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AN INTERVIEW WITH CHRISTOPHER KERR 

 

LYNN SCHWARTZENBURG:  This is Lynn Schwartzenburg interviewing Christopher 

Kerr for The oH Project.  The interview is taking place July 15, 2017, in Houston, 

Texas.  I am interviewing Mr. Kerr to document his recollections concerning the 

response to HIV/AIDS in Houston, Texas. 

  Welcome. 

CHRISTOPHER KERR:  Thank you. 

LYNN SCHWARTZENBURG:  Thank you for doing this. 

  Let’s start with when and where were you born?  

CHRISTOPHER KERR:  I was born in Boston, Massachusetts, on July 9, 1952.  When I 

was a year or two old, my family moved from Boston to Huntington, Indiana.  

Huntington was a small town outside of Fort Wayne, Indiana.  I think it was 

15,000 people or something like that.  

LYNN SCHWARTZENBURG:  Why did your family move?  

CHRISTOPHER KERR:  It was my dad’s job.  My dad was a chemist technician with an 

adhesive company.  Apparently they had some little manufacturing place in 

Huntington, and so he moved there for that.  I think in Huntington it was called 

Angier Adhesives.  When he retired 30 or 40 years later, it was owned by BASF, 

that big company.  He actually got a nice little — little, but nice — pension for 

the rest of his life from that, because it was such a big company.  

LYNN SCHWARTZENBURG:  That’s good.  At the time that you moved, how old were 

you, did you say?  
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KERR:  Somewhere between one and two.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  At that time — you said you had five siblings, so at the time of 

the move to Huntington there were just the three of you? 

KERR:  There are five kids.  Yes, there were just three of us.  My parents were older 

when they had me.  My dad, John Kerr, was born in Weehawken or Hoboken, 

New Jersey, which is right on the river, across from Manhattan.  My mom was 

from Boston.   

  My dad had some of his siblings move to Boston, so I think he was 

connected there, and that’s how they met, although we heard the story — later on 

someone told us — I think he told us unwittingly, that — I think he was living in 

New York for a while after they were married, and commuting, and he said 

something like, “‘So we would go grocery shopping on Friday night,’ and then 

not come out until he left to go back,” I guess, to New York.  We just didn’t 

understand what that meant as kids, but it must have been a challenge.   

  My mom, Phyllis — and her maiden name was Cunningham — it turns 

out, I think, they’re both Scottish, and my mom’s family came from Scotland to 

Nova Scotia, and then this whole generation of doctors and nurses immigrated to 

Boston, as far as we could tell.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Was your mom a nurse? 

KERR:  No.  She was a housewife.  It surprised me because somewhere when I was in 

high school and off to college and my younger brother and sister were older, she 

got a job as a paraprofessional in a school and started growing and blossoming on 

her own at that point.   

  I had an older sister, and then my brother, so Andrea, John, and then me.  
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And then my younger brother, Jim, was in 1956; and my sister, Patty, was 1961.  

We were Catholic, so we grew up Catholic in Huntington, Indiana, went to the 

Catholic grade school, and pretty much learned about Catholic guilt and shame 

early on.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Early on.  That happens.  

KERR:  I think I had a psychotic nun or at least a crazy nun in first grade who was just a 

terror.  Here we are, these little kids, so first grade, you’re five, probably six years 

old, and we had these nuns.  They were Franciscan nuns, and the first-grade nun’s 

name was Sister Bertha, and she was just a terror.  She just struck me as mean, 

and I was scared to death of her.  That was back when there was corporal 

punishment, so if you’re acting out, they could slap you or hit you, or they could 

yell at you, and they could do whatever they want to you, in a sense.  They ruled 

that way.  That was just the norm.  She had me scared.  If she wasn’t doing it at 

us, there were times when she would go off on other kids from other grades, and 

we would witness that too and say, “Oh, my gosh, behave.”  They would tell us 

all these stories about hell and sin and purgatory; that if you died with a mortal sin 

on your soul, you went to hell, and hell was eternity in burning flame and you 

would feel that pain forever.  Purgatory was if you died with a sin but it wasn’t a 

mortal sin, you would go to purgatory, which was like an eternity, and you’d burn 

in flames.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Either way, you’re burning in flames unless you’re perfect. 

KERR:  They would give you all of these lists because you learned all the sins.  Some of 

that growing up for us would be not eating meat on Friday and other things like 

that.  
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  Another story she would tell us was back in — this would be the mid- to 

late 1950s, there was a Chicago school fire, and that’s all I remember, and a lot of 

kids died in this Chicago school fire.  It seems like for weeks we got these stories, 

and they were always moral stories.  It was about this terrible fire and all these 

kids died.  I remember one was the parents told this kid, “You seem to be coming 

down with something, so don’t go to school,” and that when they went to work or 

did something, he snuck off and went to school, and he died in the fire and went 

to hell, because that’s what happens when you disobey your parents.  That’s why 

you should obey your parents. 

  Another one was of this girl who was either standing on the roof of the 

school or in a window when it was burning, and her father was down there saying, 

“Jump.  I’ll catch you.  I’ll catch you,” and she wouldn’t jump, and she died in the 

fire because she was too afraid, and that’s what you get for disobeying your 

parents.  You need to trust your parents. 

  We would get all of those kinds of stories, and I just drank it in because 

she was reinforcing it with that kind of terror day in and day out.  We were getting 

all these horrible moral stories with hell being — and I can remember just trying 

to figure out what would eternity be like?  What would it be like, burning in hell 

for all eternity?  It was just scary. 

  You would get your grades, your letter grades, and then you would get 

your conduct grades.  I always had a check mark under “Practices self-control,” 

which means I didn’t practice self-control.  I think she affected my education in 

some ways because I must have been a bit hyperactive.  Who knows?  It could 

have been for any reason.  I could have been hyperactive.  I could have been fairly 
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intelligent and bored, or dyslectic.  Who knows?  Anything. 

  This is way back at the beginning of this.  My parents would say — the 

grades could be great, but, “What’s this?  What’s the problem?” 

  I said, “I don’t even know what that means.  I have no idea what that 

means,” and I’m a first-grader.  

  So they wrote a letter to Sister Bertha.  This was an off branch of the 

Franciscan Nuns, Sister Bertha, in these old habits that covered almost everything 

except their face.  So I took it to the school, and I gave it to Sister Bertha and sat 

down. 

  Then she called me up to the classroom.  I remember she had me up at the 

front of the classroom.  She grabbed me by the arm, and she started explaining to 

the class that Chris’s parents want to know what he’s doing to get these conduct 

marks because he doesn’t know, or he says he doesn’t know.  All this time, she’s 

shaking me, so I’m just standing up there with my head rattling in terror.  And 

then she mentioned something about one time we were lining up in the classroom, 

because you had to line up before you would leave the classroom to go get lunch 

or go to the restrooms, and so you’re lining up next to the blackboard, and she 

saw me with my finger kind of make a line through one of the words there or 

something.  That’s all I remember, and I sat down.  The lesson I learned at that 

point is, nobody can protect you from these kind of people.  In school, it’s a 

jungle and you’re on your own.  Don’t ever complain to your parents, and 

definitely don’t let them write a letter like that, because it’s only going to come 

back on you.  That lesson stayed with me.  

  But the lesson I learned was, don’t ever complain again.  Don’t let your 
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parents write a letter.  Nobody can keep you safe from this.  That’s the lesson we 

learned.  I think that it was what I learned later in life, how unfortunate it was to 

learn about Catholic guilt and shame and sin and this whole economy of sin.  You 

either got grace, you got filled up with grace, and then you sin and you lose it, and 

you have to go back to a sacrament and get filled up again, and not learning about 

the unconditional love of God or not learning about Jesus actually loved you so 

much.  Any of those messages about love and things like that, no.  We just 

learned you’ve got to keep track.  That comes into play later on too. 

[BRIEF PAUSE]  

KERR [continuing]:  I went to a Catholic grade school, Catholic high school, all the way 

through.  It built the basis for shame, guilt, all of those things, and that basis then 

all came avalanching down when I realized I was gay, and that explains that part 

of my history.  Now that I work in trauma and do trauma work as a counselor, I 

do understand how imprinted things can become when they’re accompanied by 

terror.  

  But also what they would teach you about the faith, the Christian faith, 

was all about hell.  Heaven, purgatory, hell, and how easy it was to go to hell and 

how horrible hell was.  She would be trying to explain in a way that these kids 

could understand how horrible hell was.  There was always that image of fire, 

eternal fire.  You’re going to be in this fire forever, and it will burn as if you’re in 

a fire, but you’re not going to burn up because you’re going to be there forever 

and ever and ever.  That’s if you die with a mortal sin on your soul. 

  As kids, you’re trying to figure out, what’s a mortal sin?  What’s what 

they call a venial sin, a lesser sin?  Mortal sins, eating meat on Friday or 
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disobeying your parents or cursing or sacrilege, like doing something to the host 

or something, but there were all these things, and you just knew that if you died 

with that on your soul, then you were going to go to hell.  If you went to 

confession — we weren’t old enough then, but in the second grade, when you 

started going to confession, if you went to confession, then you were back in a 

state of grace, and then you wouldn’t go to hell if you died at that point.  I call it 

the economy because it’s almost like a gas station.  I’m going to fill up with 

grace.  I’ll take sacrament, so I’m okay, and then I’m going to do something a 

minute later or accidentally or all these things. 

  They would tell us stories.  I think back then in the 1950s, the communists 

had taken over China, and they had expelled a lot of Catholic clergy and people.  

When they came back to the United States, they were doing mission preaching to 

raise money for the missions, or they were just preaching these missions.  This 

story went around because they brought us to listen to this priest talk about all the 

horrors the communists did to the Christians.  They told a story of in this one 

church, the communists went in and shut down the church, and they went into the 

tabernacle, took the ciborium, which would be full of consecrated hosts, and just 

threw it across, all over the floor, and boarded it up and all that, and this very 

pious Christian young girl would sneak in.   

  According to back then what we were being taught, you could only 

receive communion once a day.  If you did it more than that, that would be a sin.  

So she would crawl in through the secret entrance, get on her hands and knees, 

because you also weren’t allowed to touch the host, so she’d get on her hands and 

her knees, and with her tongue she would pick up a host, and she was doing one 
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each day.  As the story went, she was doing that, and then when she got to the 

very last one, they saw her.  So this soldier, as she was just swallowing the host, 

this soldier went up to her and bayonetted her and pinned her to the ground, was 

what this priest was describing to us.  And wasn’t that a wonderful idea of faith 

and that she went to heaven?   

  I can remember in my mind and trying to think, “How are you going to 

ever get to heaven?” because it’s really hard to be good and not, even with the 

best of intentions, find yourself sinning. 

SCHWARTZENBURG:  And timing is important.  

KERR:  And timing.  So I just had this vision that the people would line us up against the 

wall, these Communists, and they would say, “Do you renounce your faith?  Are 

you going to stay Christian?” 

  I would say, “Yes,” and they would shoot me, and then I would go right to 

heaven, because that, there’s instantaneous. 

SCHWARTZENBURG:  A martyr.  

KERR:  Yeah, to be a martyr.  And they told us all these martyr stories too.  So I grew up 

in Huntington, in this kind of idyllic town.  That was back when you could — in 

summer, you would eat breakfast, and then you would leave and be back when the 

streetlights come on or something, and you’d just roam the neighborhood and do 

all this stuff.  That was until sixth grade. 

  In sixth grade, I think I was a month into sixth grade, or very early on, my 

father was transferred to Cincinnati.  That was a central laboratory for this 

manufacturing, and they had various places, but they wanted to bring all of these 

places around the Midwest in.  Now, interesting, my dad did a lot of traveling 
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when we were kids, but mostly around Indiana, Ohio.  I remember Mom would 

drive him down to the train, and he would take off on the train, and hear all these, 

you know, he’s going to Mishawaka, or he’s going to all these towns, but this one, 

he was going to be centralized in this lab in Cincinnati.   

  So we moved to Cincinnati, and at that point I went to another Catholic 

grade school there, a different set of nuns, and started sixth grade there, and met 

two really good friends really early on.  I think the first guys I met because my 

parents took me to the school after classes were out to introduce me to the nun 

and these two guys were cleaning the blackboards, Mark and Tom.   

  We stayed in Cincinnati for my sixth grade up until after my freshman 

year.  Then after my freshman year, I think the company admitted that that was 

not working out so well, so they sent him back to Indiana, to Huntington.  

Because we had been living in this big city, in Cincinnati, instead of going back to 

Huntington, we moved to Fort Wayne, and my dad commuted a half hour outside 

of Fort Wayne to this town so we could go to schools.  

  In terms of the education, it was Catholic grade school, and then we went 

to a high school which was also run by Franciscan friars, priests, the Franciscans.  

It was an all-boys’ school called Roger Bacon High School in Cincinnati.  When 

we moved back to Fort Wayne, there were two Catholic high schools in Fort 

Wayne, and one of them was run by the same Franciscans who ran Roger Bacon.  

They were kind of a Midwest province.  They were Midwest province, then they 

went into Louisiana, and they jumped over to New Mexico and Arizona in the 

Spanish and Navajo missions, or Pueblo, Navajo, and Spanish missions a lot.  

They had people in the Philippines too at the time.  
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  One of the stories about good old Sister Bertha, in first grade:  There was a 

time once where she was teaching class, and kids would go out — that was back 

when you — I don’t know if you got one or two playground — it seems like you 

got two playground times, maybe one which was just somewhere a break, and 

then there was your lunch break.  The playground was always a jungle.  Kids 

could just bully and do all kinds of stuff, and you’d just wonder what the adults 

were doing.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Survival of the fittest.  

KERR:  Yes.  One time, she heard these kids out in the hallway making noise when they 

weren’t supposed to, so she went out and yelled and grabbed, and she grabbed 

three or four of them and made them come up and just stand against the 

blackboard for a while during their break so they would miss their break.  I don’t 

know what grade they would have been, but they were some of the older boys, 

six, seven, eight, something like that.   

  I’m sitting there in the classroom, and there’s this one guy there, and I just 

fell head over heels in love or whatever at that point.  I was probably just staring 

at him with stars in my eyes.  All I can remember, he had kind of dirty-blonde, 

curly hair.  I don’t think I ever knew his name, but I was just looking at him, and I 

just started envisioning these kind of fantasies like the Hardy Boys or some of the 

things you’d see on the Mouseketeer Club.  They would have these little 

vignettes, little stories, serial stories, like “Spin and Marty” and these things, so I 

was envisioning that, and somehow, I think the most sexual I could be at that 

point was, I somehow pictured us in some way being in our underwear together.  

This is a first-grader picturing that.   
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  I guess later on, I was always trying to figure out what guys like my 

friends or people would see in girls, and it would be like well, I guess that was it; 

that you’d just see them and you’re starstruck.  I would have fantasies like that of 

these kind of like “Spin and Marty” stories.  Also when I was watching The 

Mouseketeers, everybody else talking about Annette Funicello and I was talking 

about Cubby and Tommy and all these people and the Hardy Boys.  Those were 

my fantasies.   

  In fact, when you talk to guys my age about TV and they talk about who 

you had a crush on, we all have the same named people, and usually it was people 

closer to our age in each one of these stories, whether it was The Donna Reed 

Show, Paul Peterson, or whether it was The Rifleman or the Mouseketeer Clubs.   

  Off and on, if I had a chance through those grade-school years, there 

would be a chance where could I see someone else in their underwear or could we 

play games, doctor games and things like that, with other guys? 

  At one point, I had a friend, and we got caught doing that.  This was fourth 

grade, maybe, or fifth grade.  I remember my mom actually handled that pretty 

well, I think, but I was just so embarrassed and ashamed, I was just in tears, and 

she was kind of, “Well, it’s not all that bad.  What’s wrong?”  But I was just — 

we had been caught.  It must have been that unspoken first-grade kind of terror 

that came out more as feelings than as thoughts.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  The fear of hell and Sister Bertha.  

KERR:  Yes, but there was something shame about it too; that other people would know 

that we were doing this.  It was great when we were doing it, but other people 

found out.   
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  Also in that phase between first grade and sixth grade, I learned about the 

word “queer.”  What I learned early on was — I had no idea what the word 

meant, but just in the playground genre or the playground milieu, that jungle of 

the playground where you had to kind of read every sign and pick up everything, 

it was more about tone of voice and all that.  So I knew when someone called 

someone else a queer that was like the worst thing you could say about a person, 

and it caused people to — so I knew that.  So I knew it was something you didn’t 

want to be, and if you wanted to really hurt somebody, then you would say that.   

  Well, as this kid learning that, I must have been saying it all the time, or I 

don’t know what I was doing, but my older brother, who was two years older, said 

finally, “Do you know what that means?” 

  It’s like, “Well, no.” 

  He said something to the effect, and it was probably, “That’s when a guy 

likes another guy.”  But somehow it must have been more than that, because it 

was like, “When a guy likes a guy instead of a girl, when you’re supposed to like 

girls and not guys, and there’s something wrong with that.”  However he 

explained it, I got it.   

  Immediately from there on, I got:  So this is a terrible thing, and that’s me.  

I like doing this with these guys.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  “You just described ‘me.’”  

KERR:  Yes, that’s me, so I’m a queer.  

  There was another incident too that we had a friend, and he might have 

been a year between my brother and me there, Steve, and he was a cute guy, a 

nice guy, and I had a crush on him.  I just had a crush on him.  There was this 
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intense period of a couple of weeks where he was coming over and I was inviting 

him over.  I invited him to eat dinner with us and do this and that.  We had had 

these little kiddy pools out, or run in the sprinkler, and I was concocting how we 

would have to go up and change our bathing suits together, stuff like that.   

  Somewhere along the way, I remember my mom just kind of saying to me, 

“Chris has a crush,” or something like that, “Chris has a boyfriend,” or something 

like that.  I think she was just joking, but again, I was humiliated; that this is 

horrible, I’m ashamed, and other people saw this or noticed this. 

  When I moved to Cincinnati, that was sixth grade, and I had these two 

friends, Tom and Mark, and we hung around.  We were pals for a year or two, and 

I was closer to Tom.  We would camp out and we would play strip poker and do 

all that.  I remember finally asking them, “Why does this seem to kind of mean 

more to me than it does to you?”  And they didn’t — nobody explained that. 

