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Happiness is a Warm Nun

Mother Inferior, the Most Irreverent Mother Abyss of the Order of Perpetual Indulgence, is otherwise known as Fabian Lo Schiavo. After
surviving a difficult period as a gay Catholic monk, he left the Catholic Church and converted to Anglicanism. Now he is a political activist,
and a familiar character of Sydney's gay and lesbian community. Here, Fabian told Eugene Hoh about the Sisters, confrontation, and

institutionalised religion...

On the Order of Perpetual Indulgence

The Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence were an
outgrowth of the activities of a group in America
called the Radical Faerie Movement, and that was
a group of gay men trying to explore alternative
spiritualities... Part of it was a real, genuine
attempt to mix an altemnative sort of spirituality
withthe clown, the image of the ‘holy fool’... mix
all that up with activist gay politics... They were
able to do all sorts of remarkable things,
and challenge all sorts of institutions and
ideas because of their habit and because
they were brand new and shocking and
confronting. In Australia, the Order was
inspired by the American Sisters and
facilitated by an Australian Sister who'd
lived with them for a year, and he and |
looked at the idea of setting up a similar
groupin Sydney. ButI was coming from
the perspective of fantasising about be-
ing a nun, which was a fantasy I didn't
understand... and he was coming from
the perspective of “We want a group in
Sydney that's exactly like the American
group’ - Radical Faerics and activist
politics, probably... Inthe carly years we
were an attempt to be an amalgam of the
Radical Facrie Movement, of people’s
personal fantasies, enjoyment in dress-
ing up, and gay politics in Sydney.

It'11 be ten years in November, since
we made that first public appearance.
And in thosc ten years we've comprised
cvery shade of religious and political
opinion, and we've had many people
come through the order and leave. And
they've brought all sorts of issues with
them, issues of gay spirituality, politics,
the fight against the Right Wing, the
fight against conformism, fighting on
behalfl of women's right to control their
own bodies, i.e. the abortion issue, then
when AIDS came, the sex education
issue... We've had student nuns on cam-
pus who've had office in the SRC, for instance -
in Sydney University... Sister Mary-Annalingus
- now that Sister has gone to London and has
started an English house of our Order...
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How many sisters are there in Australia?'

Over 50... Sisters scattered all over the place
who keepin touch with us. We haveancwsletier,
we have a monthly meeting... There arc more

women joining the Order now, and we now have
to think about how we're going to accomodate
that because we are an order of gay male nuns...
We also, for the first ime in 10 years, have had
straight men applying to join, we have now one
non-gay man who's anovice in our Order. We're
fairly loose in our structure, so people can go after
a while if they're not interested - but we are not
loose in our ideology... The central idea to the

cxpialing, stigmatic guilt - that's the guilt with
which lesbian and gay people are stigmatised...
Our mottois ‘NoMore Guilt', which may scemto
say ‘no more guilt, do your own thing, anything
youwanttodo'. No. It'sno more“Guilt”,it"s lots
morc responsibility forself... Theotherpartof the
Order’s Ministry is Promulgation of Universal
Joy, and that is really a lot more challenging than
anything I've met in the Anglican Church, in
other words every action we do as Sisters has to be
looked at in light of the question, ‘Does it prom-

ulgate joy, universal joy?" Andit's very difficult,
it means everything we do - we have to take
responsibility for it... We wear our habits not in
avicious attack onreligious women... Many nuns
whom we've met from the Roman Catholic Church
- and we have good relationships with them - say
that priests hated them and treated them like
unpaid servants. And ['ve heard pricsts say, ‘Oh,
yeah, nuns, gosh, y 'know, nothing worse!"...But
we're not going to romanticise the religious life
that women lived in traditional religious
communities... We're certainly not going
to trivialise it and mock it - we don't, we
make our own habits according to our own
design and we use our role for positive
strengthening of good things within the
community... IfI go up to atiend a rally,
it's usually in habit, because we are very
much now a symbol of the gay communi-
ty's refusal to go underground and go
straight-acting. And every couple of
monthsthere's aletterin the Star Observer
which attacks us, singles us out as what's
wrong with the gay community - ‘Those
Sisters... they 're damaging the process by
which gay people can be assimilated into
the straight community in a way that rcas-
sures straight people that we're just like
them and we're not upsetting them, don't
want to upset them.'

