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			For Aaron and Amy,

			through whose eyes I learned to see myself as more than a divine typo.
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Foreword

			Wesley Hill

			Ten years ago—only ten short years ago—it was impossible to find a book like this. I know because I tried. 

			For what felt like an agonizing length of time, I searched far and wide for a book like the one you now hold in your hands.

			A book in which an author talked frankly about being gay, rather than “ex-gay” or just “struggling with same-sex attraction.”

			A book in which an author described why and how one might choose to be gay and single, rather than “gay affirming” or “theologically progressive” or “revisionist.”

			A book in which an author wrestled honestly with being gay, single, and Christian—rather than “formerly Christian” or merely “spiritual but not religious.”

			A book in which an author didn’t just talk about having formerly lived a “homosexual lifestyle” (as if there were only one!) but one in which he narrated an ongoing experience of same-sex desire and all that goes along with that.

			A book in which an author didn’t just lay out the biblical case for “traditional Christian marriage” but also grappled with the dawning realization that, however much he might want such a marriage for himself, it didn’t seem likely to be in his future.

			A book in which an author told a story about what it felt like to be seeking to live in that awkward in-between space that Greg Coles’s title names with such beguiling simplicity: single, gay, Christian.

			I ended up trying to write such a book myself, because my own life, like Greg’s, is one of ongoing same-sex desire, voluntary singleness, and committed Christian faith. But I quickly learned, as my book found its way into the hands of many different readers, that not everyone who shares my circumstances—not everyone who is single, gay, and Christian—experiences those circumstances in the same way or asks exactly the same questions or cherishes the same consolations. 

			It seems like an obvious point now, but it took me a while to feel its weight: not only did the Christian world need one book about being single, gay, and Christian, it needed dozens of books about it—because there is no one way of living that complicated, multifaceted story.

			And that’s why I am grateful for Greg Coles’s searingly honest, beautifully written book. I’m grateful for it because it offers exactly the sort of comfort and challenge I needed when I was just beginning to navigate life as a self-described gay Christian. But I’m especially grateful for it because Greg’s book will offer the sort of hope and insight that other gay Christians might not be able to find in my testimony. I’m grateful for it because it offers one more snapshot of what a faithful gay Christian life might look like, and God knows we need as many such snapshots as we can get.

			There are so many of us, from such varied cultures, races, Christian denominations, and family backgrounds, who have come out as gay and Christian in recent years. And each of us is seeking to learn, in our own way, how to flourish as we embrace intentional Christian singleness. We need stories like Greg’s to remind us that there are as many ways to flourish in those circumstances as there are Christians who embrace them.

			One of the early church fathers wrote wisely, “Any theory divorced from living examples . . . is like an unbreathing statue.” That plural—examples—is vital. That’s why I’m so glad for Greg’s book: it offers one more example, one more story, one more urgent reminder that no one’s story is interchangeable with or reducible to anyone else’s. It’s a timely, evocative reminder that each single, gay, Christian life is equally unique and precious.

			

		


		
			

			
Prelude

			Promises

			Let’s make a deal, you and me. Let’s make promises to each other.

			I promise to tell you my story. The whole story. I’ll tell you about a boy in love with Jesus who, at the fateful onset of puberty, realized his sexual attractions were persistently and exclusively for other guys. I’ll tell you how I lay on my bed in the middle of the night and whispered to myself the words I’ve whispered a thousand times since:

			“I’m gay.”

			I’ll tell you how I cried and prayed and begged God to make me straight, or else to make me believe that the Bible left room for monogamous same-sex relationships. I’ll tell you how God kept refusing to do either one, how he kept pointing me back to the cross of Christ. How I followed my Savior in costly obedience and became a mythical creature, a thing that wasn’t supposed to exist: a single gay Christian.

			I’ll show you the world through my eyes: The books on Christian masculinity that never seemed to be about me. The churches that treated my singleness like an acne problem that could be cleared up with a few weeks’ treatment. The sincere Christians who called it “love” when they talked about people like me with revulsion in their voices.

			I’ll tell you what it’s like to belong nowhere. To know that much of my Christian family will forever consider me unnatural, dangerous, because of something that feels as involuntary as my eye color. And to know that much of the LGBTQ community that shares my experience as a sexual minority will disagree with the way I’ve chosen to interpret the call of Jesus, believing I’ve bought into a tragic, archaic ritual of self-hatred.

			Self-hatred. I’ll tell you about that too. I’ll tell you how hard it is some days to look in the mirror and believe that God could have possibly said over me, as he did over all creation, “It is good.”

			But I promise my story won’t all be sadness and loneliness and struggle. I’ll tell you good things too, hopeful things, funny things, like the time I accidentally came out to my best friend during his bachelor party. I’ll tell you what it felt like the first time someone looked me in the eyes and said, “You are not a mistake.” I’ll tell you that joy and sorrow are not opposites, that my life has never been more beautiful than when it was most brokenhearted.