  Later, Mark became a bully.  He was a bully.  He became a bully.  And it 

was funny because he was a little, short guy, but he was a bully.  I think he had a 

lot of power over me because I was afraid he would tell people about those 

incidences and those things.  So it was like don’t fight back, because you’ll be 

exposed about that.   

  But there were other guys, like in Boy Scouts and other, and there was a 

friend — I think I really fell in love with a friend who lived just up the street with 

us.  His name was Tim, Tim Hoover.  He was Baptist, strict Baptist.  And for a 

year, maybe two, somewhere in there, we really hung out, and I really liked him, 

and we were sort of sexual, but I think I just felt so guilty that it was like, “Oh, no, 

I can’t do this,” or, “We shouldn’t be doing this,” or, “I can’t do any more of 
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this.”  I look back on that as just kind of, you know, I wonder — because then 

after my freshman year, we moved too, so that ended that.  He had moved to the 

next suburb over too, but we were still trying to stay contacted.  I had developed 

new friends in eighth grade and all that, so it was leaving all them, but somehow 

there were these guys that I grew up with in my neighborhood.  We could do kind 

of the sex play because we sort of grew into it.   

  I started hanging around with these two guys in eighth grade and then 

freshman year, Tom and David, and somehow I knew that I couldn’t let them 

know that side.  This was not going to be appropriate to do that with them.  I’m 

already now in the closet and leading this double life of here’s the guys that it’s 

safe to do this with, the Boy Scout guys, because we learned and we kind of grew 

up into it, and as you meet new guys, you can’t tell that to them.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Trust them.  

KERR:  In hindsight, I look back and I think that being gay, although I was never going 

to admit that to myself in any verbal way in my head or out loud, but being gay 

kind of started to interfere with my ability to make friends with guys and probably 

straight guys.  In my mind, everybody was straight, I guess, too.  There was never 

any way to find out if they weren’t, because you weren’t camping out with them.  

The problem was, instead of every time I was trying to make new friends or meet 

new people, I remember my brain was sorting everybody out by how they looked.  

I can’t go introduce myself to them or start trying to be a friend because I’m 

afraid that would come out or because it felt like that was the motive.  It sounds 

complicated, but it was effective.   

  When we moved after that freshman year, to Cincinnati, that was when I 



OH037     |     The oH Project     |     page 15 

was in the closet then and didn’t have anybody that I hung with or did things with.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  And you were at an all-boys’ school?  

KERR:  When I went to Fort Wayne, it was coed.  The first year I was there, they called 

it co-institutional, which you had boys and girls in the same building, but they 

didn’t share classes.  Then the next year and the next year, they integrated the 

classes.  The first two years, I was very lonely.  I think probably, looking back, I 

was depressed.  I don’t think my parents had a clue about that or what to do with 

that.  

  Also when we moved from Cincinnati to Fort Wayne, my sister was 

already graduated and working, and my brother was starting his senior year at this 

high school.  He was a very good student, and he had all these possibilities for 

scholarships and all that, so they thought it’s better to leave him there, so he 

stayed with some friends of the family, and then my sister moved out to an 

apartment with some girlfriends to stay and work.  So that split our family, and 

suddenly I was not the middle, the safe middle.  I was the oldest, and I was 

depressed, and I missed them.   

  They would come up every now and then.  My dad used to drive to 

Cincinnati and pick them up and then drive back, like on a Friday night, and then 

drive down and drop them off and come back on Sunday, which was at least a 

four-hour drive.  We’d have the weekend together, and I can remember Sundays 

became just kind of sad, sad times, because Sunday, they were gone and I was 

going to have to go back to school and go back to this life.  That carried on for a 

long time.  There was always this kind of why am I feeling so melancholy on a 

Sunday evening?  
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SCHWARTZENBURG:  Would you say that your family was loving?  

KERR:  Yes, I would say my family was loving, but very undemonstrative, very quiet in 

that way, very repressed in feelings.  My dad was 40 when I was born, and he had 

a temper.  I don’t know if they really knew how to do effective discipline other 

than put up with something until they blow up.  That may not have been unusual 

back then.  He did have that kind of an explosive temper, and I think that affected 

me in learning how this — I think for me it was learning the freeze mechanism, 

because if you resisted in any way, it was going to be worse.   

  People, I think, think this is strange, but there was a time when I was a 

very little kid that I had this toy, and it was kind of like a learning-to-drive toy.  

You could drive like the big guys.  It had a steering wheel.  I mean, this was a 

little-kid thing.  It had a steering wheel, had this kind of very firm rubber hose, 

kind of like a washing machine hose or something, and then a big suction cup, 

and you would stick that suction cup on the floor or on a wall, and then you had 

this steering wheel and you could drive.  Well, that eventually fell apart, but what 

was left was this rubber hose.  Well, that went into this drawer in the kitchen, and 

that’s what my dad would spank us with when he was angry.  And he would do it 

when he was angry, not like, “Okay.  You get two swats.”  It would be like —  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Here comes the spanking.  

KERR:  Yes, and you knew you were in trouble, because you could hear that drawer open 

and close.  I remember somewhere along the way growing up in high school or 

college and learning that beatings with rubber hoses was torture, what the police 

did to people, and I thought, “Jeez.”  Maybe one of the bravest things I ever did, 

somewhere in maybe the year before we moved to Cincinnati, my mom and dad 
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had this house in Huntington that seemed like a huge house.  Now going back, 

you know, me go back and how small it seems?  It had an attic, a full attic.  It had 

four bedrooms.  It had a backstairs and a front stairs and a full basement.  They 

had it for $90 a month or something like that for all that time.  We had to move, 

so we moved to this other place.  I remember as we were packing, and it was right 

there at the end when the movers were doing stuff, at the very end, I saw this 

rubber hose in this box, and I took it and I hid it in the house so it never came up 

there.   

  I remember, “Where is that hose?” 

  I would just be kind of [motioning], smiling and saying I’m not going to 

ever tell you, but you can’t use that again.  That was my only act of rebellion, I 

think, at that point. 

  I was kind of a mediocre student.  I remember in high school trying to 

study on the bus on the way down to high school.  My brother was an “A” 

student.  My sister didn’t do well in school because she moved — I think she 

started her senior year in the new school in Cincinnati, and that must have been 

hell in this all-girls’ school.  That was back when the nuns were crazy.  They 

would make you kneel on the floor, and if your skirt didn’t touch the floor, then 

you were in trouble.  You know, all this kind of stuff.   

  So I was kind of a mediocre student.  When we moved to Fort Wayne, 

they put me not in like the “A” levels, they put me in the middle one in classes, 

but I didn’t have anything to do, so I started studying, and I started getting good 

grades.   

  I remember one time, we had this horrendous — we had a coach who was 
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teaching us biology, and I remember for the exam that sophomore year, one of the 

exams, he said, “Here’s 10 chapters.  Read those, and the test is on that.” 

  I read and read and read and tried to, and I got the highest grade of the 

entire class, and I was kind of shocked.  People would say, “I want to sit next to 

you.”  I remember that.  “I want to sit next to you.  Can I sit next to you and 

copy?”  I felt cheap, but it was nice.  Any attention was attention.   

  I’m sitting there in these classrooms, and all these guys are talking, and 

these guys have known each other through grade school and they were doing all 

these plans outside of school, and I had started getting some friends in school, but 

never did anything outside of school.  I would just sit and fantasize about them, 

and I had crushes on all these different guys that I would fantasize about while 

I’m sitting in class, completely secret.   

  I studied, and so I got to the “A” classes and became a good student and 

realized I could do it.  But I also started working in my sophomore year, got a 

part-time job as a dishwasher in a restaurant, which was a horrible job.  I think I 

was getting paid 80 cents an hour, so I could work a lot of hours and not — if I 

worked 20 hours, I wasn’t making $20, and then got a job, a much better job, like 

$1.60 an hour, in a grocery store.  I worked Friday, Saturday nights, so I wasn’t 

going to the games and things like that very much.   

  Then my senior year, I was editor in chief of the paper, the newspaper, and 

made friends, made really good friends and hung out, and that carried over to 

doing things outside.  I got fixed up by the girls that I knew.  “Jane likes you.  Do 

you like her?” 

  “Well, sure,” so Jane and I dated. 
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  Then I dated a girl named Chris, and she was the one where we would 

kind of kiss and I would just kind of like, you know, “Oh, that was” — but I was 

lost too at that point in terms of what am I going to do with the rest of my life?  

What am I going to do in college?  That was building up as we got closer through 

junior, senior year, what I wanted to do.  Everybody had said — you know, my 

parents, they had this thing, “You’re going to be a doctor because you like to 

nurse sick animals.”   

  I remember my younger sister was sick once.  My brother was babysitting 

and she threw up, and he just panicked and lost it, and I just cleaned it up and took 

care of her.   

  I was applying for premed classes, and I got accepted at the University of 

Michigan.  I was looking for scholarships and things like that.  It was probably an 

accelerated premed.  That didn’t feel right, and the guidance people weren’t any 

help at all.  I went up one time to their office, and they had all these pamphlets, 

and I started pulling them to read.  I was reading one about the merchant marines.  

Wouldn’t that be interesting?  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  A ship full of men.  

KERR:  Yes, and also, it was just kind of — because I don’t know what I want to do.  I 

was accepted, and then I guess two things:  One was, we started in our senior 

year, we had religion, and this was after Vatican II, which made the Church at that 

point very liberal.  It got all pulled back in later, but very liberal, so all these 

teachers and professors were going off to school, and they were going to take 

secular classes, and they were taking all these avant-garde, radical classes in some 

ways, and they were coming back, and then they would teach us that.   
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  So the religion classes I had with these two Franciscan priests were very 

contemporary.  They were teaching religious themes through literature.  We were 

reading Graham Greene and all these books, and they were demythologizing 

religion.  This was also the time of the folk masses, and so we were having guitar 

masses, and so it was —  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  More touchy-feely.  

KERR:  Yes, and I was starting to learn about unconditional love and acceptance and all 

of those kinds of things, and maybe I wasn’t going to go to hell.  When I learned 

in seventh grade, and it came from an authority because the head server of our 

class, somehow we were having this conversation, and he told me that 

masturbation was a mortal sin, and I did not know that, so suddenly I was going to 

go to hell.  I think that’s the first time I said, "Well, I don’t know.  I guess I’m 

going to go to hell,” because I didn’t have any other options in my mind.   

  This was a change from that.  One of those priests, he was just talking to 

me once, and when I told him about going to premed, he said, “That surprises me.  

I never saw you as a science or math person.  I always thought you would do 

much better in the humanities,” in that conversation.  That stuck with me.   

  Nowadays, looking back, with my math phobia, because in Cincinnati, I 

had a Franciscan priest who taught me in freshman-year algebra, and his teaching 

method was to put these complicated formulas on the board, he would call you up 

to solve it, and every time you made a mistake, he would hit you.  So when he 

would call me up, I mean, I wasn’t the only one, when he called me up, I couldn’t 

even think straight.  There was one point, we were sitting and he was doing that.  

You’re sitting in class thinking, “Oh, my gosh, who is he going to call next?” 
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  I remember he just looked, and then he looked over to the side, down the 

aisle behind me, and he said, “Well, go on, get out of here.”  So we all looked 

around.  Well, this guy had wet his pants because he was going to be called next 

and he was so scared. 

  The funny thing is, that was the group of Franciscans I joined, and I got to 

meet all of these guys as adult to adult, and he was just a real pussycat, but they 

were taught that’s how you teach and that’s how you keep your discipline.   

  I remember this one priest, he was really a sweetheart, said they told them 

that when classes start, you have to make an example, so the first kid that acts out, 

you’ve just got to go and slap him.  He was steeling himself up, and somebody 

talked out of line, and he went down and hit him, and he said, “I felt so bad.  I felt 

so bad.”  It turned out this was from this most wonderful kid from this most 

wonderful family.  He said for the rest of the time this guy was in school, every 

time he saw him, he felt so guilty and so bad for doing that.  

  The idea of me getting into premed with math phobia — I think they 

passed me in calculus just because by that time, I was going to the seminary.  

Towards the end of our senior year, we asked them if we could have a retreat, so 

we went to this retreat center for a weekend retreat with all these people and these 

priests, and it was amazing, and all this folk singing and everything and all this 

kind of stuff.   

  At the climax, we had a mass and these two priests did sermons.  It was 

Father Vernon and then Father Joe.  Father Joe, at the end, talked about how 

special we all were and all these things.  He said, “I would certainly really be 

proud if any you ever decided to join us in the priesthood.”   
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  I can remember that I had this spiritual experience.  It was as if he were 

talking to me.  I had this spiritual experience that I had a tremendous feeling of 

peace, overwhelming peace, acceptance.  I went up to him afterwards and said I 

want to do that.   

  I went to the Franciscan seminary after that.  I went through four years of 

college seminary.  That was good and bad.  I had a tough time.  One of the things 

that high school never taught me to do was how to write a research paper, how to 

write a paper.  I just never got that discipline, and I joined a college system where 

you had to write a paper for your midterm and a paper for your final, and that was 

hell for me.  I didn’t type very well.  That’s part of that mild dyslexia.  I could just 

never type very well.  It was a struggle, but I did well.  It was also a very 

nurturing environment.   

  One of the things I think I was telling myself, I would say this to people 

later on, I’d say, “I’m not sure if I’m gay or straight, but I’m going to be celibate, 

so what difference does it make?”  I was in such denial that it was amazing that 

there was this whole subculture among these large classes, and I kind of missed it.  

It didn’t occur to me, why did some of these guys have — when you look in their 

closets, they’re all nuns’ habits?   

  One of the things they did my freshman year, they had a Halloween party.  

I remember that, and a good portion of them came dressed as nuns.  It wasn’t just 

like a slapdash — some of them actually had, and they could tell you why, this 

habit with the rosary on the side and all that fit this order and who they were and 

all this.  There were all these romances going on, and I was just oblivious to it all, 

but also raging hormones too.   
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  I went through the college seminary, and then there’s a year where you do 

your novitiate retreat and join the religious order, and then went through another 

four years of theology, and that was wonderful.  That was still the liberal, the 

progressive, the —  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Love and kindness.  

KERR:  Yes, all of that.  And we had some pretty radical teachers.  My moral theology 

teacher eventually, he would do popularized books about moral theology for lay 

people, and they wouldn’t let him publish his last one.  He had this thing that for 

mortal sin, you don’t commit a mortal sin by accident.  You can’t be in a totally 

loving relationship, and the next minute you’re completely the absolute opposite, 

living in darkness and hatred and sin.  One of his images was, nobody runs away 

from home all of a sudden, all at once.  It’s this whole buildup.  Turning from 

grace to mortal sin isn’t just an act.  It’s the pattern, the series.  What’s important 

is which way you’re going and not, “But you did this.”   

  I think then I had a follow-on religious experience that was all about this 

unconditional love of God, and it was about me sexually too, I think, at that point.  

It was kind of based on a Letter to the Romans, Galatians, unconditional love of 

God and all this, which helped.  I think it saved my life. 

  Somewhere in junior or senior year — we were in Michigan at the time.  I 

went to the seminary in Detroit.  When we started, they had put the drinking age 

to 18, so we could go out pretty much as freshmen and go drink and do that, but 

we were limited, restricted.  When I became the postulant, we could drink when 

they would have parties, only when they had these special feasts and parties and 

they would put out some booze.   
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  There was a guy who was an older person joining the Franciscans.  We 

were drinking one time, and I got terribly sick, and so he said, “Look, I need to 

teach you to drink like a man and not get stupid sick and drunk and all that.”  He 

taught me how to drink scotch.  You have to learn.  It was a very arduous process 

to learn how to drink scotch.  I learned.  I learned how to drink scotch on the 

rocks.  

  One experience I had my senior year in high school — I was such a goody 

two-shoes.  I really was, and I was in the play.  Amazingly enough, I got this lead 

role in one of our plays.  At the cast party afterwards, they were passing around 

booze.  Instead of saying, “No, no,” I said, “Well, yeah, everybody is doing it,” 

without a thought.  That was the first time in my life I think I ever had a buzz.  I 

don’t know if I was drunk, but I was altered.  I was buzzed.   

  I can remember in the bathroom getting ready for bed, and I looked in the 

mirror, and I’m looking, and all this negative editing and self-talk about how ugly 

you look and you’ve got pimples and just all of this negative, it was completely 

gone, and I just looked in there, and I was like, “Oh, hi.  Aren’t you nice?”  I just 

was amazed.  To this day, I remember that experience of how unique and different 

that was to not be insecure and not have all those shame messages, everything 

else.  The seeds were there.   

  I think also in — so we’re talking now — so the first four years of the 

1970s was college, and then — and they also allowed us — so we didn’t have to 

just take — it used to be if you were going to be a priest, you had to have a major 

in philosophy, and I went to a seminary that got certified as a liberal arts college 

and was trying to teach outside people, so I majored in English literature, then I 



OH037     |     The oH Project     |     page 25 

had to minor in philosophy, so I went English literature, and some more different 

views of religion and God and all that.   

  Then somewhere in the process of that four years of graduate school — 

it’s hard to explain.  I was gay.  I was 

okay with being gay in a sense.  I 

even fell in love with a guy, a 

classmate, but I was still in denial, if 

that makes any sense.  I was still in 

denial.    

 When I was ordained, I went 

out on assignments, and I was 

stationed — my original assignments 

were out on the Navajo reservation, and I 

did a deacon internship in New Orleans.  That was a trip in New Orleans.  It was 

only six months, but in New Orleans, I was stationed under a pastor who was an 

alcoholic, and it was New Orleans, so I was living in a house where you could 

kind of drink any time of day you wanted to, and I did.  I don’t think I went crazy, 

but I did, yeah.  When he would go out, I could have my scotch on the rocks and 

do those things.   

[END OF AUDIO PART 1] 

KERR [continuing]:  He almost got me killed twice when he was drinking.  Those are 

other stories.  They were strange stories.   

  That was an all-black parish, and I told the Franciscans I really wanted to 

do cross-cultural experiences.  To this day, there is that love, that element of that.  

