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Many of you already know that 
I have been deeply commit-
ted to HIV/AIDS work since 

testing positive for the virus in 1993. I’ve 
done a little bit of everything – serving 
on boards and committees, writing ar-
ticles and editing resource handbooks, 
peer counseling, support group fa-
cilitation, and developing and leading 
safer sex and disclosure presentations. 
Although I’ve worked with several dif-
ferent AIDS service organizations over 
the years, I was primarily involved with 
AIDS Survival Project in Atlanta.

The week after I re-
turned from GSV’s 
nineteenth annual 
fall conference, I 
received news that 
AIDS Survival Proj-
ect would be closing 
its doors for good 
in December 2008. I 

wish I could say I was surprised, but I 
predicted it two years ago when I left 
the agency’s board of directors. Fed-
eral funding of HIV/AIDS programs 
was shifting away from peer-driven to 
medically based models of service de-
livery – and AIDS Survival Project was 
not adapting. Worse, against my pro-
testations, the board replaced a long-
time executive director with someone 
who simply did not possess the skills to 
chart a new course and lead the organi-
zation forward.

So, after twenty years, AIDS Survival 
Project will shut down. I mourn its de-
mise just as Gay Spirit Visions begins 
its twentieth year of existence. The two 
organizations could not be more differ-
ent. At its height, ASP operated with a 
budget of over a million dollars a year; 
GSV has never had more than $24,000 
in the bank. ASP once had 17 employ-
ees and 18 board members; GSV once 
had a paid administrator for six months, 
and depending on whom you ask, it was 
either a bad idea or a good idea badly 
implemented – otherwise it’s been nine-
teen years of volunteers running the 
show. ASP survived on federal and local 
grants and private donations; GSV has 
received one grant in its entire history 

and the only donation request letter we 
ever mailed was on behalf of The Moun-
tain Retreat & Learning Center!

All things considered, I would have 
honestly expected GSV to disappear 
long before an organization such as 
AIDS Survival Project. 

Gay Spirit Visions is an anomaly in the 
world of non-profits – there are no par-
ticular skills or credentials required to 
join the council; we work by consensus, 
not majority rule or secret ballot. Men 
come and go from the council, some 
staying years and others leaving after a 
matter of months.

To what do I credit our longevity? I be-
lieve there continues to be a need for an 
organization that reinforces or advances 
the integration of sexuality and spiritu-
ality in the lives of gay and bisexual men. 
We still live in a world where Sarah Pa-
lin, a nominee for Vice President, pub-
licly declares her tolerance for gays and 
lesbians as if that represents progress. 
Tolerance? That’s what you say when 
you secretly think every gay man needs 
an ex-gay ministry and every lesbian is 
only a lesbian until she finds “the right 
man.” GSV encourages men to embrace 
their sexuality as natural, even sacred; 
it does not cancel out our spirituality. We 
stand in direct opposition to those who 
suggest we couldn’t have rich spiritual 
lives or deeply personal communion 
with a higher power or the universe.

So while I believe our mission and 
philosophy continues to resonate, GSV 
would not succeed without volunteers 
– men who step up and step into their 
power. Men that plan, coordinate, dec-
orate, deliberate, and deliver year af-
ter year. This past year it has been my 
privilege to work with a diverse and 
talented group of guys who support-
ed and nurtured me through my first 
year as Presiding Elder. My heartfelt 
thanks go out to Jennings Fort, Migs 
Halpern, Tony James, George Miller, 
Bruce Parrish, Kim Pittman, Andrew 
Ramer, Chase Robinson, Phil Robst, Al 
Taylor, and Ray Taratoot. Gay Spirit Vi-
sions could have reached its twentieth 
year without me, but not without them. 

David Salyer is a retired journalist and HIV/
AIDS educator living in Atlanta, Georgia. 
He has been involved with Gay Spirit Vi-
sions since 1992. Reach him at cubscout@
mindspring.com.

By David Salyer
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Living beyond Judgment

Judgment is something I deal with 
on a daily basis. I make judgments 
about many things almost constantly. 

Judgment plays a big part in the choices 
I make. I use judgment in my choice of 
friends, the food I eat, the work I do and 

so much more. When 
I stop to think about 
it, I am amazed at 
the judgments I con-
stantly process. And 
I believe I am not the 
only one.

At this point in my 
life, I am especially 

aware of the judgments I make about 
other people. I judge if they are a good 
and decent person or if they are not. This 
is an area where I am trying to make im-
provements. When I judge others as be-
ing stupid, lazy, and/or critical, in many 
ways I am reacting to judgments I have 
made of myself. Also, I could be react-
ing to the way I see myself being judged. 
One of my goals in trying to be a better 
person is to be less judgmental. I think 
judgment is also something many of you 

have felt in your lives for who among us 
has not been judged for being a gay and/
or bisexual man. Our knee-jerk reaction 
is to judge back.