Andsothere’saproblem with confronta-
tional tactics? *

Yes. Pcopledon'tlike confrontational
tactics and in the gay community, there
may even be in the lesbian community,
there's a fighting shy of confrontation. |
think the Sisters are a fairly gentle form of
confrontation...we're an established, in-
stitutionalised form of confrontational
politics that refuses to go underground,
and there's no intention to wind the Order
up by any means, although to be perfectly
frank with you I thought, in the carly '80s, the
Order’s days were over because of the issue with
AIDS... I'd scen what had happened to our
American Sisters in San Francisco... | saw there
the effects that AIDS was having onpeoplein '83.
Pcople were just in a state of trauma and shock,
and [ thought ‘Well, that's the end of the Sisters
- no-one will want us around anymore,” because
we are on about gentle humour... tonguc-in-
check humour that people just won't be able to
sustain because they're dying, or losing their
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lovers through AIDS. But in fact, our work has
been much more clearly defined since the virus
made ils appcarance, because as soongas we
could...we made surc we got involved in issues
like safc sex and our Sisters are involved, of
course, not in habit buf they're known 1o be
Sisters...caring for pcople living with AIDS as
well... We haven't run ay ay from the issue - it's
come right into our own community with the
death of one of our Sisters, and I think that when
thathappened, itmadeitclearto all the Sisters that
this wasn't an issuc outside...

Now for me, it's a matter of kecping it bal-
anced between my Anglican involvement, and
my involvement with the Sisters - now my Angli-
can involvement was weakened by the fact that
we had a priest who decided he'd had enough of
me being attached to the parish and all the pub-
licity that used to bring about gays and lesbians in
the Church, and attachced as it was to my role as
Mother Inferior, or in my other ecclesiastical-
satirical personas, and he'd had enough of this, so
he sacked me from all my parish dutics, after 14
years in that community... and had told me to
leave the parish community. 1didn’t, I stayed... |
became overnight, from one of the busiest parish-
ioncrs to a parishioner whose only permissible
role was to sit on a pew and go home again. And
that did me good becausc it made me realise - my
rcal support was within some people in the parish,
not the whole parish community - and within the
Sisters... The Sisters were amuch more important
part of my life, and they were very, very good...

So you can discount any attacks that you might
have from conservative religious people, and
you can afford to be dismissive of that kind of
criticism?

Well, 1 think, pretty gencrally, we can, be-
causc they are all so dismissive of any kind of
openness, any kind of activism around the gay
and lesbian issue, but we'l’ listen to it - but I think
we deal with that pretty well by throwing it back
atthem through their own kind of language... The
otheropposition to the Order comes sometimes in
more articulate ways - women sometimes are
concerned that it's not a clear enough statement,
and it can fall into the trap of being anti-woman.
We understand that, and of course we try and deal
with that in the way we behave... We don't shy
away from it, we will go into dialogue with
anyone who's got that concem... But we're not
going to just say that because they're critical of
the image we've chosen ourselves, that we should
drop it and disband the order - no, you know, the
very fact that we cxist in habit is a stimulus to
discuss issucs like “How should gay men behave,
how do gay men fecl about the oppression of
women, what should we do about the Church...?"
Because we're a confrontational symbol, we're a
stimulus to that discussion. And we find increas-
ingly that non-separalist Iesbians are interested in
what we’rc doing, and some of them have come to
join.

- S0 are there separatists and coalitionists...

