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Preamble
2020 will be a year we will never forget for several reasons. The beginning of the 2019/2020
financial year in July was looking good after returning from the amazing time in New York for
the 50 year anniversary of the Stonewall Riots and World Pride (it seems like eons ago now).
A pandemic, the likes of which none of us have seen in our lifetimes, has ravaged vulnerable
groups in society, families, and countries. As I watch the news and see what is happening
around the world, I am so very grateful I live in Australia.
How has this impacted ABBI? Personally, when the first lockdown happened and thanks to
the generosity of a friend, I moved out of Sydney in March and have been living in a secluded
area of the Royal National Park, south of Sydney. Whilst certain activities have been limited
or non-existent, much of the work that we do through social media, research, writing,
supporting individuals etc has been able to continue. Online Zoom meetings have replaced
face to face consultations, training, and conferences.

Two HUGE things
1. Three extra letters
The most amazing thing that has happened during this reporting period was that my name
appeared on The Queen's Birthday 2020 Honours List. I have been awarded the Medal of the
Order of Australia for service to the LGBTIQ community. (You can click on the pic to watch the
investiture if you like. It begins at 25.30)

If interested, you can read the Sydney Sentinel article Anthony Venn-Brown OAM: bridging
the gap between religious and LGBTQI identities or QNews LGBTIQ faith advocate Anthony
Venn-Brown gets Order of Australia.
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I've had lots of goals in my life, but this was never one of them. It came as a complete
surprise. I'm trusting that this increased level of recognition and credibility will open doors
that previously may have been closed. Actually, I've already seen the impact of it.

2. Sometimes life feels like a movie
I've mentioned that I moved down to live in the Royal National Park when Sydney went into
Covid lockdown. A friend had bought a block of land there with the intention of building.
The little cottage on the property he'd planned to bulldoze once the plans for his new house
was ready.

I moved in for a time. What I hadn't really considered was the many triggers there were for
me in this area. If you've read my autobiography, A Life of Unlearning, you'll know that I was
one of the first in the world to go through a Christian sexual reorientation program
(conversion therapy). The chapter Rehab with a Twist details the entire 6 month traumatic
experience. It all happened in this area.
From the deck in front of the house, I can see the house at Lilli Pilli on the other side of the
water, where I initially spent several weeks trying to get my life back on track after my
nervous breakdown.
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After several months, I was moved into another program at Bundeena. Now when I buy
groceries at Bundeena, I walk out of the IGA and look directly at the veranda where I was
humiliated by the lead pastor, Shirley, in front of my sister and brother-in-law who'd come to
rescue me.
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"Your brother is one of Sydney's worst homosexuals" Shirley's tirade to my shocked sister
and brother-in-law began. I can't recall the exact words after that, but it went downhill from
there as we were reminded that I was a failure quitting the program and consequently I was
destined, like all homosexuals, to live a tragic and lonely life. At the time, my sister's words
were enough "there is a lot of love in our family" she said at least three times. But deep
down inside, I believed Shirley was right.
Seeing familiar sights, having many painful memories triggered, affected me physically and
emotionally, nearly fifty years after the events.
After several months down here, my friend Steven asked me to join him for coffee at the
Maianbar Café. A couple walked in. Steven said "Hi David and Eileen, you know Tony don't
you? David and Eileen, were a part of the church at Bundeena. They had just done the hour
long hike from Bundeena to Maianbar and popped into the café for lunch. I haven't seen
them since I left the program in 1972…yep 48 years ago. If Steven hadn't invited me for
coffee that day we would never have reconnected (work out the probabilities of that event
happening). We had a pleasant lunch together the next week.
Eileen called me the day after lunch and said that the leadership of the church wanted to
become LGBT affirming and did I have any advice for them. I suggested that this was a long
process and that it might help if I met with the leadership to discuss. We have been meeting
monthly since that time and continue to work on education about what it means to be an
LGBTQ affirming church. Eventually I will be speaking at the church. Can you believe that? In
the very building in Bundeena that I wrote about in A Life of Unlearning. Sometimes I feel
like my life is a movie. You couldn't have written a better script. To say I am blown away by
this would be an understatement.