Christopher Kerr, ordination. 
Detroit, Michigan 
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I loved that kind of ministry, and I love that challenge, and I love that idea of I’ve 

got to unhinge my brain with my assumptions and try to get into someone else’s 

world and then also try to make connections or integrate or figure out translations.  

But trying to see things through another world view, I love that.  

  Later, when I was with the Kolbe Project, I remember there was this one 

profound experience where I was realizing — Kolbe Project, and then working at 

the Montrose Center, I realized I’m speaking here and dealing with mostly gay 

men.  These are my people, and I don’t have to translate at all.  I don’t have to 

bother with that.  I don’t have to translate at all.  

  Looking back, I think that that love for and desire and comfort with this 

cross-cultural experience was because I grew up in a cross-cultural experience.  I 

grew up in a straight world, in a straight family, as a gay kid, and I always had to 

translate, and I always was challenged by that.  That’s why I felt good at it.  

  I ended up drinking and drinking, and then I went into treatment for 

alcoholism.  My sobriety date was October 5th, 1983.  I went to a program.  I was 

there for over six months.  It was an excellent program.  It was horrible for me to 

go.  It was hitting bottom.  To use that 12-step language, I hit bottom and I 

surrendered.  I fell back in some ways on those earlier religious experiences.  I 

also was a people pleaser still, and I wanted to do the right thing, and so I was, 

“Sure, I’ll do this.  I’ll be a great recovery person.  Tell me.”  But I was learning 

lessons, and nobody was going to let me get away with that. 

  They put me in detox, and so I was in this hospital room for a couple of 

days, and then into a 30-day treatment program, and then to an extended treatment 

program for clergy.  In this first time, I was there and I — when I went there for 
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my assessment and then — and I was thinking — I still had the idea they’re going 

to be in this assessment, and they’re going to tell you, “You’re okay.  You’re 

doing” — because I had started going to AA [Alcoholics Anonymous] meetings 

and they would say, “You’re okay.”   

  And then they said, “No, you’re staying,” and then I surrendered, I agreed, 

and I went, and I was in this room.   

  Eventually this guy walked in, accompanied by two sheriffs, and he was 

carrying a — I saw him in my suit, and he’s carrying a brown paper bag, and he’s 

my roommate.  In the brown paper bag is everything he has.  He looked at me, 

and I looked at him.  It ended up we were together for six months, and I 

remember later we would talk about that.   

  What I learned was, my best defense was to act like I’m okay, but it didn’t 

mean I was okay.  That was just the outside.  Inside, I was the same as him.  He 

was so drunk I think he had rented a car and never bothered to pay for it and got 

picked up and now he was in treatment, or maybe he was on a long binge.  But 

inside were just the same, and so it was all these lessons like that.   

  In that later period too, a nun was my counselor, and she was just hard 

nails.  They would trap me because every time, they’d say, “You always have the 

right answer.  You’re always” — so suddenly having the right answer was wrong.  

I was cornered until I finally blew up and broke down, but it was wonderful too.   

  January 1984 was when I came out to the group.  Again, that was probably 

the worst-kept secret in the world.  It was just to me.  Part of what I learned was, 

you can do a lot of denial if you pour alcohol on it.  It can be obvious to me, to the 

world, but I would be in denial if — in fact, I was thinking that the first couple of 
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months, I — they’d bus us out almost every night to AA meetings, or regularly to 

AA meetings, and there was one meeting that I went to that was a gay one, and 

somehow I remember the rationale, “Well, it’s just a good meeting.  I’m going 

just because it’s a good meeting.” 

  One of the things that that roommate had said in this group later on, he 

said, “Well, I knew it,” and that was wonderful for me because if he knew it and 

he was still treating me well for these couple of months before I came out, then 

that must have been genuine, and it’s not like, “Oh, we have to say that to Chris 

because we’re in this situation.”  That must have been genuine, so that cut 

through.  That made a difference.  

  They had group therapy, individual therapy, a wellness fitness class, 

exercise fitness, all that.  They had art therapy, psychodrama, all those things.  I 

got a lot out of the counseling part, but the parts that were the more expressive, I 

would come up with things, or things would happen, like doing a family 

sculpture, would give me weeks of things to process because it was bringing out 

stuff, so it was great. 

  When I finished, I remember the psychiatrist there in the closing things — 

I remember I was talking to one of the counselors and admitting, “Okay.  I am a 

homosexual.”  I remember those words, “I am a homosexual.”  

  Eventually he said, “Well, you know, most of them, the word is ‘gay,’ and 

you’re comfortable” — somehow he asked me, “Why ‘homosexuality’?” 

  I remember I said to him, “Because ‘homosexuality’ sounds more clean, 

clinical.  ‘Gay’ to me means that you’re going to be promiscuous; that you’re 

going to be effeminate.” 
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  He was like, “Oh, well, let’s talk about that.” 

  I think I started using “gay” after that, but that also laid a foundation for 

my growth later on too, but the psychiatrist said, “You’ve done very well, but if 

you’re going to stay sober, you’re going to have to deal with this being gay, and 

wherever you go on your next assignment, you need to really find a way to deal 

with that.  Hook up with a counselor,” that. 

  I said, “Sure, yeah, I’ll do it.  I’ll do it.”  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Were you a priest at this time?  

KERR:  I was a full-fledged priest.  I had been a priest probably just four or five years, 

and suddenly I’m in treatment.  That’s what I said, why I thought if I ever went — 

if I had gone in the 1970s — so 1970, if I had gone to University of Michigan, in 

the heyday of the hippy world, with all of this guilt and shame in general, and 

then this guilt and shame about being gay, and the drugs, alcohol, and all that 

freedom with no boundaries whatsoever, no restrictions, I don’t know if I would 

have survived that.  I might have either become an alcoholic or an addict early on.   

  I keep thinking suicide.  If I were that tied up and I didn’t meet someone 

who was going to try to help through that like I did all these steps along the way 

in the religious order and find that unconditional — they also were addressing it 

directly.  Like especially in that advanced theology, they were — and the 

language I was taught the shame in, in first grade and all that, if I hadn’t found 

that, I don’t think I would have survived it.  And also, when HIV, when AIDS 

came out, I think that if I were being sexually active all through that, then I would 

have turned out HIV positive. 

  Luckily, with this psychiatrist, he wasn’t saying, “You need reparative 
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therapy.”  He was saying, “You need to deal with the guilt and shame.  You need 

to integrate.” 

  I was stationed in Cincinnati when I went back.  I was stationed eventually 

in two parishes, and I had my book, and I started going to AA meetings.  Then I 

found out that there were gay AA meetings, so here I am, this priest in this parish, 

and I go out and go to these gay AA meetings.   

  They had a group that was wonderful.  It was called the Queen City 

Group, because that’s the name for Cincinnati, the Queen City of the West.  This 

group was kind of a large group, but they also had meetings every night of the 

week.  I had been going to these other meetings, but when I found out that they 

had these meetings — so I went to the first one.  I went to where it was, and it was 

this little church that was kind of — it would have been almost like the Rothko 

Chapel kind of thing, where all these social things happen.  I went there, and there 

was nobody there, nobody there.  It was just this old guy who looked like a 

homeless guy sitting on the steps.  So I’m trying to figure out where it is and what 

to do, but I didn’t want to ask somebody, “Where is the gay AA meeting?”   

  I think I pulled out my booklet and I’m trying to figure it out, and this guy 

says, “Are you looking for the Queen City Group?” 

  I said, “Yeah.” 

  He said, “Well, they moved a couple of weeks ago,” and he gave me 

directions to the Unitarian Church, which is actually really close to where I was 

stationed at the time.  It turns out he was the pastor of that church.  This guy I was 

just kind of writing off, he was just this grizzled old pastor of the church there. 

  So I went to that group and I walked in, and it was like home.  It blew 
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every stereotype I thought, because I thought two things:  When I went to this 

meeting, everybody I saw, especially the guys, would look like GQ models, and 

when I came out, the press would be there saying, “Oh, my gosh, here’s a 

Catholic priest going to a gay AA meeting.” 

  Neither one happened, because I walked in and it was just — in fact, it 

took me a while to feel comfortable like I had found the right meeting, because I 

came in when they were already started, and they looked just like ordinary people 

and all that.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  A revelation.  

KERR:  Yes.  And they were; just ordinary people.   

  So that started, and then, as going to some meetings, I heard somebody 

talking about this psychologist who was really good and understanding and 

understood 12 steps and was really open or good about gay — back then, they’d 

say “gay issues.”  So I went to him, and that was exactly true, and that was 

excellent.   

  Those were the two parts of my recovery, and it was a wonderful period in 

many ways.  It was just a wonderful period.  They mentored me.  That was 

when — one of the things that I really got out of that was mentoring, because I 

was — I eventually had a sponsor who might have been 10 years older than me 

but had been out since high school, and so he and other guys, I remember they 

would talk about all those old days, and they would talk about all the different 

bars they’d go to, talk about the bars being raided.  They would talk about — you 

know, Cincinnati was — they prided themselves on being a center of morality.  

They didn’t have any porn shops anywhere in the county, and they were the ones 
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that had Robert Mapplethorpe arrested when he had a show there.  That became a 

Supreme Court case, I think, or some kind of court case. 

  Across the river, in Kentucky, in Covington and these places, that was Sin 

City, and so all the Cincinnati people just had to cross the river and go there.  

Jerry Springer was a city councilperson.  He was even mayor, who lost all of that 

when he wrote a check to a prostitute on the other side of the street.  Then he 

became The Jerry Springer Show and all that.   

  They would talk about that on Saturday nights once in a while, they would 

do these gay riverboat cruises, so when the riverboat would cruise up the river and 

down the river, and it would be all gay and everybody was dancing, well, they got 

pulled over by the river patrol, made to dock, and everybody was arrested, and 

they were on the Kentucky side, so they had to march them — I think they 

handcuffed them two by two and marched them across the bridge into Cincinnati 

to be booked.  I was hearing all of these stories.  That was my mentoring. 

  I did a lot of work early on, and still do, about internalized homophobia.  

My first experience of learning about that was with my sponsor.  I just was saying 

to him once, because I was — I went to my first political function.  I don’t know 

if it was HRC [Human Rights Campaign] or it was the precursor, but it was a 

Black Tie Dinner, so a tuxedo kind of thing.  I was at a table with all guys, and 

two or three of them were in drag, and I was kind of like, “What’s that?” 

  Well, I found out that for some older gay men of that generation, when 

you want to go out and have fun and dress up, they would dress drag, high drag.  I 

think I was making a comment about drag, and, “I don’t like drag people.”  I was 

using that old thing about, “It gives all the rest of us a bad name.”   
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  My sponsor looked at me and he said — I remember it to this day — 

“Sweep in front of your own door, Alice.” 

  I was like, “What?” 

  He said, “They’re not doing anything wrong.  They’re just being who they 

are.  They’re just being free.  The problem is you.  You are uncomfortable with 

the feminine side of you inside.” 

  I was dumbfounded.  I was angry, but he was right, and I remember that to 

this day.  I remember the, “Yes, that’s true.” 

  I use that story when I teach — would talk about healing internalized 

homophobia.  How do you recognize it?  That’s one of the classic ones for gay 

men.  It’s, “I don’t like ‘those people’ because they embarrass us.”  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  It pops out of your mouth as a prejudice.  

KERR:  Yes.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  That’s how you know it.  

KERR:  It was like taking what you were taught, like all gay men are sissies or queers, or 

like we would do in the playground, and then internalizing it, and then projecting 

it onto the community.  So I use it when I teach coming-out support groups and 

talk about that, internalized homophobia.  I said I know this is provocative, I 

know it’s not 100 percent true, but anytime you say something about “those 

people,” and so anything that’s less than, “Isn’t it wonderful that they are free to 

be themselves?” anything less than that is probably internalized homophobia, and 

you have to address that.  So I had all those kinds of growth experiences.   

  I fell in love back at that point too, and after I was in a couple of parishes, 

so about four or five years later, somewhere down the line — and I remember it, 
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when I was in treatment, they told — early on, though, when I was in there, in 

those parishes, I started an LGBT kind of support group for gay clergy.   It was all 

gay men clergy.  It was interesting because everybody was so closeted and so 

isolated.   

  I found, because that was a time in the Franciscan movement where there 

were other gay people and they were very open about it and they were very 

accepting. “That’s okay.  God loves you.  We accept you.  We were all bound by 

celibacy, so that’s within those boundaries.”  We couldn’t teach against Church 

teaching, at least publicly, but I think our theology certainly had — it’s funny.   

 When I was going through moral 

theology, the test thing that you had to learn so 

you could learn a process was, “How do you 

deal with married couples, good Catholic 

married couples, over birth control?” because 

birth control was a sin.  It’s a mortal sin.  It’s 

against Church teaching.   

 They would teach us that you need to 

understand why does the Church teach that and 

how they came to that conclusion?  They 

would also point out the flaws in how the Church came to those conclusions.  So 

you could explain that to people, but then you would explain conscience and that 

conscience is the ultimate test.  If you can stand before God and in good 

conscience say, “This was the right thing.  This is my only thing.  I was doing the 

best I could with what life gave me,” then you were with God.  
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  We could teach that.  That was a foundation of talking about with 

homosexuality too.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Did you hear confessions?  

KERR:  All the time, all the time, yes.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  If people — you gave the instance of married couples and birth 

control, how would you — did you ever have anyone come to you and say, “I 

think I’m gay?”  

KERR:  Oh, sure, yes.  Oh, yes, yes.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  And you handled that a similar way?  

KERR:  Back in, still Cincinnati, so sixth grade, I had gone to confession and confessed 

mortal sins, and I remember once a priest tried — the priest must have felt, 

“Who’s this early screwed-up kid in this confessional?” especially since I had 

been to confession earlier that day and sinned in between.  “Who’s this poor kid?” 

because they always had to say, “When was your last confession?” 

  I said, “My last confession was” —  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  “Two hours ago.”  

KERR:  He said, “What was that?” 

  “You know, it was three hours ago.” 

  “Oh, my gosh.” 

  I would preach the unconditional love of God all the time; that that’s the 

foundation.  That’s the starting point. 

  One time, one of the parishes I worked in was also the chaplaincy, 

Newman Center, for the University of Cincinnati, and so we’d get a lot of college 

students.  I had a student, and he was talking, and it was all about relationships 
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and sin or sex.  All I remember was, he was really being very careful about his 

pronouns, I mean very obviously.   

  So finally I said, “Are you gay?”  I don’t know why I said that. 

  His eyes got big, and he said, “Oh, my.  Yes.” 

  I said, “Okay.  Well, let’s start there.” 

  Unconditional love of God, unconditional. 

  I don’t know if that made a difference.  It could have been like me and that 

priest when I was a sixth-grader.  I don’t remember what he said because I was 

just so shamed and I just wanted to hear that absolution and get out. 

  I tried, and I preached those things too.  I spent a lot of time preparing my 

Sunday sermons because that was really the one time you had a connection with 

everybody and where you could actually make a difference.  I even had groupies 

that would follow me from different parishes.  They didn’t care if I was long or 

not.  

  I was in the big rectory next to the University of Cincinnati.  The gay 

Saturday-night meeting was in the basement of our rectory, the basement of this 

church hall rectory.  What I had said at that point, I’m not going to stand at the 

pulpit of places and broadcast I’m gay, but I’m not going to lie about it.  I kind of 

said, “Chris, this is the case like that,” so on Saturday nights, I would just go 

down the backstairs, down the stairs everybody went to.  They’d come in the front 

door of the office and go down these basement stairs to this meeting room.  I went 

down to the basement.  Among the staff, the other priests and Franciscans and 

others and among the parish staff, they all knew that, and nobody had a big deal 

about that.   
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  When I was in treatment, they said one of the problems with priests in 

treatment, they’re one of the hardest groups to get sober, and one of the reasons is 

because as soon as they get an inch of sobriety, they start wanting to help 

everyone else and stop working their own program.  “So you need to work on 

yourself.” 

  I said, “Okay.  I’ll do that.  I’m going to do that, just whatever they tell me 

to do,” which is good.  Whatever gets you into the program, the differences will 

happen there, but you’ve got to get into it. 

  So they said, “You shouldn’t be trying to do any work in recovery unless 

you’ve been sober for at least two years.” 

  I worked for a while.  I did all these other things because I really wanted 

to do recovery work.  So I got permission, and I got a job for four years in an 

inpatient alcohol and drug unit at the Christ Hospital Alcohol & Drug unit in 

Cincinnati and got my — back then, it was a CADAC [Certified Alcoholism and 

Drug Abuse Counselor], which would be now an LCDC [Licensed Chemical 

Dependency Counselor], through that.  I loved the work, and it was a job, and I 

was getting paid.   

  The problem at that point was, I was starting to have doubts about my 

vocation.  I was, “Am I meant to be religious and a priest?”  There was so much I 

loved about that work, but the idea of celibacy and being bound by that was 

becoming kind of intolerable, or was very tough, and I was having all of these 

doubts, and I was talking to my counselor and doing all that.   

  I was living in what they call an intentional community, so instead of 

you’re all working at this parish and live together, these were other Franciscans 
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who had many different jobs.  Some of them were working for the Franciscan 

publications or doing this other work, and we all lived in a house together just to 

form community.   

  In the inner city of Cincinnati, it was a wonderful place for those four 

years, but I realized — and I’m getting a salary — that it would just be too easy 

just to change my address and nothing else would change, except I wouldn't be a 

Franciscan priest anymore.  That felt like too easy, and I was always the do-

gooder and trying to — like my brain is saying, “No, you’ve got to do this right.  

You just can’t act impulsively.”  So I decided I’m going to go back into ministry, 

traditional ministry full-time, and so I took an assignment.   

  Now, when I was doing this inpatient counseling, I was very comfortable.  

I wasn’t out much.  I mean, I wasn’t telling them all.  I mean, I’m currently a 

priest, but I would work — in fact, I started their cocaine track, and that was in 

the middle of the two years, powder cocaine, you know, they had this track, and 

then two years was crack.   

  The population immediately changed from not these rich, arrogant white 

guys to this very multicultural group that maybe didn’t have a college education 

at all and were broke, completely broke.  I mean, stories of one guy sold his car 

battery to get high and then walked to the treatment program.  Someone else took 

the TV in front of their kids on a Saturday morning while they were watching 

cartoons and sold it to get high and said, “I can’t do that.”  