			If you’ll listen, I promise I’ll tell you everything, and you can decide for yourself what you want to believe about me.

			All you have to promise in return is that you’ll wait a little while before you reach your verdict about me. Wait until you’ve heard everything. Wait until you know me. And then, well . . .

			Then the rest is up to you.
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Revelation

			I thought a lot about death as a child. It wasn’t that I was morbid—quite the opposite. I was excited for heaven. I longed for it with a simple, childish logic, the way I longed for weekends and birthdays. Heaven seemed more real, more imminent, more permanent than any other promise I knew.

			It probably didn’t hurt that I was living at the time in Indonesia, a Muslim-majority nation in the throes of political upheaval. The thirty-one-year regime of president/dictator Suharto was on its deathbed during the mid-1990s, anticipating Indonesia’s first democratic election in 1999. In 1996 a political scuffle in the capital city, Jakarta, left more than a hundred dead or injured on a day now remembered as Sabtu Kelabu (Gray Saturday).

			My home city of Bandung was a four-hour drive from the capital, but it wasn’t exempt from the violence. Rumored deaths and riots in the street weren’t uncommon. One day my brothers went out to play basketball and came home hours later than they should have, explaining that they had gotten trapped in the middle of a standoff between rioters and police, hiding behind a car that had its front window shattered by a rock. There were months I kept a shelf in my closet packed for quick travel, in case we needed to evacuate the country with twenty-four hours’ notice or less.

			I grew up hearing my parents say that the safest place in the world was the place God wanted you to be. By this logic, our life in Indonesia was safe—or at least as safe as anywhere could be. And so we stayed put, an English teacher from New York and his homeschooling wife and four kids who had gotten used to living in a country built on eggshells.

			The world was dangerous, and heaven was glorious. These were the two things I knew with certainty by the age of seven. And so it felt like the most natural thing in the world, when my dad brought me a bedtime sip of water in a teal plastic cup one night, to ask how I could make sure I was going to heaven.

			In retrospect, I had a very utilitarian view of God. But for my seven-year-old self, it was enough. As I closed my eyes extra tight and clenched my hands together and promised to surrender my whole life to Jesus, the exchange felt almost too easy, like I’d traded a safety pin for a Stradivarius. I promised God something I already knew was out of my control, and he, in return, promised me everything.

			My promise never changed, and neither did his. But somehow, as the years went by, things got more complicated.
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			Puberty came in the way a car crash comes, with a screech of tires: enough warning to scare the crap out of me, but not enough to save me from the wreckage. I had read about it in books, heard murmurs of it at youth group, seen it beginning to happen to my friends. As I understood it, puberty turned boys into sex-crazed animals. It made them throw out the logic of Jesus and love and family so they could look at pictures of naked girls.

			One day I walked in on a friend a few years older than me looking at online pornography. When he saw me, his face became a mask of shame and terror. He tried to close the web browser, accidentally making an obscene picture his desktop background.

			“I’m sorry,” he said, standing and trying to cover the screen with his scrawny chest. “Don’t look at this.”

			Dutifully, I went and sat on a stack of pillows in the corner, where I couldn’t see the face of the computer monitor.

			“I’m sorry,” he said again, sitting down and clicking furiously, trying to erase the evidence of what he had done. “This stuff is bad. It’s wrong. I’m trying not to look at it anymore. I don’t want to be looking at it.”

			“Okay,” I said, staring at him blankly.

			“When you get older,” he said, “you’ll understand.”

			I thought of the scantily clad woman on his computer screen. The image repulsed me. I didn’t want to understand.

			Some nights in the youth group at my English-speaking Indonesian church, they would split us up, the boys and the girls, which inevitably meant we were going to talk about sex. The male leaders, their faces somber, would wrangle the middle-school boys and tell us about what we were all going through, the way we wanted to look at girls, the way we shouldn’t look at girls. It was everyone’s struggle, they said, and that made it okay to be honest with each other. We could confess our shameful thoughts and pray together in godly, manly sorts of ways.

			Everyone else seemed to be nodding along with these talks, so I nodded along too and kept my mouth shut. If we broke up into small groups and I had to speak, I used vague words like struggle and lust, words that were really just middle-school code for masturbation. As far as I could tell, I had the part about girls already figured out. I had no problem looking just at a girl’s face or keeping her fully clothed in my mind. I already thought of girls as friends, sisters in Christ, God’s holy creations.

			So while everyone else was in a skirmish for purity, learning what it meant to save themselves for marriage and honor God as sexual beings, I was sitting on the sidelines. Confused. Bracing myself for a sledgehammer blow that never seemed to come.