The year in review
It's always good to review the year and sometimes surprising to go back over the calendar,
communications and posts to see what has been achieved. Here are areas we've been
involved in and some of the highlights.

Consultations
From time to time ABBI is called up to provide insight and advice to groups and
organisations wanting to understand the LGBTIQ faith world and issues faced. We have
provided that to a number of groups such as:
•

The LGBTI National Health Alliance

•

Equality Australia

•

Aids Council of New South Wales (ACON)
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•

The ACT government

•

The Victorian Government

•

Suicide prevention research

•

InterPride

•

LGBT Conversion Ideology and Practice Research – Steering committee

Submissions
From time to time ABBI is called upon to make submissions to government inquiries. In the
past this has included Marriage Equality and more recently on Religious Freedom and
LGBTQ Conversion Practices (conversion 'therapy'). Two submissions made in this reporting
period were:
•

Religious Freedom Bills – Second Exposure Drafts Anthony Venn-Brown ABBI

•

2019 Victorian Government Department of Justice and Community Safety Conversion Practices - Legislative Option to Implement a Ban

Conference
The Homosexual Histories Conference was held at the Australian National University in
Canberra, 15-16 November 2019. The emphasis was on the time period before Mardi Gras
(1978). I presented a paper on "Why I Chose Gay Conversion 'Therapy' in the early 1970s".

Media
Here are four media highlights from the last 12 months (click on the pics to access):
1. SBS Insight is a highly respected Australian current affairs program. For the last Mardi
Gras they did a show "Coming Out with Faith". Coming out as LGBTQI+ is often
challenging, but for those growing up in a religious family or community, the journey can
be a lot more complicated and the risks severe. How do people reconcile their faith and
sexuality, and what happens when they can't? I loved that they used lots of young
people for this and also covered a variety of faiths.
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2. After reading A Life of Unlearning, Mauricio Rodriguez, a journalist from a major
publication in Mexico City wrote: "I think is very interesting that a Christian man like you
has gone through so much so I would like to write about all of your failed attempts to
change your sexual orientation triggered by your religious beliefs. Religion can be a
salvation for many but can be very harmful for minorities especially for the LGBT+
community. I bet you have a lot of findings or information about how religion and church
have affected us as a community and how things are changing and how they can be
changed faster. I am writing to you in hopes you can help me with that."
Check out how many times the article was shared.

3. During the pandemic, Angel Huertas (originally from Puerto Rico, now living in Texas)
has been doing many interviews. The series is entitled Tertuliando en Cuarentena
(which essentially means gathering during quarantine). Way back in 2005, Angel
contacted me after serendipitously discovering my autobiography, A Life of
Unlearning, while he was attending Hillsong College. Some things are just providential.
I've done many interviews over the years. Some interviewers ask predictable questions
while others dig much deeper. Angel's is the latter. Despite some technical difficulties,
we pressed on. I'm glad we did. I hope you are too.
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4. Back home in Sydney (well from my Corona/Covid cottage down south), I joined Luke on
the motivational morning show @funlocka @cuppaoflifecafe.

Website, posts, articles
Our website continues to be a source of information for people to anonymously look for
answers. Some of the most viewed and shared include.
1. Released in 2018, our Report on Gay Conversion Therapy in Australia continues to
be a resource for LGBTI health and rights organisations, politicians, journalists and
academics. Our 30-page report, with over 100 references, behind the scenes account
was the first of its kind in Australia.
2. Welcoming, accepting, affirming continues to be the most shared article. Over 50K
so far.
3. The new, extensive, 10,000 word article on Hillsong has also proved popular as the
article revealed previously unknown information about the church's journey with the
'gay issue'. This is the story you won't read in the tabloids which currently seem
fixated on Brian Houston walking his dog in Bondi and Brian and Bobbie's sex life.
4. The resources and also audio page are visited regularly and shared to educate and
inform.