Yes, the growth of coalition politics has
brought women in close connection with us, and
in fact, some of those women are applying to join.
But thosc women include women who them-
sclves were excluded from lesbian communitics
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becausc they had male children, or because they
had children, and they had good friendships with
men. So they are coming from an experience of
being excluded by separatism as well... The
Order is such a welding of people who are totally
different in terms of their background. Some gay
men who've never worked in amixed community
don’t have any close relationships with lesbians,
and some women are coming from... perhaps a
slightly isolated experience as well. And you get
men from strictly gay political backgrounds -
very, very intense commitment to social justice
issues - and gay men coming because they're
attracted by the frock. And we don't exercise 0o
much control... people will find out whether the
Sisters arc uscful to them pretty quickly.

power... can be a vicious suppres-
sive and oppressive weapon

against the working of the love of
God in the community, and it must
be fought...

The habitand other icons of the Sisters - what do
they symbolise?

Well, a whole range of very complex things,
sometimes just the humour of cross-gender be-
haviour... It also states the complete reversal of
roles, it means that men are calling each other
‘Sister’ and dealing with each other in a different
way... The severity of the traditional habit shows
how depersonalising that habit was, and when we
come into contact with people, they can't often
deal with that...all they see is our face and hands...
Its a symbol, inversely, of the denial of sexuality
and humanity - bursting out from all of this
sombre clothing. We're a symbol too of the gay
male community ‘misbehaving’ - a lot of people
would say ‘That's what we mean when we say, “if
gay people just behaved, we'd like them better, if
they stopped knocking women or knocking
nuns™... then we'd understand that they had a
legitimate causc, but they obviously...arc not

prepared to behave seriously, so we won't take
any noticc of them.' So we're a symbol of the
complexity of the issue of lesbian and gay visibil-
ity, but also of its simplicity - we're different, we
justlook very different. So we areakind of living
statementof diversity and difference. Also, we're
very decorative...

Can you explain the Patron of the Sisters -

The Holy Dingo? Wecll, when the Order was
founded, there was a casc of a Scventh-Day
Adventist family who were tangled up with the
disappearance of ababy, an we felt at the time that
the dingo was unfairly blamed, and was perse-
cuted and punished for something that we don't
believe it was responsible for. We believe that the
Holy Dingo is a kind of the summary in essence
of the goodness and of the maternal and paternal
love of the great Spirit for all people...the Holy
Dingo, we believe, didn't eat the child, but we
belicve the Holy Dingo saved this child from the
fate of being brought up as a Seventh-Day Ad-
ventist... So, the Holy Dingo is central 1o our
theology, and is the symbol of the stigmatised,
just as lesbians and gays are stigmatised...in an
unfair way.

Some gay liberationists think that in order to
change society, it is not helpful to try to seek
reform in established institutions like religion
and law - and instead, that social change is best
brought about by revolution, or taking down the
institutions and destroying them. What do you
think?

No, well, I've opted to stay within an institu-
tional way of bringing about change, but fortu-
nately, with the Sisters I 've got another part of my
life which moves right away from that idea, of
rcforming of an institution. IsupposeI've got the
best of both worlds, in a way, because the Sisters
don’t insist that I abandon the Anglican Church,
and the Anglican Church...would like very much
for me to abandon it - but just my being there, it's
enough of an irritant. 1 don’t know about our
capacity to reform and change it, it's probably
negligible, and given the track record of a group
like AngGays, which had 12 years of Anglican
lesbian and gay activism within the church, we
achieved a great deal, but we haven't brought
aboutany ‘topend’ change of the Anglican Church.

So what happened with AngGays?

