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The Glass Closet

Can Father Robert Petite be true to his church while

remaining true to himself? A profile of the cities’ most
prominent advocate of the rights of people with AIDS.
By Stephen Kimber.

“No matter what I do, I’ll always think
of myself as a priest. Oh, I have lots of
frustrations with the institution, be-
cause it never seems to be on the edge,
it always seems to be self-protective.
But leave the church? It never even oc-
curs to me fo actually leave the
church.”

— Bob Petite

“Are you a homosexual?” For three
hours, that question had hovered — word-
lessly, dangerously, like an unpredictable
guest at a dinner party — around the edg-
es of the discussion.

Ostensibly, the 75 people who turned out
for the extraordinary mid-October meeting
of the congregation of St. George’s Anglican
Church on Brunswick Street hadn’t come
to talk about that question. They came in-
stead to deal with a letter of concern 112 of
the 225 members of the congregation had
sent to the church’s longtime parish priest.
Boiled down to its essence, the letter ac-
cused Rev. Robert Petite of spending far
too much time dealing with AIDS issues
and far too little time tending to the spiri-
tual and temporal needs of his own parish.

But that wasn’t the only issue for parish-
joners. According to the letter of complaint,
Petite had gone beyond merely comforting
those dying of AIDS and become an “advo-
cate for gay rights.”

Petite didn’t deny it. As he has said be-
fore: “The more you get involved with this
disease, the more you realize how neces-
sary it is to become a gay advocate.”

Not everyone in the parish agreed with
that. Some parishioners, in fact, worried
that their historic north end church was be-
coming known as the gay church.

The meeting, which was closed to the
press, was stormy. Parishioners flatly told
Right Rev. Russell Hatton, the Anglican
Church’s second highest official in Nova
Scotia and the man who had been asked to
chair the parish meeting, that they wanted
their pastor to spend more time at the
church and less time working in the gay
community.

Petite, for his part, conceded that, yes, he
understood his parishioners’ frustrations,
even their anger, but no, he wouldnt —
couldn’t — stop doing what he was doing. “I
spend a lot of my day with people who are
dying,” he explained. “I don’t think it’s a
kind of thing one can say no to.” But he
hastened to add: “What is equally clear is
that I cant continue to do these things
without the parish’s support.”

That support, it became obvious during
the meeting, was almost non-existent. Af-
ter three hours of confused and often con-
tradictory debate, about the only thing that
did seem clear was that Petite and his pa-
rishioners were at loggerheads.




“The conversation was just going around in cir-
cles,” remembers one parishioner, “and then sudden-
ly, out of nowhere, somebody finally asked Bob di-
rectly if he was a homosexual” .

Throughout the room, people could be heard suck-
ing in their breath in apprehension. Even though
everyone in the hall, including Petite, had known
someone might raise the issue, no one seemed quite
sure what to do when it actually happened.

Would the Bishop rule the question out of order?

Would Petite answer? And if he did, what would
— or could — he say?

Despite his activism on behalf of gays, Bob Petite
had never before been called on to publicly affirm or
deny the speculation of many of his parishioners
that he himself was gay. He had lived his life in
what he sometimes described as a “glass closet,”

keeping his sexual preference private but never cur- -

tailing his social or political life to reduce the specu-
lation.

In addition to his work with AIDS and gay rights
groups, Petite was known to frequent Rumours, a
social club for gays and lesbians located only a few
blocks from the church. He also sprinkled his con-
versations with references that seemed to suggest
he might be gay. Talking about his work helping
married gay men come to terms with their homosex-
uality, for example, Petite would refer to his own
marriage and divorce. “I know where they're coming
from,” he’d say. “I've been there.”

These days, he openly shared his small home near
the church on Brunswick Street with Eric Smith,
Nova Scotia’s first publicly identified AIDS carrier.
Before that, Petite had lived for a number of years
with another man in the church rectory. When that
man committed suicide, some of his parishioners “of-
fered Bob the kind of comfort and support you’d nor-
mally expect people to give someone who'd just lost
a husband or wife,” as one of Petite’s friends puts it
today. “No one admitted that that was what they

" were doing, of course, but it was clear from the way
they acted that they knew that this was more than
just someone who happened to live in the rectory.
They knew. And they accepted it. But they chose not
to acknowledge it.” .

