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Renee McCoy
Reverend Dr. Renee McCoy is an activist and minister who was born in Detroit, Michigan in
1951. As a teenager, she was involved with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC) and Black Catholics in Action. In 1976, she joined the Metropolitan Community Church
of Detroit (MCCD), where she chaired the MCC Racism Task Force. A committed
community-builder, McCoy co-founded the National Coalition of Black Lesbians and Gays
(NCBLG) in 1978 and would proceed to found several more secular and religious organizations
over the next ten years. Among these was Harlem MCC in New York City, the first Christian
congregation in both MCC and the United States to be governed by African American LGBTQ
persons. In 1988, Reverend McCoy founded Full Truth Fellowship of Christ Church, which
began as a local Bible study for LGBTQ+ African Americans but would eventually become the
first LGBTQ organization in Michigan to own land.
To learn more about Reverend McCoy, visit the LGBTQ+ Religious Archives Network:
https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/profiles/renee-mccoy

Document A: Excerpts from “Renee McCoy | Oral History,” LGBTQ Religious
Archives Network, 2017.

Monique M. Okay. So what year or time frame did you heed the call to ministry?

Renee M. Probably ’76. So I started out as a deacon, and then went into student clergy. And then

I was credentialed, I became licensed in New York, and started Harlem MCC in 1981.

Monique M. So let’s talk a bit about the Harlem MCC. That was your first church and the first

church plant. Were you bivocational at that point or were you in full-time ministry?

Renee M. I’m black. [Laughs.]

Monique M. [Laughs.] Well…

Renee M. I had a job!

Monique M. [Laughs.] For the record, can you tell us what your job was in addition to—

Renee M.…I did some rehab work up in Harlem. I did some odd jobs. I did some writing for

some old rich lady out in, up in—but I did whatever I could to pay the rent, you know. And start

the church. But I didn’t have… I had moved from Detroit so I didn’t have a lot of… And I didn’t
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have a college degree, so I didn’t have a lot to work with. But I did whatever I could to survive.

And that was, I mean, that’s what we did.

People, you know, we all lived in a, shared a brownstone… Then I was in relationships. We all,

everybody pitched in to get the rent done, the rent taken. But Harlem MCC was because we

needed something that was governed by black people, by black LGBT people, and that reflected

our culture and our lifestyle. And MCC didn’t have anything like that. So we started Harlem

MCC.

Eventually, when I started the church, I was working as a—which, the job I had until I—I

worked with homeless women. I worked with homeless mentally ill women in midtown

Manhattan. And that was full-time with benefits. That was the job that paid the rent for real. And

I worked there for seven years with the chronically mentally ill. I had a small caseload of

chronically mentally ill homeless women. And I worked to get them to a point where they could

be housed, at a 24 hour shelter. I was there. And I worked in the community to try and locate

housing that they could…people that would take them.

And then I did the on the streets ministry with substance abusers and folks in Harlem and with

the church. The same time that we started the church, HIV hit, so it was a street ministry for real.

I was at MCC New York and Harlem MCC grew out of MCC New York. But also had started a

black gay group in New York. It was actually third world. It was called the New York Coalition

of Third World Lesbians and Gays ‘cause it was black and Hispanic. So we did that. And we

were a chapter of NCBLG. So I still kept the activism stuff going on. And then started the

church. Just kind of grew out of all of that work. And did HIV stuff.

Monique M. So that was one of my next questions, was sort of the move you made career-wise

from working on the ground from the church perspective to doing that as a career path, working

with those persons living and unfortunately dying with AIDS. How did you balance the social

justice cause? Was it your faith pushed you into that direction or it was a job?

Renee M. No, it was never a job. It was, you know, it was what you do. People were dying. This

strange disease hit, and my friends were dying. You know, it wasn’t, it was, NCBLG was
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national at that point. We had groups around the country. We had the Detroit Coalition. People

were dying out of there. We had the New York Coalition, and people were dying. And my job as

a pastor has always been to protect life. So there was no inconsistency. I was working with

homeless women, and HIV was there as well.

Before I started the church, and I guess it all kind of mashes together, ‘cause I was doing the

church, I was doing the Coalition, and I was working at the shelter, you know. We were…the

Olivieri Center was right like two blocks from Madison Square Garden, so that was what my life

was. What else do you do when people are dying? And people in my church were getting this

disease. We were the only black church really that was dealing with gay stuff. So I look out—I

mean, we never got really big, you know. But folks knew that that was what I did. And so when

folks were dying, and I lived in Harlem, and I could see people dying, I did a lot of work with

substance abusers on the streets of Harlem.

And whether they came to the church or not, they knew what I did, so they would call and I

would do what I needed to do… So it was never—I mean, it wasn’t a career path. It was just

ministry… Yeah, I mean, I worked at the center for homeless women. That was what paid the

rent. But HIV stuff, people were dying.

To read or hear Rev. McCoy’s full Oral History interview, please visit:
https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/oral-histories/renee-mccoy
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Document B: “Church for a Different Community,” by Renee McCoy,
Black/Out: The Magazine of the National Coalition for Black Lesbians and
Gays, Vol. 2, No. 2, Summer 1989, pg. 60-61.
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Close Reading & Reflection Questions

Please reflect on the following questions based on your reading of this Case Study. Then, discuss
your findings with your group.

1. What is one of the issues that Renee McCoy tackles in her ministry and activism? How is
faith a part of her solution?

2. How did Reverend McCoy’s religious beliefs serve as the basis for her
community-building?

3. Reverend McCoy calls the Church the “most powerful institution in the black
community.” How could the Church be a powerful institution for black LGBTQ+ people?
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