Testimony Before The City Council Of Cleveland ~ December 1, 2008

Regarding Domestic Partnership Registry Legislation

Rev. Allen V. Harris, Pastor, Franklin Circle Christian Church (Disciples of Christ)

The city of Cleveland has the chance to take a small but extremely important step forward.  The creation of a Domestic Partnership Registry would move this city ahead in its attempt to be a creative and dynamic world-class city.  As a citizen of Ward 13, someone who works in the city of Cleveland, a person of deep faith, and a gay man in a long-term relationship, I would celebrate this step, and the direction it would move our city toward the future.

The congregation that I serve, Franklin Circle Christian Church, is an historic community of faith, worshiping, serving, and teaching on the Near West Side of Cleveland for 166 years.  In October of this year we officially became an Open & Affirming Congregation, seeking to “Widen The Circle For All God’s Children,” becoming the eighty-first congregation in the Disciples of Christ in the United States and Canada to become Open & Affirming.  There are over 3,100 congregations of various denominations throughout North America, almost 50 in Northeast Ohio, that have taken a faithful and public stance on welcoming all persons, including lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender persons into the life and leadership of the congregation.
There are many different configurations of families in the congregation I am honored to serve, many who would be eligible for this registry.  In addition to wonderful individuals as well as heterosexual couples and families, there are couples with two women and teen-age children.  There are families with two adult men.  There are older couples with a man and a woman who cannot marry or risk losing the benefits they are dependent upon.  For our congregation, the registry is a win-win situation.  It is a simple step the city can take to help affirm the couples in my congregation who are in committed relationships and, potentially, to have the same access to basic services provided other couples who are married.  

A personal story serves as an example of how this legislation can provide benefits to citizens with no cost to the taxpayers.  When my partner and I registered in New York City as Domestic Partners ten years ago, no immediate benefits came to us because of the legislation.  However, in a conversation with our insurance company, Zurich Insurance, as we wrangled about how we would not be allowed a unified Renters Insurance policy, we were told that because we were not and could not be legally married, we would have to either divide up all of the contents of our household and insure the items separately, or have one or the other of us consider all the contents his and insure them as an individual.  Upon learning that we had registered as domestic partners, the agent checked with his supervisor, and without hesitation issued us a joint policy for all our contents under both our names.

While I understand that a Domestic Partnership Registry is not the same thing as Domestic Partnership Benefits, I do want to note that since the 1990’s both the Pension Fund of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) and the Pension Boards of the United Church of Christ have offered Domestic Partner Health Care Benefits.  Clearly these two denominations, mainline and mid-west at heart, seek to recognize the benefits that come to our faith and to society as a whole through committed same-sex relationships.

My partner of 18 ½ years and I have chosen to afford ourselves of the opportunity to sign up for domestic partnership registry in the communities in which we have lived.  In 1993 we signed up at New York City Hall.  In 2004, because there was no such registry in Cleveland, we signed up for the Cleveland Heights Domestic Partnership Registry when it became available.  It is our hopes that such registrations, along with hundreds of dollars of legal paperwork, might honor and protect our relationship and safeguard our shared assets including our first home on Whitman Avenue in the case of, God-forbid, tragedy or death.

A Domestic Partner Registry is the right thing to do.  It recognizes and respects the relationships that are already in place in our communities of faith and in our city.  It respects those faith traditions that recognize gender neutral relationships and those that do not.  Most importantly for the health of the city, it is part of a vibrant urban environment which invites creative and open-minded persons from around the country who want to live, work, and worship in a fair-minded city to come to Cleveland and those of us who are here to stay.

In Luke 4: 16-19:

“When [Jesus] came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written:  ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,  because he has anointed me  to bring good news to the poor.   He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives  and recovery of sight to the blind,  to let the oppressed go free,  to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.’”
Isaiah 56:7b-8

“…for my house shall be called a house of prayer  for all peoples.  Thus says the Lord God,  who gathers the outcasts of Israel,  I will gather others to them  besides those already gathered.”
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