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General Sessions Judge Rachel Bell got married —
and became the first openly gay elected judge in
Tennessee

Bell chose LGBT Pride Month to come out, announcing she'd married
Dorsha James

June 3, 2017 James Grady ¢ Commenis

https://www.outandaboutnashville.com/story/general-sessions-judge-rachel-bell-got 12/11/2017




General Sessions Judge Rachel Bell got married — and became the first openly gay clecte... Page 2 of 6

Share

3.2K o .
Like Tweet | G+ | 2528hare

Davidson County General Sessions Court Judge Rachel L. Bell married Dorsha James, an emergency

room doctor, this past February in a small, intimate ceremony. The two knew they would host a larger, more
public event in June because, in doing so, Bell became the first judge on her court—and in all likelihood the first
elected judge in Tennessee history---to come out openly as LGBT.

Judge Bell (at right, in photo above) is very aware that, in so doing, she opens her private life to public scrutiny.
But for the right woman, she said, it’s all worth it. “One of the reasons I waited so long,” Bell said, “or rather
God made e wait so long, is I just had to meet the right person that I would be comfortable with in my skin...”

As far as her orientation, Bell says she’s atways had certain feelings, though she didn’t always understand them.
“When I was a little girl I asked my mom about it. I think I was about 10 years old and I don't think she really
understood because in her mind little girls or women always hold each other's hand, always hugging on each
other. So she told me my feelings were not a big deal, it's just normal. She said, “When you grow up, you get
married, and you have children, and you act on feelings with a man, but girls are always touchy-feely, holding
hands and whatever.” So it wasn’t until law school that 1 realized 1 had some feelings that I didn’t really
understand. Maybe I suppressed them for a long time because I didn't know what they were....”

Tt was then, in law school, that she began to come to grips with what her feelings meant, but then came face-to-
face with the thought that her feelings were sinful. “I talked to my parents about it,” Bell said, “and they
confirmed that it was sinful and wasn't proper and that [ shouldn't do so. Then my pastor at the church confirmed
with me that it was sinful... For vears, T was trying to avoid my feelings or suppress them. [ was open to love
and had dated guys in high school, and college ... but I knew that I had feelings that would come back.”

At a certain point, Bell decided to embrace her LGBT identity, though not to broadcast it. “When I moved back
home from law school, 1 just said, T identify in the LGBT community, and T am going to enjoy my life. I'm not
going to be secretive or closeted, but I'm not going to be open.’ I didn’t want it to be an issue with clients in my
practice, and I didn’t want it to be an issue with my church or family. " There was no need, unless I'm just madly
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in love with a person and I just know this is the person I'm about to marry... Then you all are going to have to
get used to her!”

Dorsha James, it turns out, was the one who made that all
necessary. The two had crossed paths socially many times, but
when they finally got together it all clicked. “We’ve been
inseparable ever since. It's been amazing. We dated for a while,
and then we got married this past February in a very small,
intimate wedding with our parents and sisters and brothers and
very few friends. We had a reception at the Standard that night,”

This weekend though, the couple is celebrating their marriage
publicly. “We were trying to figure out how that was going to
look like Friday night... it's a night written in the stars. We'll show the wedding video, and we'll do a ceremony
and have some toasts, A proclamation from Mayor Barry, to my understanding, will be read and some other
things...”

“Then, Saturday night, we have an event called the Love Fest,” she added. “If's the inaugural Love Fest, we plan
on doing it every year. The reason we came up with this one was because in the black community especially, we
have a lot of events that we go to, a lot of galas, and they're really nice, but if we want to dance with each other,
it's uncomfortable,” she added. “We wanted to create an environment where there would be people from all
walks of life, people that identify, don't identify, people that are open to love, and people that are LGRT-
friendly, to come together.”

Bell and James hope that the event becomes an opportunity for all to come together to mutually celebrate love.
“If you dance with your husband, or you dance with your boyfiiend, or you dance with your partner, nobody's
going to say, ‘Oh, look at them dancing. That's uncomfortable. Oh, they kissed each other, That's
uncomfortable.” We just wanted to have something where all of our friends and people can come celebrate
freely in an environment, and also to give back to the community.”

Look for a more in-depth interview with Bell and James, and photos from the June events, in the July issue of
O&AN!

Photos provided by Deborah Ann Culp and Judge Rachel L. Bell
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