  But helping people, because part of — then the programs were all about 

12 steps.  You’ve got to get in these 12-step programs.  One of the resistances 

would be around the religious aspect, what they would call religion.  Now, the 
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program says no, it’s just spirituality.  You choose whatever your higher power.  

Well, I was not afraid to get into that and explore that with people and explain 

that with people and all that and was very comfortable with that.   

  Then I kind of learned also that some people came in very religious and 

instead of having a problem, they would be using religion as denial.  “Well, God 

is going to keep me sober.” 

  “Okay.  That’s great, but what are you going to do to stay sober?  That’s 

using God as your chief enabler.”  I wasn’t afraid to do that with people.   

  So I had gotten an invitation from two Franciscans that were here in 

Cincinnati that for a couple of years had been working in the Montrose gay 

community — back then, we were using that term “gay” — to do Catholic 

ministry to them.  It was Father Dennis Borka and Brother Bob Hozie, and those 

were the two founders of the [Kolbe Project].  Later Brother David came on board 

too, after I was there for a bit, but Dennis and Bob were the founders of that.   

  It started out with Dennis living in — because the Franciscans didn’t have 

any parish here in Cincinnati, but they had in Galveston, so he would drive up in 

Galveston, and usually that would be the bar nights, Friday and Saturday night, 

and then be driving home at 4:00 in the morning to Galveston.  He would go in 

the bars, and what they called that was a ministry of presence, which is you’re just 

around people and you’re among people.  We call that an indigenous leader model 

in our outreach programs here.  People of the community that are going back into 

the community, and you’re there to establish trust, and then you can start talking 

and engaging in your work in that trusting kind of way. 

  They invited me down.  One of the things was that they said that they 
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needed people who can do counseling and lead 

groups because those were growing.  They were 

very, very much talking about AIDS back then, 

or they were starting, because that was big.   

 Cincinnati was way behind in all of that, 

and I think probably the last year maybe I was 

there — so this was 1987 to 1991 — somewhere 

1990, probably, was when HIV started to become a big deal in Cincinnati.  Now, 

there was all this going on in the background, and I remember reading in Time 

Magazine and doing all those things.  I even went and got tested, I think, at that 

point, somewhere, anonymous tested.  There were a couple of people in the 12-

step programs that were sick, but it was still very secret too.  I remember the first 

time the alcohol and drug unit had a patient come who was HIV positive, that the 

entire staff — I mean, this is the medical staff — panicked; that they just 

panicked.   

  So I agreed to go, and I moved down here in 1991, and it was to join the 

Kolbe Project.  They named it after Maximilian Kolbe.  Maximilian Kolbe was a 

Polish priest, a Polish Catholic priest.  He was arrested.  I think he was resisting.  

He was kind of underground, resisting the Nazis, and so he was put in a 

concentration camp.  The story was that priests were made to wear the pink 

triangles to humiliate them because that was what homosexuals had to wear.  So 

the pink triangle, that somehow tied it to the LGBT community for them.   

  Also, he was a martyr because the Nazis were doing some kind of a group 

punishment for something, and so they were choosing every tenth person and 
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executing them, and they chose this man, and Maximilian Kolbe said, “Well, take 

me instead,” and they did, and so he was killed that way, so he became a martyr, 

and he, I think, right at that time or somewhere very recently, had been canonized 

as part of that.   

  There is a Maximilian Kolbe Parish here in Houston too.  In fact, their bell 

tower looks like a concentration camp tower, guard tower. 

  They were doing this ministry of presence, and so when I moved here in 

1991 — I think I came down to visit them, and then I came down, and I drove this 

big van down to move my stuff, and it was at July 4th holiday time.  I remember, 

I pulled up, and it was evening when I pulled up to the Kolbe Project.   

  Now, the Kolbe Project was just so — the street on the south side of here 

is West Main.  If you come from Montrose, from the Black Lab, at the end of that 

first block, on the right, was a house, and that was the Kolbe Project.  It’s now 

townhomes, but that was it, just a house. 

  So I walked in, and in the living room right there, they were having an 

AIDS support group.  I walked in, and I was just dumbfounded because 

everybody in that group looked, I learned later, wasting.  They looked like the 

pictures you would see of concentration camp survivors.  Some of them had KS 

lesions.  It was like a hospital ward in some ways, and I was just — back then, the 

image, and the image became kind of intolerable after a while.  But one of the 

stories for St. Francis, the Franciscan, was part of his conversion was embracing 

the leper; that he was scared to death because he was such a rich, pretty boy, and 

lepers were just — well, he met a leper on the road, and somehow in that moment 

he saw Christ within the leper and he embraced him, and then the leper became 
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Christ, and it was a conversion story too.  

  So that was kind of love everybody, accept, but it felt like — I used that 

image:  It felt like I had parachuted into a war zone, moving from Cincinnati to 

the Montrose, one of the hot spots.   

  I went on about working there for a couple of years.  I remember doing 

support groups.  I started doing a coming-out support group.  I was doing — one 

of the groups I led early on was Partners of People with HIV.  I learned so much 

there.  One of the things I learned, and it just broke my heart, that — because back 

then too, because there was just no hope.  I think it was like when people were 

diagnosed, it was usually with AIDS, because there was a while before they had 

tests, and then there was a debate when they had tests whether you should take the 

test or not because it didn’t help anything, but if that became public, you would 

lose everything.  That was back when there was all of that discrimination and the 

stigma.  It was legal to discriminate.  If you were wasting, people could tell, or 

think they could tell by looking at you, or they would assume if you were gay that 

you were HIV positive; that you could be fired, you could be evicted, you could 

lose everything:  lose your income, lose your health insurance, lose your housing, 

and you’re on the streets.  The community was what was stepping forward trying 

to help that, because society, government, those people weren’t.  They were very 

slow.  Maybe, and part of being Texas, they were double slow or something.  

There was just so much prejudice and discrimination. 

  One of the things that was big right then in 1991 was, there was a book, 

and I don’t remember what the book was, but it was about suicide and assisted 

suicide.  That always seemed to be an option that people were talking about.  I 



OH037     |     The oH Project     |     page 43 

remember these partners would say when they would come home after being gone 

for the day working or doing, they would go and they would open the door into 

the bedroom, and they wanted to see if their partner was breathing, and they 

couldn’t rest until they — because always — the fear was that they would commit 

suicide while they were gone.   

  And I remember, it was one person shared that, and then there were three, 

four, or five people in the group shared that same thing.  “Yeah, I always go in 

and check and make sure he’s still alive.”  That was even more than thinking they 

might be dead from AIDS.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  You are talking about dying from suicide.  

KERR:  Yes.  So we were doing all of this LGBT [lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 

transgender] work, and we were doing traditional Catholic ministry.  We would 

have masses.  We would have retreats.  We had gay retreats.  I did a couple of gay 

retreats for the gay AA groups here in Houston, all unconditional love, 

acceptance, and trying to translate the 12 steps into their spirituality in that, and 

we did HIV retreats, and those were amazing, and we were partnering with the 

diocesan AIDS ministry.  I’m going to forget her name, but she died a while back.  

Francis Bueno’s partner, wife, [Sister Linda Stevenson] whatever, she was fun, 

and she was doing that, so we would partner with them on retreats.   

  But to do these AIDS retreats, you had to have a nurse.  I can remember, 

you would be doing talks in these groups, and four or five of them would be 

getting IV infusions because they had medicine.  The only thing that was effective 

at that point were things that might address the opportunistic infections.  If you 

could stop KS from spreading or killing someone or stop the PCP [pneumocystis 
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pneumonia], but you couldn’t stop AIDS or HIV or bring the T cells back up at 

that point.  Even though there were the four drugs that were all there, they were 

all the same, and that’s AZT [azidothymidine], d4T [stavudine], 3TC 

[lamivudine], and those kind of things.  

  Besides that, early on, we started doing AIDS funerals.  We would get 

calls all over the place all the time, and a lot of this was referrals through the bars.  

These guys had done a great job spreading the word.  I told them I wasn’t going to 

be very good on the bar ministry since I was a recovering alcoholic, but I would 

be out, like I’m out in the 12-step, and they were happy when I was doing the 12-

step retreats.   

  Also what we were doing, we weren’t charging anything for our ministry, 

so we weren’t charging people, like if you want me to do your funeral, you’re 

going to have to pay me 100 bucks, or charging for these retreats we were going 

on.  I think the diocesan AIDS retreats, they probably had scholarships that paid 

for a lot of the rooms.  I think with the AA ones, we were charging just whatever 

it cost.  It wasn’t like it was a moneymaking effort.   

  We also did other jobs.  On weekends, we usually helped out in parishes 

and would get a stipend from those parishes.  We could do other retreats for other 

groups outside the ministry, and they would give us stipends for that.  The 

missions of the province took us on as a mission and were supporting us too.  

  Marion Coleman was one of the early board members of the Kolbe 

Project, and there was Scott Harpers, who was a Democratic person into politics 

and all that, was one of the early board members.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Was the Kolbe Project a nonprofit, or was it religiously 
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affiliated? 

KERR:  Since we were a religious organization, it was like a church, so it was a mission, 

and so we were nonprofit.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Under the umbrella of the Catholic Church?  

KERR:  Yes, and of this Cincinnati Franciscan organization.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  The Galveston-Houston Diocese really didn’t have any say-so 

in it?  

KERR:  No, the structure of the Church is as a religious, if you’re going to be assigned to 

someone’s diocese or you’re getting moved from the Cincinnati Archdiocese to 

the Archdiocese of Houston, you had to be approved by the bishop.  In fact, when 

I was in Arizona in the missions, I had the bishop write a letter to our provincial 

head because he thought, “I thought you were going to do something about him,” 

because he had received numerous complaints about my liberal, radical liturgies, 

and I had signed a petition to support Hans Küng, who was a theologian that was 

going to be excommunicated.  I didn’t realize it when they put that ad in the paper 

of the National Catholic Reporter, they put it by state, and there was just me or 

maybe one or two people in Arizona, so I stood out like a sore thumb.   

  I remember the provincial came and said, “Well, let me just give you a 

copy of the letter and just tell you I trust you, you’re on your own, but if you want 

to stay here working, you’re going to have to at least deal with this,” because I 

was working hard to learn Navajo and integrate Navajo into the mass and try to 

integrate some of the customs.   

  I got a graduate degree — you get a master’s of divinity, which is your 

professional degree as a minister, and also at the same time got a theology degree 
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also, arts degree in theology.  The theology one, I had to write kind of a research 

paper, kind of a mini thesis, and I wrote mine on the funeral practices of Navajos 

because I was doing Navajo funerals and not having a clue as to what’s going on 

inside these people?  What’s this all about?  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Right.  “How do I make this meaningful to them?”  

KERR:  And what I found out was that for Navajos, they believe that when a person dies, 

they release a malevolent spirit.  It’s not the spirit of that person; it’s the evil that 

you encounter in your life that comes out.  All their funeral practices were geared 

to protecting you from that malevolent spirit.  They had all these taboos about you 

don’t touch dead bodies, you don’t walk across graves.  If someone dies in a 

hogan, you can’t use that hogan.  Two people can undertake the washing and 

preparation of the body, then you knock a hole in the north side of the hogan, and 

there’s something with the significance of that north, and you take them off into 

the mountains or some place to bury them, and when you come back, you have to 

come back in a different path, right to the same spot, so when that spirit came, it 

would just follow that circular footprint path.  Then they would go through special 

rituals with that.  The only people who really did release that malevolent spirit 

were people who just lived to an old, old, old age and died of natural causes, and 

that was different. 

  I tried to incorporate it and figure out how to incorporate that into 

Christian theology.  And when you’re doing funerals, they would also bury people 

with all of this jewelry and all of that, and I was trying to understand that, and that 

was more to honor.  That wasn’t kind of like a Viking or other things, or like the 

Egyptian thing, you need this in the afterlife.  It was just more honoring.   
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  You’d go to the cemetery, and Navajos only had cemeteries after World 

War II, when they started having veterans’ funerals.  A veteran’s funeral, you had 

to have a place to bury them, so they would have cemeteries, but way outside the 

city.  You would bury the person, and then everybody — the pallbearers, part of 

your job was to bury, and that was great theology, but just hands-on involved and 

not afraid of death.  But when it was all over, then everybody would leave, and 

then the last people would sweep the ground and sweep all the footprints and tire 

tracks away so the spirit couldn’t follow people home. 

  I was learning all of those things.  How did I get into that one? 

SCHWARTZENBURG:  I was asking about being under the diocese.  

KERR:  All right.  That was that cross-cultural thing.  This bishop was very conservative 

in those kind of things.  The bishop approved, but we were very careful not to get 

in the press or make public statements about — and also, that was the time, I 

remember, when I was at that Cincinnati, that last place that was the Newman 

Center for the university also, where the bishop was going to — and Dignity was 

meeting in our church, and the bishop said they can’t meet anymore because they 

had come out publicly that homosexuality was not a sin.  I don’t know if it was 

about gay marriage back then, but it was about — and he said, “Okay.  Now 

you’ve taken a public stance.” 

  We went down, the parish staff, trying to intervene with the bishop, and I 

remember talking to him, and I said, “Bishop, nobody in the Catholic Church 

thinks the Catholic Church approves of homosexuality.  I mean, that’s just it.  So 

if you let them meet there, they’re not going to say, ‘Oh, the Church has changed 

its position.’  If you do this and kick them out, what they’re going to think is that 
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God hates homosexuals; that homosexuality is a sin.”   

  Back then, the homosexuality was not a sin.  It was not the way God 

intended the world, but God didn’t intend a whole lot of things in the world, but 

it’s not the same as a sin, and he just said, “No, no.” 

  So we couldn’t do public things like that, but funerals, I mean, we’d — 

and back then, it was just really hard to get clergy to do funerals.  It was the HIV 

part.  They don’t want to get anywhere near that.  And it was also if they were 

gay, we’re not going to do that. 

  I remember one time we called home for a guy.  A guy was dying, and he 

wanted to go home because he didn’t have anything.  He said, “Can you see if my 

parents will let me come home,” I don’t know, to Kansas somewhere, “and let me 

die there?” 

  They said, “No.  We’re in a very small town.  Everybody knows 

everybody.  We have a reputation in the place, and if we let a gay son come home, 

then that would destroy our church reputation,” and all this stuff. 

  Funeral homes didn’t want to prepare or touch the bodies.  That was the 

struggle.  We would get calls, and we would do funerals anytime, anyplace, 

anywhere.  We would do home visiting.  People would call and they would want 

you to come, like last rites. 

  Now, traditionally the Church doesn’t — back then, there was a thing, 

“We don’t do last rites.  We do anointing of the sick for healing.”  If someone is 

dying, you do a different ceremony, which was called kind of viaticum.  It was 

kind of like food for the journey, prayer for the journey.  But when someone is in 

that moment, you don’t say, “Oh, no, sorry.  Let me explain the theology.”  We 
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just go and do.  

  Part of the wonderful teaching I had in ministry was how to be a chaplain, 

pastoral care, and we had to do those kind of experiences, and there was a clinical 

pastoral education which was brutal education, but it was all about what inside 

you got in the way of ministering to this person at this time in their need?  You 

had to do these verbatims, and then they would, “Why did you say that?  Where 

was that coming from?” 

  I remember at one time, I went in, because one of the things you had to do, 

you had to be on call, the emergency on-call chaplain and sleep for a week there, 

and I got called in.  You would visit everybody going into surgery the next day, 

and I was visiting, and I walked into this lady’s room, and somehow the 

conversation was, “Yeah, I’m the chaplain, and I’m here.  What was your surgery 

going to be like?” 

  She said, “Well, I’m here for a nose job.” 

  My immediate reaction was, “Well, then, you don’t need me, do you?” 

  I thought I need to write that one.  So I wrote that one up, and they said, 

“What the hell?  What were you thinking?” 

  I said, “I was thinking yeah, that’s elective surgery, and it’s vain.” 

  “Well, that’s a lot of prejudice.  Maybe she has self-esteem issues, or 

maybe she’s really struggling and really embarrassed about this, and you just 

added to that.  You didn’t help at all.” 

  I was like, “Oh, my God, you’re so right.  I wonder if I could find her to 

apologize.  You’re so right.” 

  In doing chaplaincy work, it was never about making people Catholic.  I 
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was never of that belief that this is the only way.  If you’re a Baptist, then I have 

to make you Catholic, or if you’re whatever.  It was, what do you need in your 

spiritual life or just your life?  It didn’t have to be spiritual.  If someone with HIV 

couldn’t find a place to live or something, we would be right there with them.  If 

they wanted a ceremony, it was kind of like, “Well, tell me what ceremony you 

want, and I’ll do it for you, or I’ll find somebody from that faith who’s LGBT 

friendly and let them come.”  So we were trying to find all these secret clergy in 

all these other places. 

  I can remember getting called in all these situations where it’s sort of the 

last rites; that someone was dying.  It 

became kind of a pattern because we 

would go — these weren’t people we 

knew.  We might know somebody who 

knew somebody that told us, or we might 

know the partner somehow, but we’d go 

into these houses and apartments and 

places and visit people, and of course they’re dying, and so they look, again, 

emaciated, wasted.  They might be covered in KS.  It got to be normal after a 

while.  I guess I was just sort of, “Yeah, okay.  That’s normal now.”   

  But I remember people would kind of — it probably started with 

somebody saying, “Before you leave, let me show you,” and they would pull out a 

scrapbook or something, and it would be, “Let me show you who he was,” and 

they would show me these — and then you would see this vibrant person and all 

that.   



OH037     |     The oH Project     |     page 51 

  I was kind of like, “Well, gee, thank you for that.” 

  I remember once I went and I was doing this visit to a man, and they said, 

“Well, come and look,” or sometimes they’d have almost like altars.  They would 

have those pictures and all these things on a table, and they took me over and 

showed me, and this man had been a professional figure skater.  I don’t know if 

he had gone to the Olympics or maybe been on the Olympic team or the trials or 

somewhere along the way, and then was big in figure skating still as a judge, 

coach, and all that.   