Recently I have been reading the words 
of Lao-Tzu in the Tao Te Ching. These are 
words written over 2500 years ago that 
I believe are still relevant in our lives 
today. In the 49th verse of the Tao I was 
brought to consider trying to practice 
kindness in response to feelings of be-
ing judged. I can try to acknowledge that 
part of me in the person that I want to 
judge. Try to notice how often the qual-
ity you are trying to judge in another is 
possibly a quality in your life. This will 
help you become a person who notices 
rather than judges. When you begin 
noticing instead of judging, come from 
a place of kindness, and remember to 
include kindness to yourself when you 
notice judgment in you.

I believe what you put out in the 
world will come back to you. So if you 
practice kindness and attempt living 
beyond judgment, that is what will 
come back to you. Imagine yourself in 
a world without critical judgments. I do 

not believe that practicing kindness in 
a circumstance that usually provokes 
judgment is easy, but I do believe it 
is rewarding. I hope you will consider 
trying to notice rather than judging in 
your daily life.

In this issue, four of our brothers tell 
their stories regarding judgment in their 
lives. Then our two Evergreen recipients 
talk of their experience with GSV on The 
Mountain. And to top it off we have the 
story of GSV coming to The Mountain 
as seen through the eyes of a member of 
The Mountain staff.

In closing, I would like to remind all 
the readers of Visionary that this is your 
newsletter. Please feel free to suggest fu-
ture themes, offer articles on announced 
themes, or send in a poem that you have 
written or found helpful on your spiri-
tual journey.

Al lives at a place he calls Hemlock Hollow 
in Farner, TN. He enjoys the company of his 
seven dogs and looks forward to visits from 
friends and family. Contact him at adtac-
countant@yahoo.com.

By Al Taylor

Editors’ Page

I judge that we live in a world, at least 
in our Western world, of dualism. 
Things are either right or wrong, 

good or bad, acceptable or unaccept-
able. And for years I have gone about 
my life blissfully unaware that the world 
does not have to be viewed or lived in 
such a non-inclusive way. To live this du-
alistic dogma is the way in which I was 
raised. This is what I saw in my parents, 
who tried to teach me right from wrong, 
because that is what they learned. Take a 
look-see at politicians – most often they 
espouse the “I’m right and he (or she) is 
wrong” attitude. “If you are not for me, 
you are against me.” 

There is another way to look at the 
world. As Margaret Fuller says, “Male 
and female represent the two sides of 
the great radical dualism. But in fact they 
are perpetually passing into one another. 
Fluid hardens to solid, solid rushes to flu-
id. There is no wholly masculine man, no 
purely feminine woman.” As a two-spirit 
man, one who embraces my masculine 
and feminine sides in a flowing to-and-

fro dance, I can start to see how the world 
is a more whole and holistic place if I let 
go of the either/or metaphor for life and 
nuzzle and cradle a new metaphor: both/
and. The world is not about my way or 
your way. It can be about, hmmm… my 
way works for me, and I see that your way 
works for you (and might even work for 
me if I am open to it).

As I open myself to living the “both/
and,” I move along the path of letting 
go of negative judgments of others, and 
more important, I can let go of critical 
judgments of myself. I throw open the 
window of fresh air and fresh ideas. My 
way is not the only way. The universe 
has room for more than one approach. 
As smart as I think I am, it doesn’t mean 
that my way is the only way, or even a 
better way of doing things. 

That doesn’t mean I don’t use discern-
ment – for me that is judgment without 
criticism. As I assist in editing Visionary, 
I must discern if that comma belongs 
there, or should it be a semicolon? As I 
bake a cake in the oven, I discern that it 

is best to use an oven 
mitt or I will burn 
my hand as I remove 
the cake from that 
400-degree oven.

What I am doing is 
removing the word 
“but” from my vo-
cabulary. Instead of, 
“I like riding in this 
car, but it’s too warm in here,” I replace 
it with, “I like riding in this car, and it’s 
too warm in here.” The use of the word 
“but” tends to devalue everything that 
precedes the “but.” When I replace it 
with the word “and,” I become inclusive 
– this and that can exist at the same time. 
When I do this, critical judgment of oth-
ers and myself ebbs out of my life, and I 
have more time and space in my life to 
add love.

Migs lives in Asheville, NC. At 56 years 
of age, he is working and playing at having 
a truly healthy relationship in his life. You 
can contact him at oso@mhalpern.com.

By Migs Halpern

Assistant Editor
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It was one of those moments that 
imprint more on your heart than 
your mind – one of those sacred 
connections of trust and relation-

ship that somehow shifts the foundation 
upon which you stand, raising you up to 
a higher level of meaning. And it was a 
stunning reminder to me – in just seven 
words – about the suffering people expe-
rience as they are routinely discriminated 
against by those who deem themselves 
entitled to judge others.

Earlier that day in 1990 when the office 
phone rang, it didn’t occur to anyone that 
it would change The Mountain forever. It 
was just a couple of fellows asking if they 
might come to see our site in a few hours. 
They were searching for a venue for their 
men’s conference, and they didn’t think 
they’d be arriving until dinner time. 
Frankly, the last thing I wanted to do on 
that beautiful day was stay until after 
dinner: I wanted to go home and play 
outside with my children. But there was 
some blessed instinct that formed my re-
ply, “We’d love for you to come – I’ll have 
dinner with you and show you around.” 

