I knew my faith was in God, not the Church, its hierarchy or its rule book. I have a great respect for Church ministers, and count many good ministers as good friends. I practise my faith, and it has never been stronger.

The DUP claim that by the Government affording me the same basic rights as you, I will be discriminating against them. They claim I will force owners of B&Bs, who are Christians, to disregard their beliefs to satisfy me. Would that be Christian of me? I would never do that, and am deeply hurt by such a ludicrous, scare-mongering tactic. The Catholic Church claims that by affording me equal status as a citizen of Northern Ireland, I will be forcing them to close their adoption agencies and homeless shelters. Are they really that afraid of little old me, that they would end their good charitable work, simply to stop me from attaining equality with you? That’s not charity. To rip charity away from those in need simply to gratify their own agenda is, by any description, an un-Christian act. I would expect more of any Church.

In my time at GLYNI, I have encountered many decent young people from all walks of life in Northern Ireland. Many of these have had to endure the same circumstances (sometimes much worse), of bullying, harassment, being kicked out of the family home, being torn apart from their loved ones because their parents chose to overlook the fact that they loved them all their lives and now that they know one more thing about their kids, they suddenly choose to hate them with such hateful anger. Some of these young people resorted to self-harm to cope. They took razor blades to their wrists. They took drugs, became alcoholic, living on streets begging to survive. They starved themselves until they developed eating disorders and made themselves seriously ill. Why? Because they felt they had to, that there was something wrong with them, and that the only way to address this was to inflict pain and to hurt themselves.

There is another silent group of people you need to know about. These people cannot speak for themselves. Why? Because these are the young people who are no longer with us. We are all too well aware of the increasing rate of suicides amongst NI’s young population. No-one ever asks why or claims to know why. Out of all those young people who have felt they had no other choice but to end their own lives, some of them that did this because of the way society treats them as a result of their sexuality. Can you imagine what it takes for anyone to end their life so prematurely? Can you imagine how alone these young people are, because they have no-one to talk to, because they are frightened, because the politicians on TV claim they are not worth giving equality to, because Churches claim they not worth saving. I do, because I was there. In one sense, I was even too weak and self-loathing to go through with it. I put myself through more years of abuse at the hands of others like Mr Donaldson and Dawson. In the other sense, I had good friends, loving parents, people the DUP claim to represent, show me what it means to be loved, socially and faithfully. I live because of love, because of charity, because of Christian values the DUP and their allies claim I am against just because I am gay.

To you, the reader, I put this to you now. I could be your son, I could be the person you serve in a café, the person who helps you lift up your groceries when they fall to the ground. A young person, who is not with us today, could have easily been in my place instead, if society had supported them more.

If this means anything to you, in your heart of hearts, I urge you to speak up. Please contact your local councillors, politicians and MLAs, and urge them to oppose the motion on Monday morning.

To you, Mr Donaldson and Mr Dawson, and your colleagues in the DUP, and the hierarchies of all Churches, I say this:

I hope you can sleep at night. I pray that all who have lost the fight against you already will pray for you. May you seek forgiveness for your sins before condemning me for mine, and leave me to seek forgiveness for my own.

I hope, every morning when you waken and night before you sleep, you see the faces of every gay, lesbian, bisexual and trans person you are about to try and stamp on and dehumanise. I hope you hear the silent voices of those who have taken their life to make yours easier, so that you can enjoy the wages my taxes are paying you.

And this coming Monday morning, when you are trying your hardest to deny me my civil liberties, to deny me equal citizenship and the right to hold my head up high in public… then will I be saying a prayer for you that you never have to be in that position. At that time, I will be helping one more young person deal with the unjust, unchristian, inhuman value of hate you impose on society simply because they are different from you and you don’t like that. Together, we will remember the unfortunate young person who never made it to Monday morning.

Yours truly,

Liam Larmour

GLYNI Co-Coordinator
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