  Well, we saw him in bed.  So to see this guy, the pictures of him doing a 

pirouette or doing the Salchow or those kind of things, and all that vibrancy, it 

was like, you know, and I’d say, “Well, I really appreciate that.  Thank you for 

that.” 

  Oftentimes, we would get called back to do the funeral, or we would get 

these calls by parents sometimes.  “We want to have a Christian burial for our 

son, but nobody will do it.” 

  Even in the church ministry, sometimes you’d get calls to do funerals of 

parishioners that you had never met, maybe because they had been ill or 

homebound, or maybe they weren’t even really active, so I always tried to meet 

with the family, because I didn’t want to just do some canned sermon.  I hated 

that.  It was a whole lot more work, but I’d say, “Well, tell me about him.  It 

doesn’t have to be all the good stuff.  How do you want me to represent him to 

say that?”  And I would do my best with that. 

  I would do the same thing.  “Tell me what you can,” or try to meet with 

some friends.  Sometimes the parents might be really different than what you got 
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from their friends.  

  We would have funerals in the chapels of the cemeteries.  It seems like I 

had a lot of funerals in the Rothko Chapel.  I can’t walk into the Rothko Chapel 

without thinking and re-envisioning that and feeling some of that.   

  Sometimes home funerals.  I had a funeral in the back backyard of Mary’s.  

That’s was the weirdest one.  That was tough.  It was on a Saturday morning, the 

back backyard.  It was a memorial service, and they were releasing balloons and 

doing these things.  Well, the odd thing was, I think this person died — this was 

not meant viciously, but I had the impression when this person died, they just sort 

of were on their barstool and just fell off one time, because Mary’s was his home.   

  So a lot of the group there on Saturday morning, they all had drinks, and 

so they were toasting.  I remember one person, his toast was kind of, “Here’s to 

you, John,” whatever it was.  “You were a son of a bitch when you were alive, 

and you’re probably a son of a bitch in heaven, but here’s to you.” 

  I’m kind of like, “Okay.  There’s no judgment here.”  That was part of 

peace for the families and for the partners. 

  I remember I did one funeral, and it was in a Catholic church, and we had 

been visiting this person.  His mother had asked us, and he must have been a 

devout, closeted Catholic for many years, struggled with it.  There was a family 

friend who was a Catholic priest who they also asked to co-lead, concelebrate, 

what they call concelebrate the funeral service and co-lead, and each of us were 

going to give a mini sermon.  This priest was archconservative.  I just joked it was 

like point-counterpoint.  He got up, and his thing was that this guy, say Ted, 

found peace with God, and his whole implication implied — I think it was all 
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indirect, but implied that he found his peace with God kind of by confessing and 

accepting and renouncing in his homosexuality or something like that. 

  So I said, “Okay.”  So I went up and did the exact opposite; that he found 

his peace and knew that God accepted him exactly as he was and that he was 

exactly as God intended him to be.  I kept envisioning in my head it was like a 

tennis match where they were kind of like point-counterpoint.  But that was just 

the state of the world, and his mother really wanted this traditional one, but she 

also embraced him completely, so they kind of expressed what was going on in 

her heart too and probably the person’s heart.  

[END OF AUDIO PART 2] 

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Usually the listener hears what they want to hear anyway.  That 

you were presenting point and counterpoint, there’s really something in there for 

everyone, no matter.  

  I understand that part of the Kolbe Project also went to Park Plaza for 

some of that same ministry?  

KERR:  Yes.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  What was that work?  

KERR:  We would go kind of anyplace, and so we went to a lot of the hospitals.  There 

was a funny story because Franciscans wear brown robes, and even to today they 

wear brown robes.  Oftentimes that’s more in liturgical settings, and then we 

could wear the black dress with the collar.  I got called down to Ben Taub 

emergency room for one of the people of the Kolbe Project, one of our 

congregation, in a sense.  It was in the emergency room, and they weren’t 

expecting him to live, I think, and wherever I was, I think I had the brown robe, 
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and I said, “The hell with it.  I’m going to go.”   

  I remember driving, parked, walked up, and went into the — finally they 

let me into this ICU emergency room, and I was there.  Finally this person came 

over and said, “Can I ask you some questions?” 

  I said, “Yes.” 

  He says, “I’m Filipino, and I’m from the Philippines, so I understand the 

Franciscans.  You’re a Franciscan?  You’re a Catholic?  Who are you?” 

  I said, “A Catholic priest,” and all that. 

  “What’s this?” 

  “Well, I’m a Franciscan.  Remember, we’re a Catholic religious order.” 

  He said, “Oh, the staff here thought you were with the Ku Klux Klan.” 

  I thought, "Well, thank you for asking so you can tell them no, I’m not.”  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  It’s a brown robe.  

KERR:  It’s a brown robe, yes.  I wonder if there’s a color code in the Ku Klux Klan like 

there used to be with the handkerchiefs for gay people. 

  We could be going to Twelve Oaks, the one down on 59, all those places, 

and so it was going to visit individual people.  Then we started, like when we 

were going to Park Plaza, we talked to people.  “When we’re here, is it okay?” so 

we would visit anybody there and do that, and take them on as our ministry.   

  One time they came because the issue that they were having, the problem 

why that was wanting it and other people wanted it was, if their normal clergy 

person came often, they were being told that, “If you’re doing to die, you better 

renounce your homosexuality and accept Jesus as your savior,” or, “You need to 

renounce your partner, to get the last rites,” and those kind of things.  So we were 
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there to be the counterpart to that.   

  One time the head nurse of that whole area asked us that they were finally 

going to ban this — because the way it worked in the Catholic — the Catholic 

have chaplains down in the Medical Center for the huge places, but in general, if 

there’s a hospital in your parish, then you’re the chaplain for that hospital, so all 

these little places out in the west, West Houston Medical Center or something, 

and that was the case with Park Plaza.  Well, it just happened that the parish over 

in the midtown was ultraconservative, so they were doing that, and they finally 

said, “You can’t come back,” and they asked if we would be the actual chaplains 

and if we would be on call for their emergencies and they would pay us a stipend.   

  We said, well, great, because we need income.  We’re going broke.   

  So we did that.  So we got called for the crisis, the dying, the emergencies, 

and then we would go on a regular basis and just visit the entire unit.  That was 

back when they had pods.  Park Plaza has these circular pods.  The floor plan is 

like a three-leaf clover.  I can remember, I think there were just two pods, and 

you’d start.  I think there were 20 rooms to a pod, and we would start at one and 

just work your way around and visit.   

  I can remember, again, it was like one horrible disease after another, and it 

was amazing, all of the different diseases you never heard of.  I’d go visit 

somebody who was dying of TB, and it wasn’t like TB in their lungs, even.  It 

would be TB of the brain, or TB in their liver.  Or people going blind, or people 

with dementia, or KS that wasn’t treated.  To see someone die of skin lesions, KS 

was just horrible.  People with PCP pneumonia.  It could still, even with all the 

treatments, could still kill somebody.   
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  Also you’d just see people who were absolutely alone.  You’d see people 

there with a whole group of friends and the room is all decorated.  Walked into 

one room and there probably was a family there, and then they had like eight or 

10 kids all there, and this was their father that was there.   

  I walked into one room, and it was a Filipino person, and his parents were 

there from the Philippines, and they just looked completely lost.  They loved their 

son so much, but they didn’t — I mean, AIDS would have been completely new, 

and I don’t think they realized he was gay until that.  There was all of that too, 

parents not realizing their — and it was all men too, almost entirely.  They 

wouldn’t realize they were gay until they had HIV.  So it was ministering to the 

families too.  Oftentimes, doing that, then you’d get called if we can do the 

funeral too.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Because you had that relationship.  

KERR:  Yes.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Were people staying inpatient for long periods of time?  

KERR:  It seemed like, yes.  It seemed like, yes.  I mean, now it seems almost unheard 

of, so many that were dying, but they would get kind of back to stability, but then 

you’d just kind of wait for the next crisis.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  They’d take a turn.   

KERR:  They’d take a turn, yes.   

SCHWARTZENBURG:  How many people?   

KERR:  I can’t remember.  How many people?  Back then, it’s hard to explain, but you’d 

meet people who said, “I don’t have any T cells.” 

  I remember one friend who said, “I’ve got two T cells.”  That meant like 
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two copies in a deciliter of blood or something, but that was just kind of the 

image:  “Two T cells, and I’ve got then named.  I’m trying to make friends with 

them so they don’t go away.”  There was no way to raise that or do anything 

different with that.   

SCHWARTZENBURG:  I’m just trying to understand how you deal with that.  How do 

you clear your mind, release the burden of your heart, move to the next room, take 

that all in?  How do you do that?  

KERR:  There are some healthy ways and not healthy ways.  I couldn’t go drink, and 

sometimes you just — it’s almost like if I would be watching reruns of 

M*A*S*H*, and they just kind of — you just tough it out.  You just go and do it, 

and sometimes you get a little bit numb to it, but you would just see so many.  It 

would just be something different each time, enough.   

  We would kind of minister to each other.  We would do ministry.  We’d 

kind of do support groups and other things for some of the caregivers and families 

and be sure that we took care of ourselves like that.  I found a lot of solace in 12-

step meetings.  That was a place to go.   

  When I was doing that coming-out support group with clergy in Cincinnati 

in 1985, maybe, one of the guys said, “You’re really lucky to be an alcoholic.” 

  I said, “What do you mean?” 

  He said, “Well, you tell all these stories and these things about all these 

people you meet at the meetings, and so you go to these places where you can 

meet gay people, and you’re talking about your life and issues and problems and 

all that.  I don’t have that.  If I want to meet other gay people, I have to go to the 

bars, and that’s not a great place to do any of that.” 



OH037     |     The oH Project     |     page 58 

  I said, "Well, no, I never thought of that.”  So that was a help and a 

support.   

  And spirituality was a help and support at that point, and the Franciscan 

image, because we’ve been raised about self-care and luckily — but also just 

about that this is — there’s meaning in this, in seeing the Christ in all people or 

seeing the higher power of God in all people.  I guess, that.   

  I think I still have — I don’t know if it’s quite PTSD [posttraumatic stress 

disorder], but it’s symptoms like that.  That’s why I put off doing this interview 

for a while, because I knew it was going to open all that up.  I have to deal with it 

sometimes, because there was a time later when I would hear about young people 

being unsafe in sex or getting HIV or even people kind of justifying their right to 

have unprotected sex, barebacking and that, that I wanted to yell and say, “Well, 

then, you take care of it too.  I did my time in the trenches, and if you want to go 

back to that, then fine.”   

  That’s a reaction.  It’s not who I am or what I would do, and it’s certainly 

not what I have done, but that was the feeling, and that was coming out of some 

of that trauma of that.  I don’t think I realized the toll it took until later in looking 

back, and sometimes I’ll see movies about that time, and it will be like, “Oh, my 

gosh, yes, there it is again.”  

  Whatever the latest one a couple of months ago? 

SCHWARTZENBURG:  When We Rise?  

KERR:  Yes, that one.  Again, the HIV part brought all that back to — I used to joke I did 

hundreds of funerals.  I don’t know.  It might be 50 or under.  But a lot of times in 

Catholic masses or funerals, they have these funeral cards.  Oftentimes, it’s a holy 
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card, but a funeral card.  I used to keep that in my funeral book and keep those, 

just to keep reminding me or try to keep track of or remember those, but they sort 

of blurred after a while.   

  Also at that point, I met Claire Koepsel.  She was a supporter of the Kolbe 

Project, and she got me involved early on with The AIDS Equity League.  The 

AIDS Equity League was working to protect the rights of people with HIV, 

activists.  That was the age of, like, ACT UP was starting at that point.  We were 

not radical like that, but these were people who were trying to really — they were 

working in the systems, a lot of them.   

  Rob Falletti, who — that’s where I met Bob Hergenroeder, who is still 

here.  His partner, Rob Falletti, who was working for the County, I think.  Gene 

Harrington, all these people.  Honestly, I’d have to say, because our focus at the 

Kolbe Project wasn’t really political; it wasn’t the macro.  It was more the micro 

dealing with people, but that was a chance, because I always wanted to be a part.  

We were always raised in our training to be part of social justice.  Social justice 

was really big.   

  There’s still a strong element of that in the Catholic Church, very strong.  

The new pope is kind of raised in liberation theology.  Social justice is coming 

back to that.  I always felt like I was on the outskirts, kind of a witness and trying 

to be supportive, but not a mover and shaker, because they were involved and 

knew it and I was the newcomer, and also my work wasn’t with trying to get the 

County to not do this or not do this.  It was trying to get this person help, but I 

was involved in all of that.   

  That was a time when the stigma was so strong and the discrimination that 
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people didn’t want their records in the County.  They wanted those kept — and 

the history of HIV in Houston was very much a decentralized system because 

there was no one system that said we will do this; we will help.  It was very 

decentralized.   

  There was also then a lot of infighting and competition and all that too.  

Among all of those decentralized groups, and it was very much grassroots; that 

volunteers were the first doing all of that, the care teams, all of those things.  We 

were also involved with — there was a ministry group that was doing care teams 

at the time, that we would be working with them.  But with the AIDS Equity 

League, I started learning that side and I started meeting those people.   

  I can remember the summer, and I understood why there was —I think it 

eventually became the Resource Group, but whatever it was called back then, they 

were kind of the State to the County, and the County would give them money, and 

they would pay for services.  Well, the County wanted those [records] back, and 

everybody was saying we don’t want the County to have these records. 

  Well, one summer, all the activists were in either Berlin or Amsterdam for 

the International AIDS Conference, and that’s when the County showed up with 

the sheriffs and a warrant or whatever and raided the office and took all the files.  

I can remember the meetings, The AIDS Equity League in all those meetings 

trying to get a response going and trying to figure out — and then trying to work 

within the system to make sure that anonymity and the protection of records and 

rights and all that were there. 

  In all of that too, my personal life proceeded, and my experiment or to say 

my need to figure out was working because I was discerning that I think I need to 



OH037     |     The oH Project     |     page 61 

move on.  I think I need to leave the priesthood.  There was even a time when —

the Franciscans had poverty, and they were trying to interpret poverty in the 

modern world.  Franciscans early on, they weren’t allowed to ride horses because 

only rich people rode horses, so they walked or rode donkeys, so we weren’t 

supposed to fly, airplanes.  We were supposed to take the bus.  I traveled from 

Cincinnati to Albuquerque on a bus to start ministry down there.  A horrendous 

three-day trip.  Three nights in a bus because of flying.   

  Well, that changed.  Within 10 years, that was changing.  We weren’t 

allowed to do international travel, even if my family said well, come [with us].  

So to go to Rome to see the pope and to learn all the Catholic history and to go to 

the Franciscan sites, Assisi, all these places, you could do that for your jubilee.  

So after 25 years, people could give you money, and then you could go.   

  I always thought, I can use this in my ministry.  Why don’t we do it now?  

So I was part of the group that finally got them to say yes, we will approve this 

for other people rather than wait until you’re ready to retire to do that.   

  I had signed up, and I finally was approved, and I remember speaking to 

the provincial, and said, “Well, let me be honest with you.  I’m really seriously 

thinking that I’m going to take a leave of absence.  I’m doing my best to discern 

it, but I can see it’s heading that way, so I don’t want to look like I’m taking this 

trip just to rip you off before I leave, if that happened.” 

  He said, “That trip will help you in your discernment.  What’s important is 

that you’re comfortable in your discernment, you’re going to make the correct 

discernment.  If that helps you, it’s worth it, so go.” 

  I still had people accuse me of that at times, because that wasn’t a public 
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thing, but I said, “Okay.”  I went, and the things — Francis also, besides — he did 

the order for men.  He also did an order for women.  Now unfortunately, the 

women’s, he wasn’t very radical with that.  They were cloistered.  The men were 

supposed to not live in monasteries.  They were supposed to live in the world and 

be out in the world. 

  Then he started an order for lay people that could join.  Well, it’s 

interesting that all the things that we were doing and all the discernments, the 

parts about the lay ministries and seeing some of the Italian lay communities and 

more about God’s — it’s conscience and following what God wanted and all that, 

then that was the final thing of yes, I need to move on. 

  At that point too, I think what I was realizing was — there’s a story for 

St. Francis where he was having this hard time.  He was a rich, young, spoiled kid 

of the new merchant class, and then he had — his town went to war to the 

neighboring town, and he was captured and got sick and came home, and 

somehow that changed him, and he just wasn’t happy with all of those things.  

This is the story of Francis.  So he was wandering around trying to figure out 

what he was supposed to do, what’s the meaning of life, and he was walking by a 

broken-down chapel, but there was still a painted crucifix there, and he knelt 

down to pray, and the crucifix spoke to him and said, “Francis, rebuild my 

church.” 

  So Francis took that completely literally, and he went out and begged for 

bricks and started rebuilding the chapel and living this very simple life but very 

religious life.  These people would come to say, “Well, can I do that with you?” 

all these other guys.  At one point, I think the first one or someone did that, so he 
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went and opened the Bible, and it said, “Sell all you have and give it to the poor, 

and then follow me,” or, “Sell all you have and give it to the poor, and then go out 

two by two and preach the gospel,” so that became his rule.   

  As he grew with that and had all these experiences and all that, the Church 

had forbidden new orders because there were so many orders that were becoming 

heretics and they were saying, “Yeah, poverty, and let’s burn down the Church, 

because you’ve got all the wealth.”  So he got permission to go to Rome and 

make an appeal to the pope to start a religious order.   

  He went and had audience with the pope and left, and it was not very 

positive, it was kind of negative, and so he was in despair.   

  Well, that night, the pope had a dream.  The Church — this was before the 

Vatican; it was St. John Lateran — in a dream, was crumbling, and this poor man 

in a brown robe, which is what Francis had been wearing, came and held up the 

church.  So the next day, he approved the order.   

  So Francis took it literally in the beginning, but what it meant was renew 

my Church.  Rebuild and renew.  And the Franciscan and that whole movement, 

the Franciscan-Dominic, they really did revive the Church away from that they 

were all nobility, and he was talking about the poverty and God’s love for the 

poor because Jesus was poor, and his embrace of nature was part of that.   