AngGays had a fairly clear purpose, that it
was to cducate the Church, and strengthen gays
and lesbians, and also to be a support group on a
one-to-one basis for lesbian and gay Anglicans
within the parishes, and then - wherever we felt
confident enough - to take very confrontational
stances within our own Church... So onc of the
last things we did, before we folded last year - due
to exhaustion and small numbers - was, we went
to the General Synod Service in St Andrew's
Cathedral, where our diocese was hosting repre-
sentatives from the Australian-wide Anglican
Church... We wore ‘Gay and Christian® T-shirts,
and we went up publicly to receive Communion,
which placed the Archbishop of Sydney and




anyone serving Communion to us, in a position
where they had to publicly step back from im-
plementing their own very clearly stated rule, that
‘No non-repentant homosexual person or anyone
who promotes the acceptance of such people can
recieve Communion or participate in the Ministry
of the Church.’ They endorsed that view in 1985,
publicly. In other words, all...such people must
be barred from every single ministry within the
Diocese - everything... And here they were in
their most public cathedral of the Diocese, sur-
rounded by the Australian Anglican Church... Of
course they didn't have the guts to deny us Com-
munion... If they'd denied us Communion, I just
would've stayed at the altar rails until they gave
ittome... I would'veremaincd at the altarrails for
the entirc duration of the service, even if I had to
be physically dragged out. So, they did their
typical Anglican Diocese of Sydney thing, they
ran away from challenges that are public... ona
one-to-one basis they're quite happy to knock
anyonc on the head that they can get away with,
but publicly, they're gutless. And some of them
would justify it and say, ‘Oh well, Holy Com-
munion is not the place for political demonstra-
tions, and we're not going to buy into your little
game and deny you Communion.' I would say, if
they really belicved in their point of view, they
would scck out the most public way of saying,
‘Thesc people are not part of the Christian com-
munity.” But of course they opted out...

So the fact that AngGays did eventually fold
shows adisillusionment in people trying to work
within the institution?

Maybe not disillusionment, but exhaustion.
And the difficulty of working within the institu-
tion... We were offering not a ghetto, a little
communily to escape to - we never did that, we
never had worship together, except for once a
year, [or a Christmas service or something like
that, very low-key, and we had our meetings and
we had our political activity, and our onc-10-one
support activity, and our educational aclivity...wc
participated with the lesbian and gay community,
the political community, socially, the Mardi Gras
-wedid everything. Half a dozen people did thar.
for 12 years, with a wider support community of
maybe 30 or 40 people. It just became exhaust-
ing, and pcople moved on... So the group just was
not able to sustain any further activity. And we
knew that we'd give great satisfaction to the
Diocese to know that we were finished, ‘cause
there was no longer any existing group that claimed
to be Anglican, and working within the Church.
And that was our strength, we never set foot
outside the Church, we were always locked right
within the structures of the Church and within
parish communitics... The evidence we have
after 12 years is that people find it too difficult to
remain within their parish communitics, and they
leave... Wehaveto bequiterealistic about the fact
that more than likely, most people will want the
casicr way of coping, which is to lcave, or to opt
for going to church and maintaining a completely
separate private life...

There are siill plenty of parishes
where...homophobic ministers are able to peddle
the same old lics about lesbian and gay people...
In the so-called ‘growth arcas’, that's the worry,
the Diocesc is already there, making sure that the
people it puts there are going to push the line that

the Anglican Church is all about the Nuclear
Family, and conscrvaiive middle-class values,
and maintaining the status quo... It's such a pity
that..we can't disrupt that process any more.
After 12 years we no longer are able to go to the
media and say, ‘AngGays, Anglican lesbians and
gays, yes, we are part of the Church.’ And of
course, they could never question our credentials,
because we were active members of the parishes
we belonged to - for 9 years I was actually on the
Synod... All they could say was ‘Well, we don't
like it," and the media could say, 'Oi, you don't
like it, but it exists, you've got people who are
stating the opposite to what you're saying, and
they're in your own authoritative decision-mak-
ing bodies.’ And that's why I think the Anglican
Church has a iot more chance of doing this thing
of icfonn within the institution, because it has
democratic structures, that are not accessible to,
say, the Roman Catholics.

I am proud of the lesbian and gay
community, I’m proud that our
community hasn’t let itself be co-
opted by the religious moralists,
and that even in this great crisis,
we have been able to believe in
ourselves, and not run off to the
religious institutions to offer us
easy answers...

