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On the eve of the Sochi Olympics, before friends and fans gather in living rooms and pubs to celebrate the Games, a 
church in northwest Calgary is opening its doors for a gathering of a different sort.

At a vigil set for Thursday, there will be a couple songs and a few words, then a moment of silence, all to show sup-
port for LGBT athletes taking part in the Olympic Winter Games.

Pam Rocker, affirming co-ordinator at Hillhurst United Church, says the event - put together in light of concerns 
around Russia’s anti-gay laws headed into the Games - is meant “to create a sacred space and designated time to think 
about the risk and harm other people are going into.”

Lesbian and gay rights activists in many countries are holding protests, like the one [to the left] in London, against 
laws aimed at stifling gay rights in Russia.

“When it comes to something like this, it’s really hard to know what to do. We by no means think this is the answer, 
or the only way to deal with it,” Rocker said of the interfaith event which is being held Thursday at 7 p.m. “It’s a mo-
ment of wakefulness and watchfulness and a reflection on what our voice is in the international community.” The issue 
of violence against gays in Russia, while not new, took an even grimmer turn in the lead-up to the Olympics with the 
recent law banning so-called homosexual propaganda.

The Games have faced calls for boycotts from some gay rights groups, a plea from Sochi’s mayor not to turn the Olym-
pics into an activist platform and talk that in fact, some athletes and the local LGBT community may, indeed, take a 
stand.

Back home, it can make for confusing Olympic season fodder for fans seeking an outlet to cheer for the nation’s athletes while taking into account the dis-
crimination and attacks against LGBT people in the host country.

Tansy Wong, a member of Pride Calgary, has been a longtime fan of the Games, cheering in particular for snowboarders and Canada’s hockey teams, as the 
athletes give it their all to make it to the podium.

But Wong says she’s wrestled over what to do this time around.

“Do you go and watch the Games just to support the athletes who have spent their lives training and working to get to this point? Do we have the right to 
basically dampen and darken that experience for them just because of some political issues that are arising in

that country?” While conflicted, Wong said she’s decided to watch this year’s Games and cheer for the athletes, as always.

And like most years, she plans to watch the opening ceremonies. But this time, she’ll keep a close eye on any sign of protest, any flash of rainbow.

“It still kind of surprises me how ignorant people still are around the world, especially when you’re seeing so much progress and forward movement in 
LGBT rights in North America,” Wong said.

Gold-medal winning Olympic swimmer and Calgary native Mark Tewksbury, an openly gay athlete, plans to root hard for the home team and suggests 
other Canadian fans do the same.

While the political situation shouldn’t be ignored, it’s something that should be addressed by governments and the International Olympic Committee, he 
said in a recent interview before taking part in a panel on politics and the Olympics at Mount Royal University.

Tewksbury credited the Canadian government with doing a good job advocating against Russia’s anti-propaganda laws and said the pressure shouldn’t ease 
up.

As for the athletes, “it’s not their job to protest,” added Tewksbury, the Canadian team’s chef de mission at the London Olympics.

“There’s athletes that are completely closeted, that aren’t out to their families yet, that maybe only a sports psychologist knows about their situation, and 
now me because I’ve been fortunate enough to speak to them,” Tewksbury told the MRU audience last week.

“Terrified young men and women going to a country where expressly they’re being discriminated against, not welcome.”

Tewksbury said he believes Russia’s gay and lesbian population has every right to channel international scrutiny during the Games toward the discrimina-
tion they face.

“When you’re being persecuted, you have every right to stand up for your basic human rights and I would expect something will happen like that during 
the Games,” said Tewksbury.

In the end, the good that may come out of Sochi is that North America’s fascination with sports may now get people talking about homophobia, he said, 
whether at the political level, or at home around the TV.

“It’s kind of ironic that the vehicle of sport at all is being used to advance gay and lesbian rights,” Tewksbury said.

“It’s actually one of the most homophobic environments left in Western liberal democratic countries. And yet, it’s acting as a vehicle of social change right 
now.”
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