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Good morning, everyone.
I think this is going to be a struggle, so please pray for me.
I used to be a regular here at St. Luke’s, from rowdy ACT-UP meetings in the basement back in the old days, to visiting the columbarium to commune with the many people we’ve lost who are interred here.
I also spoke from this very spot 24 years ago, to eulogize another young man, the amazing Arnold Jackson, who many of you knew and loved just as we know and love Michael today. Sometime in your experience here today, I hope you’ll remember Arnold for a moment as well.
Two weeks ago, I delivered a version of what I’m about to say at Michael’s family funeral in Hemingway, South Carolina. Michael’s Hemingway and Wilmington families, many of whom are here today, raised an amazing young man, and we should be thanking them forever for that. 
So, there’s that family, and then there’s whatever you’d call the rest of us here today… the people in this sanctuary this morning and watching on the livestream, who loved, debated, fought with, danced with, followed, hugged and celebrated the Michael Hinson we experienced here in Philadelphia, the Michael we collectively and individually embraced.
I mean no disrespect to Michael’s biological families when I say, we are Michael’s family too.
In the end, though, whichever family you belong to, Michael meant what he meant to each of us individually, and that’s something that varies from person to person…based on how he was when he was with us, but also based on what we needed when we were with him.
**********
This morning I’d like to talk about the Michael I needed, what Michael meant in my world, and also some of what he accomplished in the real world.
My relationship with Michael lasted 36 years, and began shortly after he first came to Philadelphia, with the goal …of dancing.
It was actually despite that that we quickly started to develop what ultimately became something of an adult version of an uncle-nephew, sometimes a father-son, relationship. Eventually, I’d like to believe, we ended up as equals – both being able to mentor each other.
Over the years our relationship continued to evolve, even up to his final minutes in the hospice. And now that Michael is only with me in spirit, I find it even now is continuing to evolve, remaining one of the most important relationships in my life, still.
I first met a 19-year-old Michael in 1986 when he came to the BEBASHI office to complain to me and BEBASHI founder Rashidah Hassan – now, Rashidah Abdul-Kabeer –that not enough was being done to protect the African American community, especially the African American gay and transgender community, against AIDS.
I mean it very seriously when I say that the course of my life changed in that moment.
Here was a very young man, 16 years my junior, with a shiny gold tooth, sent to me by my higher power to educate me about what I needed to do right this minute! Here was a man, wet behind the ears but nonetheless a man, with a maturity and understanding far beyond his years.
As I said, at the time, Michael believed his future might be in dance, not activism. But in that conversation, I believe he started to acknowledge a new passion.
Knowingly or not, Michael articulated to Rashidah and I, with some energy and more than a little anger, a vision for the future of his life in his new city. He wanted to speak up, and he charged us with speaking up, on behalf of people who had been silenced, who had been disenfranchised, who had been abandoned, who had been treated badly by society. 
He wanted to work with them, nourish them, teach them, comfort them. He wanted to dedicate his life, not to getting rich or gaining fame, but to being in service to those who could not fight for themselves.
We heard, in Michael’s passionate voice, a message that I 
think he carried in his heart the rest of his adult life:
God’s love makes no exceptions. 
**********
I’ve met many heroes in my 70 years in Philadelphia, quite a few of whom are in this room today. But Michael cut a path that was unlike that of any other. In all he did he managed to be a transformative leader and a hardworking servant, all at the same time.
He was deeply spiritual, relying on his Yoruba practice to find peace as well as the energy to go on. He was a gifted writer. He was an excellent speaker. He was a strong advocate, and a calm conciliator when the situation called for it.
And let us not forget, he was a lithe and agile dancer in his day.
Before the activist Michael was born, there was the dancing Michael. When he lived with me off and on in the late 80s and early 90s, he often practiced in my tiny living room, with an intense and focused expression on his face, moving with a style, grace and confidence that was uniquely his. 
That BIG smile, that gold tooth, the gracefulness of his dancing – those remain a big part of what Michael Hinson still means to me.
Most of the time, though, Michael was committed to just being a friend to people who needed a friend.
He founded or worked in several organizations serving those often called “the least of us,” especially in the Black LGBTQ community. His work among young people, people with HIV, the addicted and the homeless ranged from multi-million-dollar projects to, just a few months ago, quiet efforts to find burial plots for those who had died without family or loved ones.
Michael demanded justice, especially for those who were young, or different, or unhoused, or feared, or hated. He organized communities to empower themselves not to empower himself, but in ways that would make them or keep them healthy and thriving.
He spent eight years in city government, where he developed new public policies related to homelessness – he helped author a ten-year plan for ending that particular challenge, one which is still relevant today. He made strides for LGBTQ people in health care (such as the transgender health clinic at Mazzoni), human rights (like adding gender identity to the Fair Practices Act) and economic progress (helping to strengthen Gayborhood businesses).
In the current mayoral Administration, Michael has been a leading advocate on homeless issues, serving as co-chair of the City’s Roadmap to Homes Board, which sets policy and funding priorities on homelessness for the City.
The bottom line is that, as his close friend and sometimes roommate Tara Webb once enlightened me, Michael dedicated every breathing moment to what he felt was his calling in all the environments in which he lived and worked: to leave people better off than he had found them.
**********
I have a picture of Michael and myself from the mid-1980s in which we both have expressions of joy on our faces. It was at a fundraiser for Mayor Goode, who was running for re-election.
The photo helps me remember how radiant Michael could be when he was happy. In this picture, in the glowing quality of Michael’s smile, the brightness in his eyes, the energy in his whole being, you can see the future Michael Hinson – a future of solid purpose, of extraordinary accomplishment, of a seemingly undying energy, of a simple, single-minded courage.
Because I was a bit older than Michael, he often referred to me as one of his mentors, along with my fellow elders Rashidah Abdul-Kabeer and Tyrone Smith.
And because of our long relationship, Michael once told me, he frequently asked himself when faced with a difficult problem – “What would Rashidah say, What would Tyrone think, What would David do…?”
I never had the opportunity to share with Michael that for quite a while I have had the habit of doing the same thing when facing a big challenge – “What would Michael do?”
As we all grew, at some point I think Michael did recognize that he was our mentor as well. We each learned so much from him, his energy, his thoughtfulness, his intelligence, his caring ways, his maturity, his passion, his love, his simple audacity, and his thankfulness to the gods he worshipped.
We know Michael grew and matured because of the amazing work of his family in Hemingway and Wilmington.
But, nonetheless, we too, in Philadelphia, can be very proud of how we also raised our adopted son. The evidence is clear.
Since his passing, I have been bemoaning the fact that we all have to struggle with the knowledge that we now have to live in a world without Michael in it.
But in my heart that will never be really true.
The passion of Michael Hinson, demanding fairness, justice, doing the right thing – that still rings in our ears, and I believe it will continue to do so if all of us make the decision to carry that voice forward.
Because his was a spirit of fearlessness, and one of love - a spirit that still walks with us, is still within us, even today, even now.
Thank you very much for your kind attention.
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