Ron Lambe and Peter Kendrick’s 
warmth, gratitude for our time and their 
gasps of delight at the peace and beau-
ty of The Mountain instantly tugged at 
my heartstrings, creating the sense that 
we’d known each other for ages. We talk-
ed with growing enthusiasm about the 
conference they envisioned. It was a joy 
to take them to Meditation Rock, gaz-
ing in silent wonder upon that timeless 
scene; and they waxed poetic about the 
rustic old buildings, simple food, and 
the quiet. 

Then on the road just in front of the 
Tower, they hesitated, standing still and 
looking at me with something unread-
able in their expressions. I remember 
thinking, “Uh-oh… what’s wrong?” Per-
haps I had misjudged the camaraderie 
I’d felt with them; perhaps I’d said some-
thing to offend. 

But then one of them said quietly, 
“There’s something you need to know.” 
We stood as if we formed the three 
points of a triangle. They said, “This is a 
group of gay men.” 

I was hugely relieved. “OH COOL!” 
was the first thing that popped out of 
my mouth. Quickly attempting to re-

cover some semblance of professional-
ism, I began babbling about how this 
would be a wonderful opportunity, for 
The Mountain intentionally wanted to 
reach out to the gay & lesbian communi-
ties. And then I finally noticed: both Ron 
and Peter stood there with tears in their 
eyes. They told me they had been turned 
down by many conference centers when 
they said “gay.” The Mountain felt like 
their last hope.

It is still very moving to think about the 
courage it required for them to say those 
seven words: this is a group of gay men. My 
glib response now seems insensitive to 
me, but was spontaneous and natural for 
two reasons. First, as a staff member of 
The Mountain, it was (and is) my duty and 
pleasure to reflect this organization’s mis-
sion and values in both word and deed. 
Those values are based upon the Seven 
Principles of Unitarian Universalism, 
among which is the affirmation of the 
inherent worth and dignity of all in this 
interdependent web of life. This doesn’t 
mean “as long as you look, think, act, feel, 
believe like me.” It means that we affirm 
others and refrain from judgment as we 
strive to “be the change we wish to see.”

Second, as a life-long Unitarian Univer-
salist, I embrace those values as spiritual 
and ethical guidelines, and believe that 
my upbringing in that tradition made this 
kind of “OH COOL!” perspective the norm 

– not the exception. And so as I look back 
upon that moment with Ron and Peter, 
there is a modicum of chagrin that always 
flutters within – because my liberal back-
ground hadn’t really raised my awareness 
about so many issues. I just didn’t “get 
it”—the way judgment wounds the soul. 

That fall, The Mountain hosted the first 
Gay Spirit Visions Conference —which 
remains a highlight in our calendar—and 
our hearts—each and every year.

For us, being in relationship with the 
wonderful men who consider this their 
home has broadened viewpoints and 
deepened understanding of the destruc-
tive nature of negative judgment based 
upon orientation, culture, creed, ability, 
class or age. Where several of us may 
have felt a bit “edgy” about sharing time 
and space with SO MANY gay men, the 
requirement to embrace The Mountain’s 
values in order to serve on staff provides 
a foundation for new patterns of think-
ing. Stories of transformations from in-
ternal discomfort to friendship have en-
riched us all through the years. 

And GSV has allowed The Mountain to 
practice “hospitality” in perhaps its most 
spiritual and meaningful form: we have 
the extraordinary opportunity to offer 
a “home” that is free of judgment, em-
bracing and nurturing our GSV breth-
ren. This is something that feels Holy 
and speaks to the very best part of our 
humanity, firing our passion to work for 
sustainable peace, justice, and equity for 
all in this sacred, ancient environment.

Our commitment to GSV (and other 
GLBTQQ groups) has also provided in-
sight about fear in the face of judgment, 
for we have been rejected, and on rare 
occasions threatened, because of that 
hospitality. But the affection and appre-
ciation that GSV participants so grace-
fully bestow on us inspire us to “stand 
on the side of love.” 

It was a fluke of good luck that I was 
the one who greeted Ron and Peter here 
that day – and it will forever remain a 
“milestone” event to me. But much more 
important, our relationship with Gay 
Spirit Visions has been a magnificent 
gift to all of us on staff each and every 
time we have the privilege of welcoming 
our beloved GSV friends “home” to The 
Mountain. Thank you.

THE STORY OF GSV COMING TO THE MOUNTAIN
By Shelley Jackson Denham, Mountain Staff
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For information and registration details, visit 
http://www.gayspiritvisions.org/events/retreats.html

After a busy holiday season, just as the new 
year is getting underway, we invite you  
to participate in an event that explores 

meditative practices.

Join us in the peaceful environment of The 
Mountain Retreat & Learning Center for a 

weekend of contemplation, mindfulness  
and fellowship.

The 8th Annual Gay Spirit Visions 
Winter Meditation

January 16 – 18, 2009
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                  CALENDAR

GSV POTLUCKS
GSV potlucks in Atlanta are held the fourth 
Saturday of the month at 7:30 p.m., unless 
otherwise noted. GSV potlucks are drug- 
and alcohol-free events.

Please check our site for locations:  
www.gayspiritvisions.org. 