  I was looking at me in high school become a priest, and I was thinking 

maybe I was being a little too literal or being locked into that.  Maybe this was the 

only way I could survive and grow as a human being, but also realizing that a lot 

of what was going on there was my fear of my sexuality and my homosexuality, 

of being gay, and this seemed to be — and this was actually a very effective way 
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to help me grow with that and to deal with that, but before I understood anything 

about that or embraced it, I gave it up.   

  In marriage, as a Catholic priest, if someone says, “Our marriage has 

fallen apart,” we don’t approve of divorce, but you can get an annulment.  The 

annulment is not that you were legally validly married, and then you’re just going 

to end it.  They had to go back and say what was defective in the marriage vows, 

and there could be several reasons.  One of them was that I have the wherewithal 

to make a lifetime commitment at that point.  They would have to actually, in that 

process, get evidence:  Well, I couldn’t keep a job, or I couldn’t keep a plant 

alive, or I didn’t have any relationships that would prove I could make a life.  

You’d find these kind of evidences.   

  Also in Catholic Church, you had to be open to having children, and if you 

whispered to your best man, “I’m never having kids,” well, that, okay.   

  Or if you were expressing doubts and you had people who said, “Yeah, a 

week before the marriage, he was telling me, boy, he’s really unsure and doesn’t 

think he can do this.”   

  Well, for me, it was that I didn’t have the wherewithal to make a valid 

decision about giving up my sexuality, to be a priest, or to give up my gay 

sexuality at that point and the possibility of relationships and things like that.  

That was a decision.   

  My leave of absence started in 1993, I think it was.  In the first job, I got a 

job working as an alcohol and drug counselor in an inpatient setting up in Spring 

Branch.  That was good, and there I met Tom Strain.  Tom Strain was big in the 

12-step programs, Al-Anon.  He started the chemical dependency program.  He 
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was the social worker there.  I was kind of CADAC/LCDC.  He eventually 

became the program coordinator here and started the alcohol and drug program 

here.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  At the Montrose Center?  

KERR:  At the Montrose Center, yes.   

  I can’t remember which company I was working for, but Columbia and 

HCA [Hospital Corporation of America] were two hospital systems, and up there 

Sam Houston Hospital was on one side of the street.  The next block over, across 

the street was Spring Branch Hospital, two different companies.  When they hired 

me, they said, “There’s going to be this merger between HCA and Columbia, and 

it’s going to be a wonderful opportunity.” 

  Naïve me said, “Okay.  Great.  That sounds like a wonderful opportunity.”  

So I did it, and I couldn’t ever understand why everybody in the hospital was 

nervous and they were having these meetings.   

  The day after it was formalized, I was called in and laid off.  Last hired, 

first fired.  I remember walking out saying, “Well, the Catholic Church, at least 

they never laid me off.”  There was always another place to go or another 

ministry, but they would never lay you off. 

  I was devastated, and so I was unemployed.  Luckily they paid for 

employment counseling, and I got some income because it was a layoff, so I had 

unemployment, and I was trying to figure out what to do.  I started applying and 

doing all these things, and I got this offer from a treatment program in Pasadena.  

They had some arrangement on doing groups and aftercare groups and all this 

stuff, but somehow the way you got paid, by the number of people in the groups 
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and I had a huge group, I would be making what to me was a huge salary, 

especially compared to a priest’s stipend or even then the jump that I got when I 

was working with alcohol.   

  I think the reason that one in Cincinnati that hired me — because they had 

hired several ex-priests, and that’s how I had a connection — I think they knew 

we had a lot of skills.  The day they hired me, they jokingly said, “Well, the guy 

who is supposed to do the lecture today is out.  Do you think you can do it?” 

  I said, “Sure.” 

  They said, “Okay.”  They’re like, “We’ll show you.” 

  I went in and did this great lecture, because I do that every day.  We would 

work for peanuts too because we were used to the stipend salaries. 

  So it was this tremendous amount of money, but I remember talking to the 

guy and saying, “This is a wonderful opportunity, but this is a special time.  I 

need to stay doing this HIV work.  I don’t want somebody to say, ‘What did you 

do in the time of AIDS?’ 

  “‘Well, I took a job to make more money down in Pasadena and stepped 

out of the AIDS work.’”   

  So I took a job with a very tiny little foundation, with the very overblown 

title of executive director, and it was the Dizinger Foundation.  Hans Rotheudt, 

who ran EuroTan and all that, had started a foundation with his partner, and then 

his partner died, so he started the Peter Dizinger Foundation.  They did hospital 

visiting, and they would do, especially on holidays, visiting and bringing teddy 

bears and roses.  They actually started a rural food pantry, but that spun off, and 

he wanted to do art programs for people with HIV.  
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  My job was two:  go to these art programs, the hospital visiting; and then 

also he wanted to get an AIDS memorial, a memorial to people who died from 

HIV, built.   

  The art programs, they were wonderful.  It was twofold.  One was, art 

could be therapeutic, so to pay for people to have art supplies to do artwork as a 

therapy, but then also to show it and then try to sell it and try to get people to buy 

it, and then that would give income to the artists.  It was kind of that twofold.  It 

was therapy, and it was income and that.  It also was raising consciousness.  We 

even opened an art gallery, rented a house up on Avondale for a time, had a 

couple of shows.  We actually had some extraordinary artists, and then we had 

people that were just doing it for therapy.  The goal too was to try to sell some of 

the art and give some to the person, but also have enough to support the project.   

  We had difficulty with that because people were saying it’s either therapy 

or it’s art, but most people weren’t going to buy art and pay good money for art if 

it’s only therapy art.  It’s a little different.  Like M.D. Anderson, they do 

Christmas cards of their kids’ art.  Well, that’s different.  So that was kind of a 

dead end in some ways, or at least that I was encountering that.   

  We tried to figure out a way to see people who buy art for buildings, for 

offices and all that.  We learned that that kind of art can’t be controversial at all, 

and they often don’t have people.  That’s not going to work, but giving it our best 

shot, and the idea was that the foundation would be self-sufficient that way. 

  For the second part, to do the AIDS memorial, I started pulling together a 

committee.  I was fearless at the time, naïve, fearless, so I called and contacted all 

the museums and all these different groups.  Eventually I had a meeting, a couple 



OH037     |     The oH Project     |     page 68 

of meetings.  I had somebody representing the Museum of Fine Arts, Alison de 

Lima, I think.  I hear her name every now and then as this curator, and I say, 

“Well, she was at that meeting.”  Then I had somebody from the Contemporary 

Arts Museum.  Then I had Michael Peranteau from Diverse Works, which was the 

modern, experimental-art art.  There was an artist sculptor.  I had a friend who 

was also working, who did art therapy as a therapist, but he was an HIV survivor 

and had been part of the Kolbe Project group, and so he was helping out, and he 

was wonderful working with the — he was the only employee besides me that 

was working with these artists.  Then we had Joel Martinez, who was a person 

living with AIDS, who would be on there, and he had an arts background, but he 

was more the writing and that, and a few people, and we got together.   

  The foundation’s idea was that they wanted to do an art project, and they 

were thinking — they had seen an art project in — it might have been Berlin or 

Amsterdam, where they had these paving stones and that they had carved 

everybody’s name, and then all in a big pile, and he was thinking why don’t we 

do something like that? 

  Presented it.  Well, I had no idea what it took to do public art.  I was so 

naïve and just jumped right in the middle.  Part of it was the practical part that if 

you want something to live in perpetuity, you had to have an endowment or you 

had to have the city say we will take it and we will spend the money over the next 

100 years to maintain this.  To do that, you had to either raise tons of money for 

an endowment, or you had to get the city to take it on. 

  An example of that is, right down next to the Mecom Fountain is the 

Cancer Survivor memorial, which the artist in this group, and then the art people, 
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hated as art, but that was just some very wealthy person.  Well, the foundation 

didn’t have the money to do that, but just endowed it, I guess, and found out also 

that paving-stone stuff, that’s been done.  It’s somebody else’s idea.  You don’t 

steal somebody else’s idea for a memorial, for a monument.  Also that was very 

natural to that city because all their streets were paving stones.  In some way, 

what they were doing is taking those stones and embedding them in the streets in 

that.  Well, we don’t have cobblestone paving.  So I’m learning all this, and the 

foundation was saying, “Well, no.  It’s simple.” 

  And I’m saying, “Well, no, it’s not that simple.” 

  One of the things that came out of that that was perfectly clear was that in 

the middle of a war, you don’t build a monument to the people who are dying in 

the war.  Your entire effort was to win the war.  Every dime and every effort 

needed to go into winning the war.  In the HIV battle at that point, still the mid-

1990s, you don’t take money and put it into a monument if that money can pay 

for food or pay for housing or research or something like that.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Better spent somewhere else.  

KERR:  Yes.  So we went around, and the group came up with the idea, and I think Joel 

was part of that — was a big one — Joel Martinez’s bid was that if you’re going 

to do a memorial monument, it has to do something to help people who are HIV 

positive.  You have to help.  It can’t just be a physical feeling or the grieving or 

honoring or that.  We threw around a lot of ideas, and one of them was something 

about a memorial where you could come and get information and learn the latest 

information and stuff like that.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  A living memorial.  
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KERR:  Yes.  Well, all that kind of came to a head inside me and in the foundation, 

where this was not going to work.  They were saying nobody’s funding that, and 

we’re going to have to — so I made my decision and resigned from the 

foundation, and again trying to figure out what I’m going to do.  Well, I don’t 

remember if it was right before I resigned or right after I resigned, and I think I 

had told the group this isn’t going to work, and that somehow — because this was 

still in my foundation office — Joel Martinez and Michael came, and the three of 

us sat down and said let’s see if we can do this memorial, this project, this living 

memorial [which became Center for AIDS].   

  Joel Martinez started out as a lawyer.  Left lawyer.  He was an artist, 

writer, poet, all those kind of things.  He had his foot in the lawyer world and the 

wealthy that way, had connections.   

  Michael Peranteau was the executive director for Diverse Works.  He had 

connections to some of the funder-donors and artists, and they were both people 

with lived experience with HIV.   

  What happened to Joel, he was frustrated because he was one who — he 

bought on early on, and this was a tough stance early on, that what it’s going to 

take to beat AIDS, to live with HIV, was science, basic, basic, strict, hard science.  

Now, that was over and against the people who were also saying, “We need help 

now.  Find something that worked.”   

  I think, if I have this right, AZT would be like that.  Nobody knew how it 

worked or why it worked in the beginning, but they tried it.  I don’t know if it was 

a cancer drug that didn’t work, and it worked a bit for HIV.  But it was like you’re 

going to have to understand what does HIV do?  And you have to find HIV and 
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see it, and you have to figure out how it replicates, how it gets in the cells, what it 

does and all this.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Instead of just throwing random drugs at it and hoping 

something sticks.  

KERR:  Yes.  I remember, there would be analogies like if beating diseases with a 

vaccine was like Columbus coming to America, then trying to beat AIDS was like 

going to the moon or going to Mars.  It was that complicated and that much more.  

But there were people saying we need stuff now.  We need these accelerated drug 

trials.  We need to get access to whatever there is, even if it’s experimental.  But 

he was one of the ones that just saw the need for that in-depth science.  He wanted 

to bring that to Houston, that focus, and he was feeling constrained.  I think he 

was with the Montrose Clinic for a while, but he was just feeling really 

constrained in being able to do that and to go to Washington and other places to 

all these conferences and start giving Houston a place at those tables and speaking 

on that.  So he wanted to go out on his own, and so we got together and said we 

would start the Center for AIDS.   

  That’s the history that shows why there was always the Center for AIDS, 

and then this colon, Hope and Remembrance Project.  And everybody, you know, 

“What’s that about?” 

  Well, because it was really supposed to be a living memorial, and they 

kept true to that.  But Joel was doing RITA.  It was a publication, the Research 

Initiative Treatment Action, and that was dedicated to the hard science.  We 

divided it up, and Joel was going to be the director, and he was going to be the 

hard-science guy, and he was going to be the one dealing with doctors and 
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research and traveling to these conferences and learning.  Michael, I think he was 

going to be the fundraiser, the schmoozer, doing those things.  And I was going to 

be the administrative director, kind of the office person.  But one of my jobs at the 

time was, I would publish a weekly anthology, weekly facts of the latest news 

about HIV.  I was polling those facts from all over and then faxing them out to all 

these doctors.  It was probably illegal, what I was doing.  I don’t know what the 

copyright —  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  This was before the Internet.  Now you can Google things.  

KERR:  The Internet was sort of bulletin boards at that point, yes.  I had learned at the 

Kolbe Project, was my first experience with computers, and I can remember those 

days, trying to learn how to click and do this and all that, so yes.   

  I’m not sure where I got all that, but as it would come, I’d keep polling it 

and then fax it, because the thing was, Joel often knew more than the doctors at 

that point, and so sometimes the doctors would consult with him.   

  We were also saying at this point to be an informed consumer, it was 

necessary if you want to live, because you often may know more than — you may 

have to bring an article and say to the doctor, “This is having some promising 

results.  Can I get on this drug?” or, “Can I do this for my opportunistic 

infection?” or something like that.  They were just barely, I think, even 

discovering that wasting was not an unavoidable aspect of HIV, and that stopping 

wasting would actually improve — so all those things. 

  One of the things I remember that was momentous, Jackson Hicks gave us 

a small office in his house/office on Hawthorne, I think it was, or Avondale.  I 

think it was Hawthorne.  Then the Hollyfield Foundation had a big building up on 
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Genesee, back behind where Meteor was, and it looked like a school.  It was 

actually a foster home, but it actually looked like an old Catholic grade school.  

They gave us one of the rooms as an office for free, and that was our office at the 

time too.   

  We went to a couple of conferences on retrovirals or AIDS conferences 

because I remember in the Hollyfield, in that thing, we called a bunch of doctors 

together.  We managed to get a bunch, and Joel was part of that, but I was part.  

They all sat down, and it turned out this was the first time that researchers and 

doctors from UT [University of Texas] got in the same room with researchers and 

doctors from Baylor and started talking about HIV and about research and what 

they could do.  I think what Joel recognized too was that the only access to any 

drugs that were possibly going to help would come through research trials.  

Unless you had access to those research trials, your chances of surviving were 

very, very low, but most of the research trials were happening on the East and 

West Coast, and so the idea was, can we bring that to Houston?  You’re only 

going to do that if you’ve got people dedicated to the hard science; that they’re 

doing the research.  Sometimes researchers would get battered by it.  “You don’t 

need to do a blind study because that means some people are going to make it and 

some people won’t.”  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  You have to have a control.  

KERR:  You have to have a control if you’re ever going to prove, and so there was that.  

Also it was that Houston could present a very multicultural study population who 

were at that point treatment-naïve, or research-naïve too.  That was the beginning 

of any of, I think, the real hard science and the research and the AIDS trials and 
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all of that here in Houston.  I think that was really true. 

  There’s a doctor I run into, his name is Dr. John [Reveille] — I’m trying 

to remember his last name.  I wish I knew his last name.  He’s a rheumatologist.  

He works at Thomas Street, and I still see him, and I was talking about those 

meetings, because he was one of the ones at that meeting.  I don’t know if I can 

remember the other ones.  I like to think of that as that’s a little stone in the pond 

that has these ripples out. 

  I remember the cryptosporidiosis was a big deal that first year, because I 

only stayed with them for about a year, so about the first year, because that was 

something that could be in your water, and so trying to figure out, is Houston’s 

water safe and how do you tell which bottled water is safe?  And if you’re going 

to shower, don’t open your mouth in the shower, and all that kind of stuff, 

because anything — if you don’t have a T cell, if you don’t have an immune 

system, anything like that.   

  The RITA newsletter was slick.  It was slick in its glossy publication.  He 

had designers laying it out.  It was very, very, very well-designed, and it was hard 

science.  That was tough for me to stay with the hard science.  That was not — if 

you remember my math phobia and all those things, it’s kind of laughable that 

I’m the office manager, so I’m writing out — and there were times when we 

couldn’t make payroll, and I was the only one getting a full-time salary, not much, 

but a salary.  The other people were living off of disability and only needed some 

stipends and things, but sometimes we just couldn’t pay, but it was a vocation.  It 

was a mission.  I came right out of that.  You do what you can, you may not get 

paid, and I wanted to make a difference.  I didn’t want to leave the community.  I 
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was trying to do payroll taxes and the mailings and — jeez, that was horrible for 

me. 

  So eventually after that year, maybe more than that, but it was kind of a 

mutual that it’s time for me to move on.  They needed somebody who’s going to 

be able to grow that part of it as they grew.  So I went back to school.  I sat down 

one day and wrote down everything I loved about being a priest, and I looked at it 

all, and it was the liturgy and those kind of things, but it was also teaching, 

ministry, counseling, working with people.  I looked at that and said a counselor 

would fit that.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Back to the micro.  

KERR:  Yes, and so I looked around.  There are all these different ways you can be a 

counselor.  You could be a social worker, you could be an LPC [Licensed 

Professional Counselor], different ways, so I looked at all the different programs, 

and kind of went — it was like, “What’s the one I can get into the soonest?” and 

that was the counseling psychology program over at U of H [University of 

Houston].  So I applied and got accepted, and I started school.  I was planning on 

trying to just do it all very quickly and try to hope that whatever little savings I 

had would last, and get loans.   

  Going back to school was tough.  My brain was not as sharp as it was 

when I was in college, where I could just do an all-nighter and catch up and do 

wonderfully.   

  I started in summer, and one of the first classes I had was more about — 

what was it?  Education?  Well, anyway, the teacher who was teaching it also ran 

the wellness programs and the program at U of H, and she hired me because they 
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needed a new director or new person to head their wellness center.  That was a 

storefront that gave out health information for students:  STI’s, alcohol, drug, all 

this kind of information.  Then we ran a peer education program with a class that 

you would train people to be peer educators, and they would go through the 

university, doing these kinds of peer educations.  You had to have a master’s 

degree, and I had a master’s degree.   

  She could make it relevant enough, so she said, “Would you work?”  So I 

worked half-time doing that and then went to school.  It took a little longer, but it 

kept me from going deeply in debt with that, and it was great.  It was a good 

connection.  

  So I did all of that, and then one of the classes — this assignment is still 

given out.  One of your early classes, you had to go out, interview somebody in 

the counseling field, and ask them like 10 questions, just to find someone in the 

field.  I thought, “I know somebody, and this could be very strategic,” so I 

interviewed Tom Strain, who was at the Montrose Center.  I think I asked him, 

“What’s the possibility of ever working here?” 