			Maybe, I thought, this was God’s way of blessing me, his way of rewarding me for my faithfulness. He was sparing me from the gross obsession with naked women that every other boy I knew had been cursed with. Some days I almost threw out my elbow patting myself on the back. In the race to purity, I was winning.

			Or so I thought.
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			While I was busy steeling myself against the sexual desires every­­­one told me were coming, other desires were creeping in unnoticed. At first I thought it was just curiosity. What did other guys look like naked? Did they look like me? What would they think of seeing me naked? What would it be like to be naked with another guy?

			If these were sexual questions, lustful questions, I had no way of knowing. No one had ever warned me about them. I knew same-sex changing rooms existed, though I’d never been inside one. I’d heard people talk about skinny-dipping in ponds with friends when no one had a bathing suit. The stories seemed innocent, innocuous. Why were my questions any different?

			Slowly, carefully, without admitting to myself what I was doing, I began seeking out images of naked men and stories that involved nudity. Greek and Roman myths, I discovered, were a treasure trove of nude or almost nude illustrations. Encyclopedias had pictures of everything, if you knew where to look. (All in the name of education, of course.) Huckleberry Finn had a few passing references to nudity, and I read those sentences over and over, pretending I was with Huck, pretending I was Huck.

			The pictures and thoughts gave me a tingly feeling, excited, ravenous. I felt instinctively that it was a secret feeling, something I needed to keep to myself, and that made me wonder if it was wrong. But in my limited vocabulary, what I was doing and thinking and feeling had nothing to do with sex.

			If there were no girls involved, it couldn’t be sexual—could it?

			It was months before I finally put the pieces together. Masturbation, I knew, was how most guys my age expressed their sexual desires for women, and now more and more of my searches for male nudity were ending the same way. I hadn’t escaped the struggle my friends were having. I had switched it, exchanged one repulsive urge for another.

			But it didn’t make sense. It wasn’t the way puberty was supposed to happen.

			So I scoured the books on puberty again. I googled web articles. (Actually, this was before the reign of Google had begun. I used an obscure search engine named Metacrawler, with hopes that no one else in my family would use it on our family computer and notice my incriminating search history.) And that was when I noticed for the first time the word that would change my life:

			Gay.

			I was gay.

			I would lie on the bottom bunk of the bunkbed I shared with one of my brothers, staring up at the warped wooden slats and the underside of his mattress. I would kick off my covers, sweating in the tropical heat, and whisper just loud enough for the sound to reach back to my own ears:

			“I’m gay. I’m gay. I’m gay.”

			If I had been reserved and private about my sexuality before, this revelation sealed my lips even tighter. I knew next to nothing about homosexuality, but I knew it was a topic reserved for hushed tones and sorrowful eyes. It wasn’t something nice Christian boys like me talked about, not something they should need or want to understand.

			The only person I told, in seventh grade or so, was my brother, and then only because he asked me such a pointed question about my struggle with lust that there was no way of answering him without either blatantly lying or telling the impossible truth. We were the only ones in the house that day, and he had just come home in the middle of a torrential Indonesian rainstorm, his clothes and shoes and hair sopping wet.

			I don’t remember how we ended up on the topic of sexual purity, but I remember his question, and the way my heart stopped when he asked it.

			I looked him in the eyes, my hands and chin trembling, and called him by my favorite of his nicknames. “I think I’m gay,” I said.

			For a minute he didn’t say anything. Then he said, “No you’re not. You’re not gay.”

			I didn’t have an answer. He went on.

			Homosexuality, he said, was something fluid, an open door you didn’t have to walk through. It was an idea your adolescent mind played with when it was flooded with sexual tension, when you were so aroused you could have lusted after a mop bucket. “Just because you have those thoughts,” he said, “it doesn’t make you gay. You’re just like the rest of us.”

			“Okay,” I said, and I wanted so badly to believe him.

			The next time I saw a picture of a woman in a tight-fitting bathing suit, I tried hard to admire her. Tried to feel what I was supposed to feel. Maybe, I thought, if I believed a little more, if I tried a little harder, I would finally unlock my true sexual self.

			I might as well have been staring at an office supplies poster. I felt nothing.

			“How’s it going?” my brother asked a few weeks later, checking in on me. “With . . . you know . . . that?”

			“I don’t know,” I said. “I think maybe it’s getting better. Yes, it’s definitely getting a little better.”

			“Good,” he said. And for years we didn’t talk about it again. Looking back, I can’t remember if he never brought it up or if I changed the subject every time he did.
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			It wasn’t until much later that I realized how unfair it had been of me to dump on a high school sophomore the darkest secret I knew, demand his silence, and then expect his answer to be the gospel truth. He tried, because he loved me. But there was no way he could have understood me when I didn’t even understand myself.