Hosting a potluck is a simple  
and effective way to serve GSV. Please 

let us know if you can host. 

Contact Kim Pittman at  
service@gayspiritvisions.org

 GSV COUNCIL MEETINGS
The GSV Council usually meets on the 4th 
Saturday of each month at 1151 Sheridan 
Road, NE in Atlanta. It begins at 10 A.M. 
and usually finishes before 2 P.M.  Any 
GSV brother is welcome to attend. We 
also encourage our brothers to consider 
becoming a council member. Please contact 
any council member for more information. 

GSV GATHERINGS
The dates for GSV events in 2008 have 
been set as follows:

Winter Retreat—January 16–19, 2009
Fall Conference—October 1–4, 2009  

(Optional 9/30)

           GSV News and Information
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Our Mission Statement

We are committed to creating safe, sacred space that is open to all spiritual paths, 
wherein loving gay men may explore and strengthen spiritual identity.

We are committed to creating a spiritual community with the intent to heal, nurture our  
gifts and potential, and live with integrity in the world.

We are committed to supporting others in their spiritual growth by sharing  
experiences and insights.

To fulfill these goals we facilitate annual retreats and conferences, sponsor social events,  
publish a newsletter, and maintain Internet-based communications for men who love men.
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Derek “Starsong” Dunavent

Troy is our home!” As the last 
words of my voice mixed with the 
fleeting chords of the orchestra 

and tumbled out into the ears of thou-
sands of listeners and TVviewers, I was 
able to breathe a sigh of relief. It was the 
winter of 2003, my senior year of high 
school, and I was singing on the same 
stage as Daniel Rodriguez at Hobart 
Arena. Those words struck me, a lowly 
small-city boy, because I truly believed 
them; Troy was my home! It had always 
been my home and would always re-
main my home, so I thought. Little did 
I know that less than 5 years later, on 
a chilly Saturday night under the faint 
stars of the Blue Ridge Mountains, all 
that would change.

I came to know of GSV through a fam-
ily friend, David Berger. I could see the 
excitement and wonder in his eyes as 
he talked about a place where men who 
love men could be free and be them-
selves. I was naturally skeptical, having 
had bad dealings with the gay com-
munity here at home. Frankly, gay men 
scared me! However, something forced 
a shaky “sure” from my lips, and from 
then on my path was chosen.

The months zoomed by and soon it was 
time for registration. I had put this con-
ference in the back of my mind till then, 
when David asked me again if I was go-
ing. I’m normally your typical Gemini 
and procrastinate till it’s either too late or 
the very last minute, but this time I was 
filled with a resolve that I hadn’t felt in 

years. My rational 
mind was scream-
ing all the reason’s I 
shouldn’t go, but as 
anyone who was at 
the palm-reading 
workshop can tell 
you: I think with 
my heart, not my 
head. My biggest 
problem? Money. 
I’m a broke college student paying off 
one failed attempt at higher education 
and paying for yet more classes at the 
same time; money is always tight for me. 
The spirits, however, move in mysterious 
and sometimes frightening ways. I was 
granted an Evergreen Scholarship and 
would have my entire trip paid for. The 
Gods had spoken; I was going.

To say I was scared would be an un-
derstatement; I was terrified! And as The 
Mountain grew closer into view I began 
to have second thoughts. Wednesday and 
Thursday morning flew by. Soon it was 
time for the heart-weaving circle, and 
that was where my GSV experience truly 
began. From then on it all felt so natural: 
hugging and being hugged, learning and 
teaching, loving and being loved. It’s all 
still a blur to me, like a dream come true 
yet over too soon. On the last night of the 
conference, I walked back to my cabin in 
the late hours after the infamous puppy 
pile atop the lookout tower, and my mind 
began to sing that same old song with 
new words, “This is our home!” I haven’t 
been the same since.

“
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TESTIMONIALS FROM OUR  
EVERGREEN PROJECT RECIPIENTS

Zachery Matteson

I suppose those men who have attend-
ed Gay Spirit Visions before are far 
more accustomed to returning to life 

outside The Mountain, but I have never 
in my life met so many gay men so easy 
to love and respect as in one long week-
end at GSV, and I’m still overwhelmed 
by that fact. Now, I’m back in the Bible 
belt, being a grad student again, instead 
of a starlet in a red dress, and I find my-
self hung over on brotherly love. It had 
never dawned on me how much weight 
I take on from the judgments of every-
day society, now that I have the added 
self-awareness of how much of myself I 
can reveal, and feel safe. Being able to 
simply exist as I am 
or might want to be, 
skipping around 
in a bright sarong, 
knowing that every 
other man is gay; 
Jesus! What a rare 
gift. So many men 
contributed so self-
lessly to my feeling accepted and cele-
brated, and I cannot adequately express 
my appreciation for their attention and 
affection. I regret only that our time to-
gether was so brief (though I look for-
ward to next year!). It really isn’t often I 
meet such quality people.

Thank you all. I absolutely loved it.

nadle

The Great Spirit

      favors me

who made me two.

The burden both

overwhelms

and elates me.

