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Homily for the Burial of the Dead, June 28, 2018 
Richard Joseph Leitsch, 1935–2018 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Lamentations 3:22–26, 31–33; Psalm 23; 1 John 3:1–2; John 10:11–16 

 
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks was for over two decades 
a leader of part of the Orthodox Jewish community in 
the Commonwealth—what we Americans often call 
“The British Commonwealth of Nations,” but it’s 
simply “The Commonwealth.” I follow his blog called 
Covenant and Conversation. This week he wrote 
about the revival of Anti-Semitism in Europe and 
elsewhere—and these are his words—“within living 
memory of the Holocaust.”1 His starting point was a 
phrase from the fourth book of Moses, Numbers, “a 
people dwelling alone.”2 He writes, “If people do not 
like you for what you are, they will not like you more 
for pretending to be what you are not.”3 He 
summarized his reflection with these words, “In our 
uniqueness lies our universality. By being what only we 
are, we contribute to humanity what only we can 
give.”4  

                            
1 http://rabbisacks.org/people-dwells-alone-balak-5778/,  
(accessed 27 June 2018). 
2 Number 23:9. 
3 Sacks, as above. 
4 Ibid. 

http://thecommonwealth.org/
http://rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation-homepage/
http://rabbisacks.org/people-dwells-alone-balak-5778/
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I think Rabbi Sacks’ words also describe how a 
Christian at his or her best approaches life and faith. 
In John, Jesus put it this way, “If you continue in my 
word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know 
the truth, and the truth will make you free.”5 
 
On Sunday afternoon, Father Jim Pace and I went to 
the Pride Parade. We ended up standing across the 
street from the Church of the Ascension on Fifth 
Avenue and Tenth Street. It was crowded. We were 
close to small groups of friends who seemed to be 
young LGBT folks. We were also standing next to a 
young heterosexual Asian couple with a toddler who 
were also watching the parade with lots of smiles. 
There were so many younger people, more than I 
remember there being ten or more years ago. On 
Sunday we stood in the midst of the great uniqueness 
and diversity of humankind. 
 
Forty-nine years ago today, very early in the morning, 
the first night of the Stonewall Uprising took place.6 
The police would return in force for five more nights 
to try to take control of Christopher Street. They 
                            
5 John 8:31–32. 
6 https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/films/stonewall/, 
(accessed June 27, 2018). 

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/films/stonewall/
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never did, and on July 3, 1969, they did not come 
back. 
 
After this Mass we will take Dick’s ashes to the 
columbarium at the Church of St. Luke in the Fields, a 
few blocks from the Stonewall Inn and from Julius—
the bar Dick and his friends helped make famous. The 
village was special for Dick. It was one of the places 
he felt at home.  
 
I first knew Dick Leitsch as an older man who came to 
Mass here and prayed, but did not receive 
communion. I quickly learned his name, but it would 
be some years before I knew about his remarkable life. 
After he had been coming regularly for a while, I 
pressed him about receiving communion. I got him to 
the altar rail, and I let the Holy Spirit do the rest of the 
work. 
 
I think Dick respected what we might call the 
Anglican, or Episcopal, approach to faith. There are 
plenty of jokes—mostly bad—about the differences 
between different Christian traditions and 
denominations. At our best, our Anglican tradition 
respects the relationship all human beings have with 
their Creator. And our tradition calls on us to be in 
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right relationship with each other. Again, the words of 
Rabbi Sacks, “In our uniqueness lies our universality. 
By being what only we are, we contribute to humanity 
what only we can give.”  
 
Dick could tell you how the world had changed in his 
lifetime and how people can change, even though 
some people resist change and try to remain the same. 
For all of the challenges of his life, Dick took great 
pride in seeing the changes his generation helped bring 
about for all of us. It made him happy that more 
people are able simply to be themselves. We still live in 
a world where most practicing Christians don’t want 
women at their altars or homosexuals in their pews, 
but more and more the issue today is what kind of 
person you are—and not your race, your gender, your 
gender identification, or your sexuality. 
 
Dick was a courageous human being—and I think it is 
right to say that his conscience and his convictions 
were shaped by his family and his Roman Catholic 
childhood. He took what he had been given and kept 
going. He had enough sense of self to act on what he 
believed was right—at a time when the almost the 
whole world was against him because he loved another 
man.  
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How you and I hear and live truth in our lives shapes 
not only our own lives, but the lives of those who 
come after us. With respect for all who here, I close by 
repeating the words of the one I know as the Good 
Shepherd, “You will know the truth, and the truth will 
make you free.” 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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