Writing and research
It seems more and more of my time is being spent researching and writing.
With the passing of Sy Rogers last April, I decided to write an article. I'd had behind the
scenes dealings with Sy. I thought it was important to document and deconstruct the "exhomosexual" urban myth that had been created. Once that article got up to 8,000 words, I
realised a lot more research needed to be done and that eventually it would be a book.
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Working title "Sy Rogers–the story of the man behind the man in the mirror". All going
well, that could possibly be out in the first half of 2021.
As many will know, I've been monitoring ex-gay/reparative/conversion therapy organisations
and activities in Australia for 20 years now. One organisation, Beyond Egypt, has closed
down. This is significant of many levels. My article 'Beyond Egypt' Closes - Lessons from
the rise and demise of an LGBTQ conversion organisation' is the only article ever written
about Beyond Egypt since its founding in 2006. This 14,000 word (over 80 references)
article has already been praised by several academics. The abstract reads:
Reflecting on the history and closure of yet another conversion "therapy"
organisation has several benefits. It creates an opportunity to educate people
about the beliefs, practices, and language of the LGBTQ conversion
movement. It also enables people to see how the movement has evolved and
recognise its existence today in a number of religious contexts. Non-faith
individuals, media, and legislators will also benefit as they are given an indepth look into the LGBTQ conversion world and understand why there is a
rising movement to end the harm that has been accumulating for the last five
decades.
You can read or download the PDF HERE.
The two works above have taken up all my time so 'The Quest to Cure Queers' has been on
hold…..sort of. The research for the Sy Rogers book and also the Beyond Egypt article feed
into and overlap with 'The Quest to Cure Queers'. I've made some amazing contacts and
gained incredible information that will be valuable moving into that work later.
It is always encouraging to get feedback from individuals and organisations from time to
time. I was chuffed to receive an email from the United Nations after my article for an
academic journal, 'Sexual orientation change efforts within religious contexts' had been
forwarded to them.
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You can find the above mentioned article and additionally the ABBI report on Conversion
"Therapy" in Australia, listed on the United Nations Human Rights Commissioners website
as resources they have used to call for a global ban.

Still first port of call for some
•

People challenged by faith/sexuality conflict

•

Parents with LGBT kids

•

People wanting to come out

•

Gay, lesbian, bisexual people in straight marriages

The above have been contacting me for help since the first edition of A Life of Unlearning
came out in 2004. Giving these individuals time, resources, information, support has always
been, and will continue to be a part of our work. Where appropriate, we refer on to others
who can provide further assistance or specialised help.
One of the interesting things I have found recently is people from the past connecting with
me. This has often reminded me of the principle of sowing and reaping.
Example 1: A Facebook message
Hello Anthony
We have not met but I just wanted to say that around 6 or so years ago my
husband and I went to a show you had in Newtown with a friend of ours that
later came out to be gay. I had no idea but your message that night convicted
me in a way I can't explain , me judging others life choices and hiding behind
religion as a way to shut my eyes to what I didn't understand.
I wanted to say to you that I am grateful that you are there to help so many
people who are also Christians struggling with their sexuality. I also wanted
to say thank you for not attacking the church despite what you have gone
through. I think the church has learnt a lot over the last 5 years about love and
I have a long term dream where all people are welcomed and loved in church
and supported in a loving family. I have come to re consider my position on
homosexuality being a sin that has to be dealt with as opposed to a way of
life that we need to accept and not war against for the sake of community
,freedom and acceptance. Don't give up the church is getting there and I know
my friends are going to be okay because of you.
Example 2: Another Facebook message
hi Anthony! Love your blog. I'm Michael from Ireland now living in London. I
used to live in Sydney and was part of Living Waters. We used to pray for
your conversion!!! Helas I was the one that got 'reconverted' and had a very
bad breakdown and was suicidal due to the pressure from Living Waters to
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stay single. God taught me to accept my homosexuality and that it wasn't a
wound that needed healing and needless to say, some see me like Satan!!
Anyway Anthony, well done for your work and testimony and may God open
the eyes of these other Christians who believe that gays must be healed!! God
bless you and pray for me!
Last example:
Does the name Andre Afamasaga ring a bell? Andre is famous for coming out in the Sydney
Morning Herald in December 2019 with the opinion piece Gay, Christian and a former
preacher, I'm coming out to help anyone hurt by Folau
Andre wrote ….. "I am using this article to publicly come out because I am troubled by a
growing resentment towards LGBTIQ+ people. As a gay Samoan man and former pastor, I
worry about the pain caused by the Folau saga and that Christianity will be characterised by
politicking and gatekeeping rather than Jesus' love."
You will be familiar with the Folau media frenzy I'm sure. Andre's article went viral. Andre
and I connected soon after that and he said "I'm familiar with ur work. In fact when I was
trying to be straight, I thought you were from the devil! Hahaha". The other day Andre
tweeted.