The issue of gay clergy is one the Anglican Church
of Canada has never really settled. The church
views any sexual relationship outside heterosexual
marriage as a sin, but despite that apparently clear
statement of belief, bishops have a good deal of dis-
cretion about how they deal with ministers whose
personal lives deviate from official church doctrine.
Two Lesbian priests in Toronto, for example, recent-
ly lost their licenses to preach after one of them pub-
licly declared her homosexuality. But at the same
time in England, more than 400 homosexual Angli-
can ministers have been allowed to continue to
preach, even though they openly belong to an organ-

ization known as the Lesbian and Gay Christian -

Movement.

No one knows for certain what the church hierar-
chy in Nova Scotia would do if one of its ministers
publicly declared his homosexuality. An Anglican
minister in Nova Scotia did quietly resign from the
ministry after his homosexuality became known to
members of his parish, but that was 30 years ago
and church officials say they know of no recent case
in which a priest’s homosexuality has become an is-
sue. “The Anglican Church tends to respond only to
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scandal,” suggests one clergyman. “If you do things
that the church doesn’t approve of, but you do them
quietly, then nothing will likely happen to you. But
if you take that extra step and say, ‘Look. I'm a he.
mosexual and I'm proud of it,” well, that might foree
the Bishop into taking action.”

For all the “statements” he may have appeared to
make by the way he conducted his life, Bob Petite
had never once taken that “extra step.” He lived hig
life in a delicate balance between openness and dig.
cretion. But that balance was becoming increasingly
difficult to maintain — largely because of AIDS,

While the disease itself has devastated the gay
community, the sexual bigotry AIDS unleashed
among some politicians and segments of the straight
community has also, ironically, forced many gays to
become more open and assertive about their own
rights in society. :

Bob Petite was in the forefront of that struggle.
“Lots of people want to make a distinction between
AIDS and gay,” he explains. “But right now, the
largest portion of those affected by this disease are
gay men. The government’s response to AIDS, the
community’s response to AIDS — they’re all influ-
enced by the fact that AIDS is still primarily a gay
disease, and that people still see homosexuality as a
controversial issue.”

All this was in the air when Petite was asked to fi-
nally define his own sexuality, Petite hesitated.
There was an uncomfortable silence in the meeting -
room. Bishop Hatton looked expectantly at his
priest.

“Are you a homosexual?” the questioner demand-
ed again.

Finally, Robert Petite, a trim, handsome man
with an intense, almost brooding appearance, an-
swered simply and quietly. He told the meeting that
he didn’t think it was appropriate or necessary for
him to make any comment about his own sexual
preferences. .

But the mere fact that the question had been
asked at all “seemed to take the fight out of Bob,” re-
calls a parishioner. “You could see it in his face as
he answered the question.” A few minutes later, Pe-
tite made the entire evening’s discussion irrelevant
with a sudden, dramatic announcement that he
would be applying to the diocese for a leave of ab-
sence beginning in the fall of 1989. He planned, he
told parishioners, to go to the United States to get
more training in how to minister to those suffering
from terminal illnesses.

Although Petite would insist later that he made
his decision to leave St. George’s long before the par-
ish meeting, it’s difficult to believe that the timing
of his announcement didn’t reflect, at least to some
degree, a response to what happened at the parish
meeting that night. Petite himself acknowledges as
much. “The feelings at that meeting,” he allowed lat-
er, “were such that I'm not sure I would have been
able to stay, even if I'd wanted to.”

The next day, the newspaper carried only a small
item about the closed-door parish meeting. Church
officials did their best to put the happiest possible
face on what was clearly an unhappy situation. Yes,
they told reporters, the meeting had helped clear up
whatever misunderstandings there might have been
between the minister and his parishioners, and no,
the parishioners hadn’t asked for Bob Petite’s resig-
nation.







