In Catholic Colombia, LGBT people find growing acceptance
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BOGOTA, Colombia (RNS) When Azahy Ali Triana de la Pena began transitioning from man to woman in
2012, one of her fears was how, or even if, she would be accepted in the Roman Catholic Church.

The devout Catholic, who now works at an LGBT center in Bogota, also worried about whether she would be a
man or woman in the afterlife.

“1 needed this benediction with my name and this body,” Triana de la Pena, 32, recalled. So she sought spiritual
guidance from her priest.

“Weareall equal in heaven,” he assured her. “There is no gender in heaven. It' s all souls.”

Not long ago, the thought of atransgender person speaking openly to a Roman Catholic priest in
Colombia would have seemed unthinkable. Now cultural shifts are making way for LGBT acceptance, at least in
some urban aress.

“We areliberal,” said Marcela Sanchez, director of Colombia Diversa, the nation’s most prominent LGBT rights
organization. “Please don't say Colombiaisn’t liberal!”

Recent polls estimate that two-thirds of Colombians oppose same-sex marriage, but that is less opposition than
in many Latin American countries, including neighboring Ecuador. Support for same-sex marriage is highest in
Bogota, the nation’s capital, where, in a 2010 poll conducted by local newspaper El Tiempo, 63 percent of
residents endorsed the right of same-sex couplesto marry in civil ceremonies.

Gay rights advocates in Bogota say that number would be even higher today in the city of about 8 million,
known for its burgeoning gay culture and nightlife. But it’s not just Bogota.

Support for LGBT rightsis spreading across the country. Manizales, a medium-sized city in Colombia s more
conservative “coffee country,” recently hosted a gay pride parade with little controversy.

To Sanchez and other gay rights advocates, these changes are welcome. Many say they stem from young people
knowing more “out” family members, friends, classmates and colleagues, and perhaps from Pope Francis more
moderate tone on LGBT acceptance. An estimated 80 percent of Colombians are Catholic.

“Now people can’'t say anything publicly against LGBT people without areaction,” Sanchez said, citing strong
criticism on social media when a conservative political figure recently made derogatory remarks about one of
Colombia’ s two lesbian government ministers.

Despite some change, activists say the struggle continues. A recent study by Bogota s municipa government
found that 54 percent of LGBT residents say they have experienced discrimination. That number jumpsto 73
percent among transgender people.
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Jaime Ricardo Cadavid, the coordinator of agay community center in Bogota, said that the sight of two men
kissing or holding handsin public is still more likely to upset public sentiments than the “normalized violence”
often depicted in films.

“The love isforbidden here, but the violenceisn’t,” he said of Colombia, which has been plagued by internal
armed conflict for decades. “ The LGBT movement has an opportunity to show our society that we can build a
better society when we respect diversity.”

Colombia has permitted civil unions for heterosexual and same-sex couples since 2007. Since 2013, some
municipal judges have granted civil marriages to about 100 same-sex couples.

Colombia’s highest court is expected to rule on whether same-sex marriage is a constitutional right later this
year. Advocates such as Sanchez hope the court follows the U.S. Supreme Court in permitting marriage rights
for all couples.

Though some leaders of the Catholic order Opus Dei have publicly opposed efforts to legalize same-sex
marriage, Colombia’ s Catholic hierarchy has been quieter on the matter. Opposition has been more vocal and
robust among the nation’s evangelical Christian community.

The Evangelical Confederation of Colombiafiled abrief before the Constitutional Court saying

that “homosexuality” is a choice and that the court’ s nine members should not “fall into judicial activism” by
issuing adecision for the country’s 48 million people that does not honor the beliefs of “the moral majority of
Colombians.”

Despite such opposition, Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos has voiced support for the legalization of
same-sex marriage, which pleases Sen. Armando Beneditti, a prominent human rights activist in the country.

For Beneditti, the issue facing the court is not religious but rather what is fair and constitutional. “ Starting from
the principle that humans have rights, how can we think that in Colombia a sector of society cannot have the
same legal rights as others?’ Beneditti told Colombian journalist Juan Carlos Davila Vaenciain arecent
interview.

Benedetti said he has developed his stance on the issue by “listening to the testimonies of LGBT people as
mistreated and discriminated against.” He said there was no reason why, in the 21st century, rights should be
“violated and rejected, by a sort of modern inquisition.”

To thosein Colombia’s progressive religious community, having alies like Santos and Beneditti is encouraging.

Ivan Dario Gutierrez and Haiver Esneider Perilla Caballero, clergy in the Free Protestant Episcopal Church, an
Anglican denomination that is not formally affiliated with the U.S. Episcopa Church, work with poor, homeless,
and displaced young gay people. They consider their work an integral part of supporting human rights for all.

“It isavocation of serviceto everyone,” said Perilla Caballero.

As Ali Triana de la Pena balances the challenges of being a transgender woman and a Roman Catholic in
Colombia, Camilo Moreno balances being an openly gay man and beginning the process of converting to Islam.

Brought up Protestant and now working at one of Bogota s gay community centers, Moreno said he started the
“deeply personal process’ of converting to Islam three years ago.



He has faced hostility and puzzlement from all sides. Some Muslims reject him for his sexuality while some
family members reject him for his newfound faith.

Muslims make up less than 1 percent of Colombia’'s population, and such fears have become increasingly
common in recent years.

Moreno said he tries to correct stereotypes with earnest talk about Islam’ s religious values and significance. He
speaks from the heart, and says he must embrace all aspects of hislife.

“Thetruthis, I'm gay,” he said. As someone drawn to Islam, he said he feels the special need “to say the truth in
every moment.”

“God has a specia form and reality, and he showed me the Muslim way,” Moreno said. “I feel likeaMuslim. |
have aMuslim soul. | didn’t feel that connection with God when | was a Protestant. | felt bad. Now | feel a
connection with the heavens. It’s special, this connection.”

These stories are part of a series on the intersection of faith, ethnicity and sexuality, with support from the Arcus
Foundation.