I cannot be, but

      deliberate

who am more self-

aware in a minute

than most are ever.

                       —  Zachery Matteson 
03 August 2008



7

When I hear the word 
“judgment” the first 
thing that comes to 
mind is the image of a 

person towering over someone else, 
pointing a finger, and yelling at him 
and telling him how bad he is and how 
wrong he is for whatever he is doing. It 
is the image of a formed opinion that 
was made before knowing the details 
of the person’s situation.

A dictionary definition of judgment 
shows that it is a pronounced opinion 
or an authoritative opinion. It is also 
a formal decision given by a court, 
but that is usually not the case when 
someone is berating another person. 
To me, the definition of it is that it is 
when a person forms a usually nega-
tive opinion of someone before they 
know all of the details of what the 
person is going through. In most cas-
es, people are being critical of others 
based on social labels or their own 
ignorance. Why does this happen? I 
think a lot of people criticize others 
in order to make themselves look and 
feel better. They are trying to shine 
a brighter light on self and darken 
the light of others. I see this happen-

ing because we 
as humans tend 
to evaluate peo-
ple based on first 
impressions and 
don’t allow our-
selves opportuni-
ty to get to know 
the person or the 
situation before 
we form an opin-
ion – and  as we all know some people 
are quick to verbalize their opinions.

Society itself is so full of negative com-
ments and negative opinions of others 
that it’s no wonder people gravitate to-
ward judgment of others without any 
consideration at all. I’m guilty of doing 
it myself. When I see someone on the 
street, my mind forms a judgment about 
their life before I even have time to con-

sider what their situation might be. Ac-
tually, I blame this on working for over 
ten years in government welfare. In my 
current job, I catch myself judging and 
forming opinions about my clients be-
fore I get to know them and before I hear 
their life stories.

Knowing that I do this, that I judge 
others, I have to ask myself, “How can I 
stop judging others?” First of all I con-
sider it to be a habit, a habit that runs 
rampant throughout society. Life is hard 
enough without creating more difficul-
ties for myself, and one way I think I can 
bring some ease into my life is to avoid 
the habit of being judgmental of other 
people. It seems that I need to retrain 
myself to stop placing people, events, 
or circumstances into categories such 
as right, wrong, good, and bad. I need 
to consider the other person first and 
observe only the facts of the situation 
without drawing conclusions that label 
the person or the situation.

Why do I feel that I need to do this? Be-
cause I know how it feels to be judged 
and criticized by others. I’ve had many 
situations in my life where people judged 
me for who I am or what I was doing. I 

remember how it felt and it was not 
a good feeling. A particular situation 
that sticks out in my mind occurred 
during the time of my separation and 
divorce. I had this one particular fe-
male friend with whom I had been 
friends since high school and whom 
I thought would be on my side and 
support me during my hard time. 
Apparently, I was wrong. When she 
found out about me divorcing she 
called and fussed at me and told me 
how wrong I was for doing that. I also 
got the Christian speech of how I was 
going against the Bible and should 
not be doing what I was doing. I saw 
this as her judging me as being a bad 
person before she knew the entire 
story of what was happening in my 
life at the time. I kept my cool and let 
her speak her mind, and then I went 
on my way and let her wallow in her 
own words. I was so hurt by her that 
I stopped talking to her, stopped call-
ing and emailing, etc. I had it in my 
mind that if she was going to treat 
me that way then I wasn’t going to 
have anything to do with her. See 
how being judgmental of others can 

ruin lives? She finally came to her senses 
and stopped judging me as a bad per-
son and simply saw me as someone who 
was hurting and dealing with issues. We 
eventually began talking again, but to 
this day the friendship doesn’t feel the 
same. As a side note to this – a few years 
later she herself got a divorce and I did 
not throw it back in her face.

People who judge and label others 
are putting up walls between them and 
destroying opportunities for love and 
friendship. Mother Teresa once said, “If 
you judge people, you don’t have time to 
love them.” We seldom know what roads 
people have traveled before we encoun-
ter them or why they have come into our 
lives, and we should always give those 
we meet the gift of an open heart. I know 
that can be done because I remember 
my first GSV conference and it was there 
that I experienced unconditional love 
and no judgment. 

Dewey is an employment counselor for a 
state mental health agency. He lives with his 
partner in Cornelia, GA where he is involved 
in community theater. He may be reached at 
smith_lamar_2000@yahoo.com.

By Dewey Smith

WHY 
Do We 

JUDGE?
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JuDgment

I am retired now, living on disabili-
ty income. I’m losing my home be-
cause I can no longer afford it. I al-
ready lost my car. Cable television 

and internet access were surrendered 
early in my recent economic crisis. For 
many frightening months, I relied on 
meals on wheels and food stamps, and 
on the kind emotional and financial 
support of family and friends. I’ve had 
some time to reflect on decisions I made 

going back several years. What kind of 
judgment did I exercise? 

While I was active in addictive behav-
ior, I can clearly identify poor judgment. 
I acted on unhealthy impulses to sustain 
my addictions. Crystal meth ruled my 
life. I behaved in ways that can only be 
described in terms of extreme debauch-
ery. Two and a half years after getting 
sober again my job was eliminated and 
I fell into the worst depressive episode 
of my 52 years. What judgments would 
you make about a man in my circum-
stances? Have I reaped what I sowed? 
Did I get what I deserved? Do you dis-
miss me with the notion that my behav-
ior was what could be expected from an 
addict? Or a queer?