So I guess this is an important reminder to keep sowing the seed, as you never know if or
when it will bear fruit or who it might touch. Andre now works as a Senior Advisor to the
New Zealand Human Rights Commission.
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For those who like numbers
ABBI's Mission:
Ambassadors & Bridge Builders International (ABBI) is committed to
ending unnecessary suffering caused by ignorance and misinformation
about sexual orientation and gender identity. ABBI's mission is to create
understanding and acceptance for LGBTIQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual.
transgender, intersex, queer) people, empower community members
and build bridges with churches, religious organisations and leaders.
ABBI's philosophy:
The enemy is not individuals, churches, conversion 'therapy' organisations
or political parties; the enemy is ignorance. Change is created by focusing
our energies on overcoming the latter instead of attacking the former.
Therefore, our emphasis is always focusing on overcoming ignorance and misinformation
with the truth and facts. ABBI gets information out there through as many channels as
possible. These include media, social networks, our website's resources and posts, training
etc.. Below you'll find some numbers that will indicate our reach.
Our social media profile continues to grow and is used regularly to distribute up to date and
relevant information. Our audience is growing.
2016

2018

2019

2020

184 subscribers
179,481 views
1,576 page likes
1,501 followers
1,660 page likes
1,575 followers

202 subscribers
193,969 views
1,960 page likes
1,891 followers
2,046 page likes
1,967 followers

231 subscribers
208,920 views
2,172 page likes
2,161 followers
2,399 page likes
2,351 followers

277 subscribers
222,422 views
2,300 page likes
2,319 followers
2,550 page likes
2,532 followers

1445 followers

1,499 followers

1,622 followers

1,722 followers

1773 followers

ABBI newsletter

1574
connections
1457 subscribers

1,733 connections
1,680 followers
1654 subscribers

1,848 connections
1,780 Followers
1776 subscribers

1,897 connections
1,837 followers
1,989 subscribers

1978 connections
1897 followers
1,994 subscribers

Instagram

889 followers

997 followers

1,104 followers

1,224 followers

1,322 followers

YouTube Channel
ABBI Facebook
page
A Life of
Unlearning
Facebook page
Twitter
LinkedIn

150 subscribers
137,125 views
1249 page likes

2017

1632 page likes

The actual impact of our work is often hard to measure. However, the snapshot below, of
visits to our website, give some indication of our growing reach.
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261,513

Financial support
Our faithful weekly and monthly supporters, the #ABBIfamily, is currently 37 individuals.
Some give $20 others $100 or more per month. We've also had 47 people who've made
one-off donations to ABBI over this time.
We are grateful for every single one who gives generously and sacrificially to this important
and sometimes life-saving work. If all the people we have helped in some way gave $1 a day
we would be able to expand our work in a significant way and focus completely on our
mission. If you'd like to join the #ABBIfamily, you can organise that on this link. If you'd like
to have a conversation about ways to help ABBI with fundraising we'd love to talk to you. If
this of interest to you then please email me at anthony@abbi.org.au
A fully audited financial report is available. Once again just email us info@abbi.org.au and
we'll get that straight off to you. Our thanks to Martin Coxell who contributed his time to
complete the audit.
Finally, I must thank the board of ABBI. Since our last Annual Report, our inaugural
president, Ian Green, resigned. Anthony Barbara has stepped up to the role of
President/Chairperson. Our secretary is Tim Daly, Treasurer Bill Wang, and other board
members Hannah Baral, Byron Barnes and Marguerite Foxon have continued to serve the
organisation as board members. We recently welcomed Tony Rowe to the board. I am so
grateful for their encouragement, support, feedback, expertise and wisdom. They are a great
team to work with.
We look forward to serving you, the LGBTIQ community, and the faith community for
another 12 months and into the future.
Anthony Venn-Brown OAM
Founder and CEO
Ambassadors & Bridge Builders International
anthony@abbi.org.au
+61 416 015 231
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