  He said, “When you’re done, apply.” 

  I finished my counseling, and I started sending out applications.  I 

graduated at the end of a summer, I think, and they asked me to stay on doing that 

work there.  I did that up until December, and then I got word that I was going to 

be hired, so I interviewed and got hired at the Montrose Center in December.  

U of H asked me to stay on, and then later on one of the guys that had supervised 

me came back and asked me if I would come on full-time, and I said again, this 

could be a wonderful job, but I want to be a counselor, and to do that, you have to 
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do, back then, like 2,000 supervised hours with a certain amount of counseling 

experience, and I wouldn't get that doing what they were doing.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  At U of H.  

KERR:  Yes.  I said maybe later, but if I don’t get this, I won’t ever be able to be a 

counselor, and I wanted to be a counselor.  I think one of the things I thought too, 

this would be something —when I got laid off, that was devastating.  I said if I 

have a license, I can take that with me anywhere, so that’s not like start from 

scratch if you get laid off or something.  That’s what I thought too.  But I wanted 

to do counseling, and that’s just what I just spent two years training for.  

  I started with the Montrose Center.  I started on December 2nd, 1998.  I 

remember that because my last duty as that wellness person was doing the — 

December 1st is World AIDS Day, and doing the whole thing at U of H about 

that.  We brought in the quilt.  We had lectures.  We did all this stuff.  I had done 

that a couple of years.  Crazy me didn’t think about give yourself a week or two to 

take a break.  December 1st, I did that.  December 2nd, I showed up here.  When 

you went to interview to get accepted into the counseling program — remember, 

they did these group interviews and all these things — what they were asking 

was, what do you want to do?   

  I think I knew part of it was to go out into private practice.  You couldn’t 

do that early on.  I was just honest.  I said I want to work with people:  alcoholics 

and addicts.  I want to work with people who are HIV positive.  I want to work 

with the LGBT community.  I want to do it in a setting like a nonprofit where we 

help people who can’t afford it. 

  They said, “Wonderful.”  I think they said, “Oh, yeah, we’ll take you.”  
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People would say that because I was an older person, and half the class was fresh 

out of undergraduate school.  Then they would say, “Well, we really want your 

experience.  You’ve had a lot of experience that you can share.” 

[END OF AUDIO PART 3] 

KERR [continuing]:  And I’d say, “Okay.  Great.”  I didn’t feel it sometimes because 

these people looked like they could just kind of sleep on the book and then have it 

memorized, and I would be struggling that way.  The truth was, the only place in 

Houston that I could do that was here at the Montrose Center, so when I got that, 

this was my dream job.  I knew I would be getting a nonprofit salary, but again, 

I’m a Franciscan, so I can live with that.  

  I started as an intern and after two years got my license and was 

counseling with that license for a while.  All our counselors are generalists, so we 

have to deal with everything.  I started doing coming-out support groups early on 

too.  Wonderful learning experiences, wonderful experiences.  I worked on 

internalized homophobia and how to address that, and developed it.  It became 

tough because we had a little bit of money that would pay for that, but in order to 

make it free, to have a full-time therapist doing it without a grant or something, 

we manualized that and I started supervising interns to do it.  They got this 

wonderful experience, and it was also being able to provide it free at no cost to 

people. 

  I also got taken on half-time for a while as one of the antiviolence 

counselors.  We had money for hate crimes and for domestic violence, sexual 

assault, and childhood sexual abuse counseling.  Part of that was to go out and 

educate and train people about that too, besides seeing the clients in that program.  
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I was learning all of that part of it back in the early 2000s, where the trauma work 

was just sort of becoming — now everybody is talking about trauma-informed 

therapy, starting in the last year or two, but we were learning, and I was learning 

about all of that too, at that point.  A lot of on-the-job learning.  

  Then an opening came for — Tom Strain resigned as the coordinator for 

the alcohol and drug unit and started developing a new program, which was HIV 

outreach into the community, to do prevention and connection to care with the 

IV-drug-using populations, and then it expanded to anybody who wasn’t being 

found in the normal ways at that point, or the other ways.   

  I applied for that because I thought I would be a shoe-in, and I didn’t get 

it, which turned out to be a blessing because that became a very complicated 

program very quickly on with some state requirements and all that.  I was kind of 

stuck in saying, “Well, gee, what does that mean?  Do I need to look for 

someplace else if I want to advance?”   

  The director told me, “No, no.  You’re valued here, and there will always 

be other openings.  We want you to stay.” 

  I said, “Okay.  That’s good,” because I was all new at this corporate stuff.  

All I knew about was being laid off, and that didn’t help any. 

  So I stayed on, and six months later, the LIFE [Living Insightfully for 

Empowerment] program coordinator had resigned, and so I applied and was 

accepted for that.  The LIFE was just the general psychotherapy.  I used to say it’s 

the first program we started, because when the Montrose Center started as the 

Montrose Counseling Center in 1978, it started just doing counseling, just 

counseling to what they called then the gay community, because they weren’t 
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getting adequate counseling services, mental-health services, even though —  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Accepting.  

KERR:  Yes.  Well, even though homosexuality was no longer considered a mental 

disorder since 1974, they were still being treated that way, or they were just being 

treated with discrimination and prejudice, and not even accepted as a client, or 

people were saying, “I don’t have any clue what it’s like, but I’ll try,” and then 

eventually early on they specialized and realized that they had so many issues 

with alcohol and drugs with their clients that they started to get licensed that way, 

and then HIV hit, so they worked in the HIV, and that was our third program, and 

then the antiviolence program, because so many of our clients had sexual assault 

and domestic violence in their history.  I did the LIFE program for years, and that 

was great.  It was a great program to manage. 

  There was a time we had some financial issues with the AVP [antiviolence 

program], and so I took on the counseling half of that program and ran the two 

programs.  We kept growing in our complexity because we applied and got our 

accreditation through the Joint Commission.  That brought us up to a whole other 

level of expertise but also complexity.   

  Then in October 2005, we got our first SAMHSA grant, which was a big a 

big deal, Substance Abuse Mental Health Services Administration.  It was what’s 

called a targeted-capacity expansion grant for mental health services for elders.  

That means they want the country to expand its access for elders for mental health 

services because they were woefully underdiagnosed and woefully underserved 

and the baby boomers were coming and so they were going to be even more 

underserved.   
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  What they do is, they target, in our cohort, 10 places around the country, 

to try to pilot innovative programs to do that.  We were accepted because Ann 

Robison had written a very creative grant because she was passionate about 

LGBT elders because of her experience helping LGBT elders who were just lost 

in so many ways.  I think we were accepted because of the LGBT focus, but also 

she wrote into that this indigenous leader model outreach.   

  The indigenous leader model came from anthropology, but it was brought 

into evidence-based best practice, evidence-based practice, in trying to reach the 

HIV community; that you take people from the community you’re trying to reach, 

indigenous, and you train them.  Like if you’re trying to reach the drug-using 

population, it helps if they’re sober too, but you train them, and they go back and 

work in the community.  They have instant rapport, credibility, trust, and they do 

presence, ministry of presence.  They do presence again.  I call it persistent 

presence.  You’re there, and people begin to trust you, they begin to talk to you, 

they ask questions, and you begin to offer whatever you can to help.   

  Like in that thing, you would talk about:  What’s safer using?  How do 

you clean your needles?  How do you prevent this?  We can get tested.  Well, this 

is confidential.  You don’t have to worry about it. 

  We used that model to reach out to elders because what we found was, 

there was a twofold resistance among elders to counseling.  One was the 

resistance to the counseling side, the mental health.  This generation was raised:  

You’re self-sufficient.  You raise yourself by your own bootstraps.  You have a 

stiff upper lip.  And you’re not crazy, so you don’t need counseling. 

  If you think about it too, if they had experiences, especially LGBT, but 
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everybody, if you had experiences in the 1950s, 1960s, 1940s, about counseling, 

it would have been pretty bad.  That was way before antidepressants.  If you’re 

depressed, you could get psychoanalysis and pay lots of money every two weeks 

and never get better, or you could get really harsh drugs, or you could get shock 

therapy, and maybe not see very good results.  

  The other side of it is, you’re LGBT.  Often counseling was something 

you were sent to, to fix you.  We were encountering elders who had actually had 

shock therapy to try to stop them from being gay, or sent to the state hospital for 

being gay.  Of course they’re resistant.  It took this trust reaching out, because you 

think if you opened your doors and hung out a shingle that said “Free counseling 

for elders,” everybody would beat down your door.  Well, no.   

  So these people went out and just started trying to find out, where are the 

LGBT elders, and let me go and find out where they are, if that’s a coffee shop or 

the bars.  There were some social groups.  There was LOAF, Lesbians Over Age 

Fifty.  There was Prime Timers.  Start going out, meeting those people, and 

talking. 

  We started out with eight part-time outreach workers, and it whittled down 

eventually over the course of the grant.  There seemed to be this progression that 

people would just say, “Oh, no, I’m not crazy.  I don’t need that.” 

  And then they’d say, “But you’re welcome.” 

  Then eventually they’d say, “Well, tell me some more about your 

program.  I think I might know somebody who needs it.” 

  Then they’d be like, “I have a friend who needs your services.” 

  Then finally it was like, “I think I need it.” 
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  We also found that when we started peer support groups, and those 

actually were the first, and people were willing to do that rather than seeing a — 

because it would pay for counseling with a licensed therapist, psychiatry.  “Let 

me just do this support group.” 

  They even came up with the name SPRY, Seniors Preparing for Rainbow 

Years.  The reason for that was a focus group that said, “Well, it shouldn’t say 

‘Counseling,’ because we won’t come to something that says ‘Counseling,’ 

‘Mental Health,’ and all that, and it shouldn’t be overt like ‘the Gay Elder 

Counseling Program,’ but it needs to have a code word in it,” so they came up 

with Seniors Preparing for Rainbow Years, which had the “Rainbow” code word, 

and neat “SPRY.”   

  So it started gradually, and then eventually people got their foot in the 

door, and then they would start coming to counseling, and that’s how that 

program grew.  I was the program coordinator.  Ann [Robison] got the grant, and 

I was the program coordinator that sort of got it going and made it work.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  No math involved.  

KERR:  No math involved.  Luckily I work for an agency that has bookkeepers, because 

if I were in private practice, I wouldn’t be getting paid because I wouldn’t be able 

to balance the books.   

  We also learned at that point too, as part of that resistance, there was a 

group in that cohort that they were from southern Arizona, and their plan to deal 

with depression was gardening.  They would help elders do gardening.  They 

thought getting out in the fresh air, in the sunshine, gardening, and also eating 

healthy vegetables that they grow, that would help with depression.  The mental 
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health people, we all laughed at that and said, “What a crazy program.  A bunch 

of hippies,” or something, because we were thinking counseling, inside the four 

walls, psychiatry. 

  After that first year, the next meeting, we said, "Well, tell us more about 

your program, because we can’t get people to come into our program.” 

  What we learned is that we needed to do community center programs, 

social programs.  We started doing pot lucks.  We started working to try to get a 

congregate meal.  It took a while for that.  Movies and these peer things going on.  

Actually what we were learning, the whole paradigm shift for us, that sometimes 

those programs in and of themselves could relieve depression.  If you think about 

it, you end isolation.  For LGBT elders, that’s a big deal.  Sometimes people get 

more closeted, even if they were out, sometimes because they might have lost 

their — because lots of times, people would come to Montrose and they’re out in 

Montrose and they’re out to their friends, but not maybe out in the world and 

maybe not at work. 

  I talked to a man who was in the oil business, and he was one of those 

ones that pretended to be straight, not just neutral, but straight, and he would 

bring all these lesbians on dates for the functions and had an agreement.  “Come 

and be my beard, and I’ll” — you know.  If those are gone and you’re trying to 

figure out where do I go, well, all the things that are provided for elders are all 

kind of straight.   

  So that could be curative of itself, or it could also be the entry, the linchpin 

or the portal, to the other services.  “I admit this.  I trust, and maybe counseling 

would work,” and all those things. 
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  We did start.  That really opened us up to consider helping the Montrose 

Center move from just really traditional counseling things.  That’s led to today, 

where we did get permission and okay to do our congregate meal and building a 

community around that.  We were telling people it’s kind of like, “You don’t 

come for the food, because the food, it’s nutritious, but come for the community.”  

We found that actually a lot of people came who we had never seen before who 

were food-insecure.  They were coming for the food.  This was the one meal they 

could count on to have. 

  The next grant we got out of that, that I didn’t directly oversee, was 

another SAMHSA grant.  This one lasted three years, and then we had a year 

extension, and then we got a second grant that was specific about depression and 

alcohol/drug abuse with elders.  It’s interesting, the evidence-based program 

called Healthy Ideas is based on the evidence-based practice of behavioral 

activation, which was what we were already learning, is that if you can get 

people — when you get depressed, you stop doing the things that make you feel 

good and give you meaning, and if you could just reverse that, because the idea 

was, “We’ll get you feeling better, and then you’ll start doing them.”  This was, 

“No.  Get them out doing things, and that will help alleviate the depression.” 

  But the idea was, how do you get someone started in very tiny, baby 

steps?  It could be, “Can you walk your dog once a day, or maybe only three 

times a week, for 15 minutes?” 

  “I absolutely can do that,” because they want to say, “Well, no.  I’ll walk 

him for an hour every day,” and come back and say, “No, I can’t do that.  I didn’t 

do it.” 
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  “Well, I did do three 15-minute walks.” 

  “Okay.  What else do you want to do?” and you start.  Well, that’s that 

whole thing of getting people out, ending isolation and that. 

  Then the next grant we got from SAMHSA was Health Integration, so 

integrating primary care, which is medical help, and behavioral health, which is 

the counseling.  It doesn’t do any good to help people with their depression when 

they die of a heart attack right afterwards.  It doesn’t help somebody to live and 

not die of a heart attack, but they die of suicide because of depression, so it was 

integrating those.  

  That brought us to the next step of doing community center wellness 

activities and a whole broad range of things to improve the general behavioral and 

primary care.  We eventually got the Legacy Clinic up here on the third floor 

co-located because sometimes just taking the journey from here, the half mile up 

the road to Legacy, was too much of a gap, but to walk upstairs and make an 

appointment was doable. 

  Along the way, and I’m not sure if I know exact timing, five years ago, 

maybe six years ago, we had grown complex enough that we needed a clinical 

director, not just a group of coordinators.  We needed somebody to coordinate the 

coordinators and do all that, and so I was given that position.  For a couple of 

years, I did both positions.  I think when we got that second SPRY grant was like 

when we said, “That’s too complex, so let’s divide those out.”  I’ve been clinical 

director ever since. 

  We also as part of our work, all of our people who are clinical still do at 

least some counseling, and at least it keeps us fresh in it.  Most of us got into it to 
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do the counseling, so that’s important to do that too.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Right, satisfaction.  

KERR:  Yes.  I have of late taken on as many of my clients as I can who are transgender, 

and now I’m doing transgender youth, because I need to learn that and gain 

experience so I can supervise other people in that, and that’s such a growing 

population; that people who are trans are coming out about it earlier.   

  We have off on the horizon, we’re going to do elder housing.  That’s an 

offshoot of our SPRY program, affordable elder housing, 112 units, hopefully 

going to break ground by next March maybe.  

  Somewhere in all of that, I fell in love, started a relationship, it’s been 

about 15 years, got married three years ago, legally married, so thank you, and 

that was kind of that sense of completion.   

  I struggle with organized religion.  I’m still Catholic and all that.  I 

struggle with organized religion.  I still see myself as a very spiritual person.  It’s 

sort of funny, in all of that, but I also appreciate that in the LGBT world, that’s 

still tough for many, many people, and I understand that.  I still fall back on some 

of those touchstone experiences I was talking about.   

  Even recently, my husband and I were visiting Bangkok with a tour guide 

who was a friend also, very, very great, intelligent tour guide, and we were 

visiting all these Buddhist temples, and everybody’s taking pictures.  It’s like a 

museum.  Well, we went into one, and it has this very special Buddha, so 

everybody was quiet, and you could be quiet and sit, or you had to stand in the 

back where you can be quiet, and so he led us up, and we just kind of sat for a 

while in this quiet, and I had this kind of profound spiritual experience there.  
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That kind of again built on all of those things, but it was very relevant to where I 

am in my life now, so that’s still a part.   

  It took me a long time, a lot of grieving, to let go of that religious part.  

There were chances maybe of trying to join a different congregation, but that 

didn’t feel right to me.  Back then too, most of the congregations, you could be 

gay but you weren’t going to be able to be in a relationship or get married ever.  

That’s changing now too.  I did miss for a long time the ritual side.  When you’re 

a priest, you walk into people’s lives, and you have an immediate part of that and 

an immediate acceptance and intimacy there that’s kind of very special.  

Counselors get that too.  I liked the difference that made sometimes for people’s 

lives, to hear about unconditional love, to have someone accept them as they are, 

to help somebody with maybe just a few words, even, sometimes can help with a 

lifetime of guilt or shame, because ritual can help a lot with that.   

  The only regret I think I have sometimes with that is — well, there are 

two.  One is the gay regret, and that’s that, “What would it” — because when I go 

to the HATCH proms now, because we’ve got our teen program and all that, I 

was around when we brought them onboard and all besides, so the youth and the 

teen program both — you know, I go to the HATCH prom, and I say, “What 

would my life have been if, in Fort Wayne, Indiana, there had been a program like 

this and I had had somehow the courage or had stumbled into it or done 

something that — what would my life have been differently?” 

  I look at even some of those — like that friend that I really loved, what 

would that have been like, if I had been without all that guilt and shame at that 

moment?  Sometimes it’s more of just an enjoyable kind of fantasy of what would 
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it have been like?  It’s kind of vicarious healing in a sense of what could have 

been and I didn’t have it and so I can grieve the pain of not having that, but it 

wasn’t like I didn’t deserve it or I wasn’t good enough for it.  I do wonder about 

some of those missed opportunities, but I also understand the other side of it; that 

I don’t know if I would have survived in the world with all of that.   