Was there any opposition to the recent One In
Seven paint-bombings!, JSrom gay liberationists
who are worried that this sort of thing will
generate negative publicity about the gay com-
munity?

There might have been, but | wouldn't say
from gay liberationists, but certainly from gay
people; there were people who said ‘This is not
good, this will inhibit the process of change,” and
they're frec to say that... If the action hadn't been
done, there'd be nothing to talk about. There'd be
just the same old so-called quict process of revo-
lution and reform within the institutions. And
there's no evidence that that's bringing about a
change which is quick enough, which is actually
tangible. And I think that that sort of change is
much more fragile, unless it's really to do with
cducation. Now in our parish, if the Diocese
attempted 1o clean out the parish...and got rid of
active gay people, there would be so much sup-
port now...the [parish] community would know
what was going on, and they would go clunk! into
the strongest wall of opposition to that type of
homophobia...  Sure there'd be people who'd
allow it to happen because they...wouldn't be-
lieve that the Diocese could be that negative and
destructive and vindictive. ButI can say that the
institution can be vindictive, and it can be destruc-
live, and power, in the hands of institutional
Anglicans, can be a vicious suppressive and op-
pressive weapon against... the working of the
love of God in the community, and it must be
fought...

Nowadays, are people actually becoming more
conservative in their behaviour, or in their gen-
eral attitudes, because of the threat of AIDS?

Well, no... I think that we've found resources
within our community to deal with both the edu-
cational side and the caring side, but those rc-
sources are being stretched and strained, and
some of those people are marvellous - people
need to be given a rest from this type of work...
because they 're getting exhausted - some of them
have given up jobs...so as to work within the arca
of AIDS full-time, and that's a remarkable sacri-
fice. In fact, if anything has been lcamt from the
virus, it's that the gay and lesbian community has
found resources within itself that it may not have
been aware of, for extraordinary degrees of un-
sclfishness, of compassion, of bravery, and they 've
fought off moralism. The casy trap that we could
fall into, would be to say, ‘Oh, we shouldn't have
been living this way.' No. The community seems
to have had the maturity and the courageto be able
to say, ‘It's a virus, that's whatitis, and we'll deal
with it as a medical condition, and we'll work to
prevent it, and we'll care for those who arc living
withit..." And that's great... The great issucs that
have challenged the lesbian and gay commiunity
have been dealt with without falling into escapist,
moralistic religion. And I think that's wonderful.
Iam proud of the lesbian and gay community, I'm
proud that our community hasn’t let itsclf be co-
opted by the religious moralists, and that even in
this great crisis, we have been able to believe in
ourselves, and not run off to the religious institu-
tions to offer us easy answers...

And the final plea, is that if anyone is
interested in a challenging, affectionate
relationship with a 41-year-old, exhausted
Anglican activist, who's a Sister of
Perpetual Indulgence - [ like accordion-
playing, cycling, cooking - they can make
applications to: PO Box 426, Grosvenor
Place, Sydney 2000. And all nationalitics
welcome.

1 On 8 April 1991, the gay activist group
One In Scven splashed red paint on 11 buildings
around Sydncy. The buildings targeted - includ-
ing St Mary’s and St Andrew's Cathedrals, Par-
liament House. the TEN nctwork offices - rep-
resented institutions responsible for perpetuating
the systemic oppression of leshian/gay people,
and the red paint symbolised the blood of the
lesbians and gays who have suffcred violence or
oppression. B)) discriminating against lesbians
and gays, cg. in legislation, or in Church policy,
or by showing indilference, such as the omission
of gay/lesbian-related material from State school
curricula, these institutions are seen to be guilty of
condoning or promoting hatred and violence
against lesbian/gay people, hence the symbolic
blood-splattering. This con{rontational act of
‘civil disobedience’ was in response to scveral
recent ‘gay hate’ killings around Sydney, and, in
fact, it purposcly coincided with the sentencing of
scveral people charged with one of these killings;
the action sought tc attract public attention and
promote discussion about such issucs, cspecially

at such an appropriate time.
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