I find myself “worked” by Al Taylor’s re-
quest to me to reflect on judgment, much 
like we planners were “worked” by living 
with a conference theme for 9 months.

When Al asked me to write this, I 
thought about negative judgments we all 
make about other people. This person is 
small-minded because of what he says about 
me. That person is wrong, evil, cruel, aggres-
sive – whatever – because of how he behaves 
towards me. While I was thinking in these 
terms I could hear our late Elder Ra-
mon Noya saying, “Thank you for telling 
me about yourself” whenever someone 
would make one of these judgments.

As we make our way in this world, 
we are confronted with all manner of 

situations where we make judgments 
about ourselves and others. We tend 
to fill in the blanks with information 
that really says more about ourselves 
than the world we experience. Harry 
Hay wrote and spoke extensively about 
one of the gifts of our queer identity: 
subject-subject consciousness. A man 
who loves a man in our queer way sees 
the other not as an object, but as an-
other subject. Rather than fill in blanks 

about that other in ways that reveal our 
own prejudices, we allow him to reveal 
himself, knowing that he is like me in 
some ways, and is uniquely himself in 
other ways.

So I’ve come to a place in my life where 
I want to integrate what I’ve learned 
through my latest trials and my deep 
association with GSV and the men who 
have taught me, often when I wasn’t 
quite paying attention. Regarding judg-
ment, I recognize a three stage process: 
Pause, Consider, and Choose.

The Pause allows me a moment to 
step outside any culturally conditioned, 
knee-jerk response that allows negative 
judgment to rule my response. Pause al-
lows me to consider what I know based 
on my experience and what I don’t know 
of the given situation. 

Then I Consider: What does this situ-
ation ask of me? Where does this fit 
into my spiritual development? What 
opportunities might be present here? 
How might Spirit guide my actions? 
What are my options for action? Is in-
action a tenable option? What possible 
consequences (intended or unintended) 
might result from each of the options 
available?

Then I Choose an option. I take an ac-
tion and am willing to accept the conse-
quences. 

Would you consider these three steps 
as evidence of good judgment?

These were the challenges I faced 
yesterday:

The Telephone and Internet Service
I moved into this apartment 5 days ago. 

The telephone was activated 10 days 
prior to move in. I installed the phones 5 
days before the move; they worked well 
for 2 days. On the third day, I noticed 
that the line was dead. I called in a ser-
vice request. I moved in on Saturday. On 
Sunday, when I got back from breakfast 
there was a hangtag on my door. The 
phone technician had come at 9:45 AM. 
When I called him, he was already on 
other jobs and said he would be back. 
He wasn’t. So when I called to check if 
someone would be there to restore ser-
vice by Tuesday evening as promised, I 
was told the service request had been 
cleared. It would be another 4 days be-
fore a technician could get there.

The closing of my condo sale
The Monday prior to the conference, 

I learned that we had an offer for my 
condo. It would be just under the wire 
for my HUD guaranteed pre-foreclo-
sure sale, which expired on the closing 
day of the conference. The buyer had to 
close by September 30 to qualify for a 
down payment assistance program. Yes-
terday I learned that the sale would not 
be going through and that I would have 
to exercise my option of deed in lieu of 
foreclosure. 

The Golden Shower
I was taking a break from unpacking, 

sitting at my computer beside the open 
sliding door onto my patio. A sound – 
a gush of water spilling just outside the 
door onto my wicker rocker and pud-
dling onto the patio. Then the sound of 4 
paws striding the deck above my patio. 
Then the smell.

Pause. Allow the outrage, disgust, 
fear, questioning the choice of this 
apartment complex. Allow the disap-
pointment over not selling the condo.

Consider. Continue unpacking? Call 
the health department? Sue the apart-
ment complex? Move? Who is the dog 
owner that lives like this? Will he accept 

Continues on next page
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responsibility for his dog’s behavior or 
will he threaten me for filing a com-
plaint with management and putting 
his residency on probation? Or per-
haps he’s a man like me in some ways, 
and doing his best to face his challeng-
es. And the woman who wanted to buy 
my condo has her challenges too. Have 
I not committed myself to a life of com-
passion for others? 

Choose. I will request that my patio 
be pressure washed, both the floor and 

the beams above. I will stand my ground. 
I will not think ill of him. I will turn the 
condo back over to the bank. I will focus 
on the abundance in my life for which 
I am grateful, including abundant chal-
lenges to test my values and my resolve 
to live them.

Some days are more challenging than 
others, especially when Mercury is ret-
rograde. I still feel uneasy about my pa-
tio, but the challenges of setting up the 
apartment, the new home theatre sys-
tem, and finding my razor can all take 

precedence before I have to deal with 
the patio. And instead of taking a drug, 
or falling into that comfortable bed of 
depression for days or weeks, I am able 
to keep moving forward. 