  Then the other part was, when I started, in my — I guess I was in my 

forties already, to make my way in the world, I was way behind financially.  My 

peers who had been working since their twenties and had bought houses and done 

all this and were saving for retirement, so that’s — now when I get older, 

sometimes that has an effect, but I don’t regret a minute of any of that work.   

  I feel really proud to have been doing the work I did, but also as a 

counselor and then as program directors with the Montrose Center, I feel like part 

of it was micro, that making a difference in people’s lives, but also the program 

difference, because part of what the Montrose Center is, trying to figure out what 

is the need, and how can we help meet that need, and how can we make that 

affordable for people?   

  It’s easy to start a program and say, “It’s going to cost you $1,000 a 

month,” and probably for some programs, the rich would come and pay you for 

that.  But to have places, to have situations with case management for people who 

are HIV, to have these programs reaching out to the homeless populations — 

we’re involved with LGBT youth homeless — that’s become a new focus.  We’re 

part of making that focus happen and bringing that here.  We even brought a 

national program to Houston because of what we had done already with our 

NEST program.  Sometimes we’re so much into it, and I’m seeing the burden of it 
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and the complexities and all that, that it’s good sometimes to stand back and say, 

“But look at these people.”   

SCHWARTZENBURG:  “I appreciate what you did.”  

KERR:  This is one of my secrets.  I’m not real proud of the city of Houston.  The city of 

Houston is a great city, and it’s been great for me.  Its strengths are its diversity 

and its employment.  Part of the diversity, my husband is Asian, and I met him — 

and we’ve been part of a group called Asians & 

Friends forever, and that’s evolved, but it’s kind of 

like a support group for cross-culture relationships, so 

it’s been very important to me.  Houston is a great, 

diverse thing.   

 But in terms of vacation spots, I’d never 

encourage my family to come.  They say, “Why don’t 

we come visit you?” 

 I say, “Well, no, no, no.  I want to come visit 

you in San Diego,” because — San Diego. 

  I’m going to see my brother.  My rich brother has a house on Martha’s 

Vineyard, so I’m going to see him next week.  It’s a week from today, I’ll leave. 

  My two sisters came to visit here, and we took them to the rodeo and took 

them to NASA and all that, but I gave them a tour of the Montrose Center, and I 

said, “I really want to do this,” so I gave them the whole tour.  That involves 

explaining all our programs, our history.  We have that history wall downstairs.  I 

could point where I came in and all that.  

  They both, kind of tears in their eyes, said, “We never realized what you 

Michael Goh and Christopher Kerr 
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were doing.”   

  I thought, “Well, sometimes I didn’t.”   

  I serve as a liaison with the LGBT community for the police department 

and try to make a difference that way, so it’s trying to do all those things. 

  One thing I forgot, I moved here in 1991, 4th of July.  That was when Paul 

Broussard was killed.  I got there, and in the paper there was that, and then that’s 

probably one of the first things everybody I ran into as being introduced out into 

the community by Brother Bob and Father Dennis, everybody was talking about 

it, and they were talking about their hate crime experience, their being assaulted, 

all those kind of experiences. 

  I still think it was a Friday night was that big rally called Take Back the 

Streets.  We went in our brown robes [laughing] and marched in that protest.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Did anyone think the Klan was there [joking]?  

KERR:  No, because there were other people dressed [laughing].  There were probably 

some people dressed as nuns too, because they will always be with us, the guys 

who grew up with nuns and just always had an affinity.  Bless them. 

  I think that we were well-enough known, but there was everybody.  There 

was Queer Nation.  There was ACT UP.  There were some of the other religious 

groups like Bering.  I think MCC was here and those things. 

  I remember the rules were, we don’t have a parade permit, so you have to 

stay on the sidewalk and follow the traffic laws, so don’t walk against lights and 

do all that.  If you do something, if you’re at the protest, that might get you 

arrested, you should have prepared for that.  If you’re not, don’t do it. 

  I’m still naïve.  This is me just kind of — when I was a kid, there was a 



OH037     |     The oH Project     |     page 92 

series of books I loved I was reading.  It was called We Were There.  It would be 

usually about a boy.  We Were There at Lexington and Concord, We Were There 

at Pearl Harbor.  Usually somebody just on the periphery gets involved and 

witnesses it.   

  Sometimes I felt like I’m on the periphery witnessing history, because this 

is my first experience.  I’ve never done a rally out in public for LGBT, anything 

like that, so I’m there.  We marched all around Montrose and ended up in the 

evening right at Montrose and Westheimer in the rally.  I thought very 

spontaneously the entire group suddenly walked into the middle of the 

intersection on a Friday night between all this traffic and sat down and stopped 

traffic.   

  My assignment was, take care of Brother Bob.  Brother Bob is in his 

seventies.  Don’t let him get hurt.  So I’m standing off to the side, holding onto 

him.  I don’t know if I could have sat down in this brown robe in the middle of the 

street either, but that was one of my introductions to the community and to the 

risks and dangers of the community, of living in Montrose.  Montrose is 

wonderful.  I remember hearing the story, Montrose is like a big closet, because 

you can be here and be out, so going to Kroger, those were all — I was a kid just 

learning all of those things.   

  I had an experience where — I was doing a coming-out support group, and 

the partners of people with HIV, and one of them, they finally asked, “We’ve 

been debating.  We just need — are you gay?” 

  I had these two immediate, simultaneous reactions.  The first one was — 

the second one was, “Well, I thought everybody knew.”  And the two 
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instantaneous was, “Pride that I can pass for straight, and then shame that I’m still 

trying to pass for straight; that all those years in the closet and all of those guards 

that I have up, and I still have that internalized homophobia, that straight-acting, 

like you used to see in the ads, the personal ads, “I only want straight-acting,” and 

how homophobic that was.   

  Somewhere in that next week I went to Lobo Bookstore and bought a 

T-shirt that said “Nobody knows I’m gay.”  To make a big joke, I went and wore 

it to the next group and all that and they saw me like that.  On the way home, I 

was shopping at Kroger, and people kept looking at me and saying, “Oh, yeah.  

Oh, great.”  

  Someone said, “Well, now I do,” and I couldn’t figure it out, and I was 

still wearing the T-shirt. 

  I had had in my mind that I was going to change that before I went out, but 

I forgot, and I said, “Well, this is a good experience.”  That was my own coming 

out too, living in Montrose, but it was also learning that there are going to be 

some risks for that.  That was, again, I was in ministering, not like in Cincinnati, a 

ministry where I was out in the ministry, and everybody I was hanging with and 

spending time with and knowing with, it was all — and again, that was just — 

and these are all just ordinary people, and then realizing — and it’s my people.  

This is home.  This is me.  This is — and I don’t have to translate.  Now, I did 

learn as a counselor, no, you’ve still got to translate, because everybody’s 

personal experience.  In fact, what I learned was, in cross-cultural counseling, if 

I’m dealing with somebody from a whole different culture or experience, that’s 

easier in some ways because if I’m counseling somebody and I say they’re just 
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like me, “I know exactly what you’re talking about, because I’m” — then I’m not 

listening to them because that may not be exactly what they meant.  They might 

not have had the same experience.  I need to ask about it.   

  If it’s cross-cultural, then I have to ask, “Help me understand what that 

was like for you.”  But in other times, it is, yes, this is where I belong.  This is me. 

  It does feel like now with this HPD [Houston Police Department], we’re 

having a town hall meeting with the new chief next week, and I’m the convener 

for that for the community, and that feels like an extension going all the way back 

to Paul Broussard and how the police finally started patrolling Montrose and 

stepping up protection, not just not raiding bars, but doing protection things. 

  I can remember 1996.  I think that was right when I was still with the 

Center for AIDS or right when I was finishing, but that was when the protease 

inhibitors came out, and then that started to make a difference, and it made a very 

quick difference.  Suddenly, people were saying, “My T cells are going back up,” 

and all of that.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Was that just timing, or was it also now Houston was part of 

research projects and so maybe we got some of those drugs earlier?  

KERR:  I think Houston, you could be in the trials, and we were getting those drugs 

earlier, yes, but that was also people doing hard science and realizing what are the 

mechanisms and how do you intervene and that you need to intervene in several 

different places at the same time if you’re going to avoid the resistance that would 

come.   

  I think my work has been much more, with HIV in particular, has been on 

the micro level of counseling people with HIV and just learning so much.  That 



OH037     |     The oH Project     |     page 95 

changed too, because I can remember early on doing HIV counseling, and you’d 

talk with people and work, and the grants would pay you for them to continue, so 

it wasn’t a financial burden that, “I’m going to just stay until I get what I need, 

and move on.”  You would work with somebody, and usually they would come in 

crisis.  If they would stabilize and help, then they would stay on, and we would 

talk about whatever.  What you knew was, we’re just going to stay talking about 

whatever and maybe trying to build up some strengths or self-esteem or some 

resources or survival, coping skills, all that, until the next crisis, because there 

would always be the next crisis.  There would always be the next health issue that 

would happen or a hospitalization or a spike in something.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  “But in those lulls, let’s talk about” — 

KERR:  Yes, “Let’s stay connected, and we can talk about your other life issues that are 

going on.” 

  With the protease inhibitors, that sort of changed, so you weren’t dealing 

from medical crisis to medical crisis, but then you learned there are other issues 

and you just kind of take it in stride, because there are people who — I had clients 

who had dealt with becoming HIV positive and testing and converting and we’re 

dealing with that, and so they were, “I’m okay.  Everything is fine.”  But then out 

of the blue, it would be like, “But I’m lonely and I want to meet people, and I 

don’t know when to tell them or how to tell them, or I’m afraid to tell people, and 

who would ever want somebody who is HIV positive?” so you’d work with that.   

  Or employment or some other kinds of discrimination or just their own — 

amazingly, some of that, dealing with that with the Kolbe Project could have been 

that people could be the most out, proud gay person, and then when HIV comes 
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along, it’s like, “Well, is God punishing me for being gay?” 

  It’s like, “Where did that come from?”   

  It came out of the closet inside because it just got stuffed away and never 

integrated or worked on. 

  “Okay.  Well, let’s talk about that.” 

  It’s not the perfect, safe world for people who are HIV positive.  There is 

still discrimination.  There is still lots of stigma.  In some of the different 

communities, it’s very high.  The issues we deal with are, why are people still 

seroconverting?  Why are there still new positives?  Why are there people who are 

lost to care, who are showing up at the emergency rooms with full-blown AIDS 

and opportunistic infections?  Why aren’t people in medical care? 

  Nowadays, they call it the whole cascade, the treatment cascade.  We’ve 

got this large group [indicating].  I’m kind of doing a visual thing here.  A large 

group of people who are in the country who are HIV positive.  Then there’s this 

smaller group who know they’re HIV positive.  And then there’s this smaller 

group who are in medical care, are engaged in medical care.  Then there’s this 

smaller group who stay adherent to their medication and achieve viral 

suppression.  How can we make that cascade flat, where everybody is in there? 

  Now they know that if someone is virally suppressed, that’s one of the 

best, effective ways to not spread HIV, besides the fact that people live healthy, 

productive lives.  Also now PrEP [pre-exposure prophylaxis], which is that people 

can take medication, and that also can be a wonderful tool for HIV prevention.   

  So the focus is on a lot of that, and so in our programs, we’re out there in 

the streets trying to find the people who are lost to care, who have never been 
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tested, or the ones that have been tested but never got hooked up to the medical 

doctor, or the ones who were doing that and then suddenly where are they?  

Sometimes that’s the drug-using or the alcohol/drug population, people with other 

co-occurring mental health issues.  That’s the new frontier.   

  It’s also working with — some of the fast-growing or the people who still 

have overly high infections of HIV are the young men of color.  Well, how do you 

reach out to those groups? 

  On the LGBT side of it, sometimes I have people say, “Well, come on, 

Ellen came out, what, 20 years ago?  So it’s okay to be gay.  Now you’ve got 

marriage, even.  So what’s the big deal?” 

  Well, we still have people come in our doors profoundly fearful of 

someone knowing they’re gay.  Even showing up is fearful.  I had a client who — 

I haven’t seen him for a couple of years, and one day he just said, “When I come 

up to the front desk and talk to the people there, I wonder what they think about 

me and the fact I’m gay,” and in kind of a negative way, like he’d worried. 

  I was dumbfounded, and I think I just jokingly said, “You do realize that 

we’re the LGBT counseling center?” 

  He said, “Yeah, I know that.” 

  I said, “But you know everybody here is either LGBT or affirming here, 

and so let’s talk about that; that even in that setting, that internalized homophobia 

and that fear.” 

  What came out is his history of violence and trauma that he had around 

being LGBT.  It gave us a chance.  I was like, “But you’ve been here a couple of 

years.” 
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  I always tell people, out in the big world, it doesn’t make that much 

difference.  How you grow up as an LGBT person depends on the family you’re 

born into and how they treat you, and there are still families out there that that’s a 

horrendous thing and you will be not accepted and you could be abused or you 

could be thrown out of the house for that.  It depends on the block.  It depends on 

the neighborhood, the school you go to.  One school can be wonderfully 

affirming, and the next school could be hell.  It depends on the state that you live 

and work in. 

  I’ve done a lot of work with the elders works at conferences, national 

conferences, and then we get invited to do webinars about our program and other 

kinds of things.  What I’ve gotten known for is talking about being LGBT in a red 

state, in an ultraconservative red state, how different that is.   

  When we were trying to figure out our housing program, we were looking 

at Chicago.  In Chicago, they said, “We started out, the city gave us this land.  

And then we” — 

  I said, “Stop there.  That’s never going to work here.” 

  “Then they helped us get this money and do this and this and this.” 

  Or talking to these elder programs in Massachusetts, and I said, “No, no, 

that’s not going to work for us here,” and telling them, “You need to realize that 

there’s a different world here in the red states.”   
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  What’s the stigma and trauma of growing up gay in Texas, where now we 

have the bathroom bill?  We just had all that horrible stuff with the HERO, the 

Houston Equal Rights Ordinance.  I always remind our staff, I know we can get 

used to we’re here, so everything is fine, everything is great, but you have to 

understand, when our clients walk in the door, there are a lot of them that you 

might be the first person that they’ve come out to.  We have a whole lot more 

people who are transgender coming, younger, their families.  Again, they are the 

ones that are getting the brunt of some of the 

anti-LGBT because they’re the most vulnerable, 

easy to attack.  Sometimes you think, well, gee, 

maybe we’ll just be an ordinary counseling 

center, but we are very strong — I am very 

strong on the need for specialized counseling 

programs.  We call it dedicated programs 

sometimes.  You can be the most open, 

affirming place, but when an LGBT person 

comes, if they’re the only person in the building 

and in your program, that’s a hindrance in and of 

itself.  Sometimes you can say, “But you can talk about your gay stuff with your 

counselor.”  That’s not enough.  Or, “We’ve got an alcohol and drug treatment 

program one hour a week in the whole program.  You can go to an LGBT group.” 

Christopher Kerr, Houston, TX. 
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  For one, maybe they’re not ready to come out yet, but that’s certainly 

going to out them to the entire program, and that’s not integrated.  That’s sort of a 

stigmatized, separate but equal or separate but not even equal kind of program.  A 

dedicated program is, the majority of people will be like you.  The programming 

incorporates all of that.  We welcome the straight community here as long as 

they’re comfortable with our mission to the LGBT community, but sometimes 

they may have to translate some of the stuff 

for themselves.    When we say “Family of 

Choice Night,” and that was before 

marriage — for a long time we always said 

“Family of Choice” instead of “Family 

Night,” well, straight people can interpret 

“family of choice.”   

  “I guess that means my spouse.” 

  “Well, yeah,” rather than us saying, 

“Well, family night.” 

  “Who does that mean for me?”  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  “I don’t know what 

‘family’ means.”  

KERR:  Yes.  I’m at the next stage of my life, trying to figure out where I go from here or 

what will be my next stages.  I don’t see myself leaving this work yet, but 

sometimes you think.  Probably the first time in my life, these last couple of years, 

I think, “There’s an end out there somewhere.”  There’s an end.  Even though that 

can be far off, there’s a — what if I had 20 years from now?  What if I live to be 

Michael Goh and Christopher Kerr 
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in my eighties?  That’s almost like a whole career.  That was like birth to graduate 

school, and that seemed like a lifetime.  That seemed like a whole eternity.  It 

does make you say, “What kind of difference would I like to make in the world 

that way too?”  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  You’ve made a big difference in the world already.  

KERR:  Well, thank you.  Thank you.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  I really appreciate your time today in telling your stories.  I 

think it really helps us, one, to remember; and two, to honor the contribution that 

everyone has made, good and bad, to how we responded to that crisis.  Thank 

you.  

KERR:  Joel would say that.  We’d all say that.  When someone asks you, it’s like that, 

“Daddy, what did you do in the war?”  Well, “What did you do in the time of 

AIDS?” 

  Well, we didn’t want to say we stuck our head in the sand.  We didn’t 

want to say we partied.  I didn’t want to say I took a better-paying job.  I’d like to 

think it made a difference.   

  I’d like to think too, what did you do in the time of the LGBT — I don’t 

know if this is the renaissance, but it’s — but there was still a struggle.  I think 

that’s part of even our work here, is that — I even just did a national webinar 

about LGBT health disparities in dealing with mental health, and I used the image 

that you work within the four walls of counseling.  Then you work outside of 

those walls into the four walls of a community center because that improves 

mental health.  If you’re responsible for the mental health of a whole community, 

you need a community program.  The straight world has all of these just built-in, 
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natural supports, these clubs, these groups, these support systems and all that that 

they have that support that.  We need that.  Then you’ve got to even go outside 

the four walls of the community center to the community and try to address some 

of the reasons for those health disparities out there in stigma, discrimination, lack 

of resources, all of that.   

  For me, at least, it’s never been enough just to be — I do like being in 

those counseling, but it’s not enough.  I would hate to be doing great counseling 

with trans youth or LGBT youth and then send them out to world like, “Too bad.  

Sink or swim.  Good luck.” 

  Well, I could keep talking forever and ever.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Thank you so much.  

KERR:  Thank you.  I’m glad you guys were persistent.  

SCHWARTZENBURG:  Me too. 

[END OF AUDIO PART 4] 

[INTERVIEW CONCLUDED] 

* * * * * 