			Perhaps my brother had been wrong—and yet, I thought, he was right, wasn’t he? I couldn’t be gay. Because being gay was supposed to be a choice, a lifestyle, a sin. And I hadn’t chosen anything, not that I remembered. I hadn’t meant to sin. Was it possible to sin just by existing? Was it possible to inadvertently defy God with every breath you breathed?

			Most of the books and articles I read mentioned people like me as an afterthought, a footnote, three sentences buried in the middle of chapter five. “If you’re gay,” they said, “it’s because of your rebellion against God.” “If you’re gay, it’s because you had a distant father and an overbearing mother.” “If you’re gay, you were probably abused as a child.” “If you’re gay, you obviously lack close male friendships.”

			Worst of all was when they said, “If you’re afraid you might be gay, don’t worry about it. It’s extremely rare. It can’t possibly happen to you.”

			Nothing fit. I wasn’t in rebellion against God, except in the sense that any sinner caught in the grip of grace might be. I loved God. I had two loving parents, three loving older siblings, a host of dear friends both male and female, and (national upheaval aside) a remarkably untroubled childhood. I couldn’t read into my past some trauma that hadn’t happened.

			And yet here I was. An enigma. An impossibility. A twisted upside-down miracle.

			I prayed for God to turn the miracle right side up. I begged him to make me straight. One night when my brother wasn’t home, I lay facedown on the floor of our shared bedroom and stretched out my arms, imagining I was Isaac waiting on the altar, ready to give his life at God’s command. “Please,” I said. “I’m all yours. Change me. Fix me. Make me clean.”

			When I finally stood up, my neck was stiff, and my face and the tile floor were both damp with tears. I felt spent, empty, at peace. And I was just as gay as ever.
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			After that night, I thought about death even more than usual. I wanted to die. Not suicide—I was too happy, even in the middle of my anguish, for that. But I wanted God to take me home. I wanted, as the apostle Paul writes in Philippians, “to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far.” Unlike Paul, I didn’t have to remain in the world. No one needed me. They were, whether they knew it or not, better off without me.

			A car accident. A brain tumor. A terrorist bomb. Those were my fantasies. People would cry a bit and talk about how I had so much potential. Their memories of me would be fond and simple and unblemished. They would never have to know who I really was, how unlovable, how repulsive.

			As time passed and my untimely death never came, I grew more afraid that I would be found out. I prayed harder than ever to change, to become straight, so that if I ever was forced to tell my story, it would be in retrospect. My gay orientation would be the story of who I used to be, before God fixed me. Not the story of who I was.

			Change never came.

			It wasn’t just that God seemed silent when I prayed. It was worse than that. He spoke, and he said no. So I asked again, again, again. Petition after petition and refusal after refusal wore my prayer life thin.

			Around the same time, the father of a close friend challenged me to memorize a whole chapter of the Bible. I was a nerd, and a competitive nerd at that, so I did. In a matter of weeks I had memorized Philippians chapter 4, and in a few weeks more I had tacked chapter 3 onto the front. As I rehearsed Paul’s words, I began to wonder what they might mean for me:

			I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. . . . Rejoice in the Lord always. . . . The peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. . . . I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. (3:8; 4:4, 7, 12)

			I had heard the verses before, but never had I needed them so desperately. In a time when I had almost given up on answers, they felt like the faint beginning of an answer. Perhaps, I thought, this was a request God would grant even when he denied me everything else.

			So I stopped praying to be straight. I stopped thinking about my orientation at all, which turned out to be surprisingly easy when all my friends were still unmarried and most of them believed sex before marriage was wrong. Except for my perpetual singleness and my evasive answers in Bible studies whenever the conversation turned to lust, I was no different from anyone else. I was nearly normal. It felt good to be normal.

			Instead of praying to like women and to stop liking men, I prayed for joy. I prayed for contentment. I plunged myself so deeply into ministry opportunities, into biblical study, into the lives of others, that I almost managed to forget myself entirely. I became one of the happiest people I knew—happy not just on the surface but all the way through, in love with the world because I was desperately in love with the God who had created it.

			I wrote stories and won awards and even got published once or twice. I led worship at my tiny Christian international school, my youth group, my church. I passed my high school classes with flying colors and gave a moving valedictory speech. I had a deep faith, strong friendships, a college scholarship, and a plane ticket to the United States. The future looked bright. It was a wealth, an embarrassment of riches.

			To the untrained eye, it looked almost perfect.

			But I knew better.

			There were still nights of anguish, nights I thought the fault lines between who I was and who I longed to be were sure to erupt and shatter me. I felt dirty, worthless, irredeemable. I would cry, and I would pray, and nothing would change. But in those moments there was always a thread of grace woven into the darkness, and it was always just enough to get me through the night.
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