TreeWalker Martin Isganitis is a co-founder 
of The Council of Trusted Elders of Gay 
Spirit Visions, Inc. He is nesting now in 
Decatur, GA with Delilah and Dora, his 
feline companions. He has too much time on 
his hands and welcomes opportunities to be 
productive within his limitations.

Spirit Journeys offers opportunities for 
the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transgender 
communities (and our friends) to travel together 
exploring the world or to gather together in retreat 
environments, with the intention of adventuring into 
the frontiers of self-awareness, personal growth, and 
spirituality. Many of us question the values of the world 
around us, and we look for greater meaning and pur-

pose in our day-to-day lives. Spirit Journeys provides 
you the chance to gather with similarly intentioned 
people and explore what that means.

Spirit Journeys would like to extend travel dis-
counts to GSV participants – $100 discount on jour-
neys and $50 discount on retreats and workshops. 

Visit   
www.spiritjourneys.com/gay-spirit-visions-offer.php  

for information and instructions. You may also call or e-mail Howie Holben  
to take advantage of this offer.

201-483-3111
hholben@optonline.net

To receive these discounts, please identify  
yourself as a GSV participant. 
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We are constantly inundated 
with actions of judgment 
through each and every mo-

ment of our lives. It doesn’t matter what 
our past is, whether it be religious or 
not. We judge and are judged continu-
ously throughout each and every day. By 
this time, you are already making judg-
ment as to what kind of writer I am or if 
these words have any interest to you.

How you dress or your physical appear-
ance, how you speak, how you walk, how 
you style your hair, or even if you have 
hair or not are used to make judgments 
about you. Are you thin, large, tall, short, 
muscular, or slim? Even as gay men, we 
are quickly placed into categories relat-
ing to all aspects of our lives, e.g., our 
bodies, our opinions, our educational 
backgrounds, our work skills, and even 
our sexual positions. 

Of course, this is only the beginning of 
the judgments that are made. We make 
them about food, our cars, our living 
spaces, music, weather, what kind of cell 
phone we have, and many other things. 
Being aware of this particular influence 
on our lives will allow us to stop for a mo-
ment and consider what our reactions, or 
judgments, are when we look at our own 
lives and those of others. The judgments 
we make of ourselves and others affect the 
quality of our lives. There is a truth that I 
attempt to live by: “We may not have con-
trol over what happens in our lives, but we 
do have control over our response to what 
happens.” This is a way of using judgment 
in both the way we judge and the way we 
are judged. For example, it is very difficult 
for me to look at the political environment 
in our country. So what is the proper re-
sponse to my judgment about the conser-
vative values that sometime seem forced 
on me? I may have responded from time 
to time with anger, fear, and the full gam-
bit of emotional responses. So, how do I 
look at these experiences and respond in 
a positive way that benefits my own life 
and/or offers positive results for the world 
as a whole?

It is important for me to understand 
that my judgment can present itself in 

various ways. If my 
response is one of 
anger, it doesn’t 
necessarily mean 
that it is a nega-
tive response. The 
response itself 
may be judged by 
my intention. Of 
course, there are 
times when the 

strength of our convictions may result in 
a strong response; however, stating your 
convictions does not have to produce neg-
ative results. When we speak the truth as 
we know it, it is our way of passing on a 
positive approach to what our judgment 
has been.

Most of us usually have a problem with 
how we are judged by family, friends, in 
the workplace, and our society in general. 
Being considered a minority has its own 
judgmental responses. When I was a boy, 
I realized that I was different from most of 
the other boys, but society had strict rules 
about how I was to act in all aspects of my 
life. I was supposed to love to play sports, 
but I didn’t. It was wrong for me to enjoy 
music, but I loved it. It was wrong to dress 
in nice, clean, neat clothes, but I loved to 
dress up. So, the judgments placed on me 
from my childhood were harsh and cruel 
and signaled to me that I was not normal. 
You know all the names: sissy, girly boy, 
fag, queer. As a child, these judgments led 
to my withdrawing from the world that 
was so cruel to me. Words were only part 
of the turmoil, because being physically 
beaten was another cruel part of the life 
I lived. My family members were among 
the worst at putting me in situations 
where I was not accepted, and they tried 
to judge me into submission and force me 
to conform to their opinions of what was 
best for me.

So, what did I do with all this judgment? 
For many years, I allowed myself to be a 
victim, and I lived my life as close to their 
judgment guidelines as I could manage. 
This behavior became so intense that I be-
gin to judge myself as a “flawed” person. 
Sometimes I thought that if I had these 

feelings that were not acceptable, I must 
be flawed! Even into adulthood, these feel-
ings were suppressed deeper and deeper 
into the back portions of my mind and 
emotional consciousness. It was not un-
til I reached an emotional breaking point 
that I began to explore and evaluate the 
judgments that had been imposed on me 
by others and realized that I had accept-
ed their judgments as my own. This was 
slowly, but surely, killing me. After many 
years of trying to be open to truth judg-
ment and then beginning to open the box 
of emotions that were deeply suppressed, 
it was finally possible for me to take the 
first steps toward eventual healing and 
elimination of the cruel and harsh judg-
ments I had accepted. When this process 
began, the floodgates of emotions opened 
and a whole new awakening occurred, al-
lowing me for the first time to live a true, 
honest, and just life. 

It has taken a long time to free myself 
from the judgments that had placed me 
in a state of emotional lockdown. How-
ever, getting back to the statement I 
made earlier, I had no control over the 
life situations that brought me into this 
emotional lockdown, but I began to un-
derstand that I did have control over 
my response “judgment” of the events 
and the people who were part of my life 
journey. After many attempts to achieve 
understanding and reconciliation with 
some of those people, I realized that I 
simply had to “let go.” I understand that 
they did the best they could with the 
understanding and knowledge they had 
at the time. Other relationships have 
strengthened, and some of the people 
have come to an understanding that 
their judgments of me were unjust. I 
now understand that their judgments 
were a result of their life’s journey.

It is extremely difficult to let go of the 
judgments of those who have harmed 
us. For me, when I understand that peo-
ple who harmed me did so because of 
their own life path and the experiences 
that make them who they are, it allows 
me to remove the effect of the judgment 
factor when I respond to them.

There . . . I made another judgment.

Steven is a musician who lives in Houston, 
TX. He is also a Spiritual and Grief Guide. He 
may be reached at everettsponder@yahoo.com.

JuDgment

By Steven  
Ponder

JUdGMENT. . .  
 oUR REsPonsE!
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In thinking about judgment, I was 
thinking of an unfair judgment that 
I held when I was younger. I did not 

like drag queens. This was prejudice. I 
didn’t know any drag queens. I had al-
most no experience with drag queens 

and had no good 
reason to dislike 
drag queens.

Last week, Jo-
seph Sedillo, the 
man who manages 
the Oregon AIDS 
Hotline, handed 
me a great docu-
ment he uses to 
teach about stigma 

around AIDS. It showed a cycle of preju-
dice: guilt/shame -> judgment -> fear -> 
silence. The silence leads again to guilt/
shame. It also shows how society fits to 
it. This cycle applied to my prejudice 
about drag queens.
I accepted our society’s message that I 
should not be feminine. Being gay, I am 
more aware of my feminine side that 
most men. But having it reflected back 
at me so strongly, as a drag queen does, 
triggered shame in me. This caused be 
to judge this part of myself that I saw in 
the queen. I feared this in myself and 
then feared it in others. Also, I did not 
talk about it, so the silence allowed the 
shame to continue.

When I lived in Atlanta, meeting an 
early member of the GSV community 
broke down my prejudice against drag 
queens. His drag name is Dandelion. I 
knew him both as a wonderful queen 
and leather boy. This combination of 
personas in the same person was new 
to me. I was more comfortable with the 

leather boy than the drag queen, but 
this combination allowed me to get to 
know a drag queen for the first time. 
We talked about his drag persona. This 
allowed me to break the silence about 
drag and femininity in myself. The cycle 
that maintained the prejudice in me 
started breaking down. 

Talking with Dandelion helped me un-
derstand that drag is a way that a man can 
honor the feminine in himself and, from 
a magical perspective, honor the sacred 
feminine. I saw him expressing the caring/
mother side of femininity. This impressed 
me greatly. He was not just aware that he 
had feminine aspects; he was embracing 
it and showing the world. 

This understanding of drag let me think 
about what I liked and disliked in drag 
queens I’ve seen. There are wonderful 
forms of drag that I very much enjoy 
seeing – honoring the sacred feminine: 
the mother’s love, the girl’s innocence 
and potential, and the crone’s wisdom. 
I also enjoy a great 
sense of play that 
I’ve seen in many 
forms of drag. 
But there is a 
form of drag that 
I do not like. 
I call it angry 
drag. This is 
where a man 
dressing in a 
way to mock 
the feminine. I 
do not like this 
because it I see it 
as disrespectful of the wonderful femi-
nine nature in us all.

The gay spiritual community has 

helped me along in my personal experi-
ence of drag. I’ve done it in small steps. 
When I started exploring drag in these 
supportive spaces, it started with a piece 
of men’s clothing – a kilt. Yes, it is a skirt, 
but it’s the traditional skirt that men in 
my mother’s family wore. (My mother 
is of Scottish ancestry.) I could wear a 
man’s skirt. Then, seeing so many of the 
men at these retreats, conferences, and 
gatherings in skirts, I could wear a sim-
ple tie-dye skirt. Early this year, I dressed 
in silver “fuck me” pumps, a floral print 
single piece swimsuit, a ”Mod Squad” 
permed wig, and, for the first time, red 
lipstick. It was quite a sight, especially 
considering I have a good coat of black 
hair and a full beard.

I don’t know where I will go with drag 
in the future, but my experience with 
drag has taught me to break the cycle 
of prejudice and respect the feminine in 
myself. By getting to know people, I can 
determine if my judgments are accurate 
or based on the cycle of stigma. And I 
am still looking for a long, red-sequined 
dress in my size.

Stephen has been involved with Gay Spirit 
Visions for many years and now resides  
in Portland, OR. He may be reached at  
coyotepdx@comcast.net.

JuDgment

By Stephen 
Arnold
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