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  A man comes across an ancient enemy, beaten and left for dead. He lifts the wounded man onto the back of a donkey and takes him to an inn to tend to the man’s recovery. Jesus tells this story and instructs those who are listening to “go and do likewise.”




  Likewise books explore a compassionate, active faith lived out in real time. When we’re skeptical about the status quo, Likewise books challenge us to create culture responsibly. When we’re confused about who we are and what we’re supposed to be doing, Likewise books help us listen for God’s voice. When we’re discouraged by the troubled world we’ve inherited, Likewise books encourage us to hold onto hope.




  In this life we will face challenges that demand our response. Likewise books face those challenges with us so we can act on faith.
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  Dedicated to Barry—




  Only you can grasp what you have meant to my life





  

    Foreword




    Fools rush in where angels fear to tread, the old saying goes. But the same is true for heroes. Heroes rush into burning buildings to save complete strangers. Heroes rush to places of famine and war and epidemic to bring food and shelter and medicine. Heroes rush into brewing conflicts to take the risk of making peace. They aren’t fools: they know about the danger, disease, crossfire and conflict that will surround them. But they have the courage to throw themselves in anyway, risking their own safety for the common good.




    Today we are blessed with some spiritual heroes who also refuse to keep their distance and protect themselves until engagement becomes less risky, or maybe even respectable. Fully aware of the risks, they rush in—to groups that are aflame with hot and spreading conflict, to enclaves of wounded people who have been excluded and rejected, to communities torn by contention and dissension. These heroes seek to be agents of healing, understanding, reconciliation and peace. They don’t worry about the criticism they will receive. (Well, they may worry, but they don’t let it stop them.) They know they’ll be misunderstood and vilified. They know that some of the meanest people on earth are sincere, well-intentioned religious people who believe in their religion so fervently they would die for it but also would kill for it—literally or metaphorically. Yet these heroes still step forward, not shrinking back, driven by a force that is greater than self-preservation.




    In so doing, they are following the same Leader, Jesus Christ, who did not seek his own interests, but those of others. He knew what it would mean to give himself—to live and die not just for others but for sinners—yet he endured the cross, counted its shame as nothing, all for the joy set before him: the joy of reconciling humanity with itself and with God. I have had the great honor to know many of these kinds of heroes in my life. Most of them have been older than me, but it’s a great joy now to meet more and more who are younger. One of them is Andrew Marin. You’re about to read his first book. I’d like to introduce it through this parable.
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    I don’t want to be closed-minded or judgmental, but in good conscience I simply can’t approve of the lifestyle. I personally believe it’s a choice, not something predestined or forced upon anyone by anyone. I understand that parental upbringing is undoubtedly a big factor and that some people believe genes play a role in predisposing people to this orientation, but I also know that adults are responsible for their behavior, and the behaviors associated with this lifestyle are no exception.




    On the one hand, I believe that we live in a free country, and people should be free to do what they think is right. But on the other hand, I believe freedom has limits—one limit being where others are hurt by the chosen lifestyle. And this lifestyle, there can be no mistake, is hurting a lot of people. Families are being torn apart by it, and churches and denominations too.




    Everybody has an opinion on this controversial lifestyle, but I believe God’s opinion is the one that matters most, and there is absolutely no question what God’s opinion is according to the Bible. This orientation and the behaviors associated with it are thoroughly condemned, especially by Jesus. He was very compassionate toward many groups of people, but there is one group he had an absolute and uncompromising commitment to confront and expose, and it was those who dishonor themselves and others as humans made in the image of God by engaging in this lifestyle and its practices.




    When people choose this lifestyle, they often cut themselves off from everyone who doesn’t agree with them. They end up being assimilated and absorbed into closed communities where only their own voices and views are heard, and everyone who disagrees is mocked and condemned, often with very strong language. They often see their community as superior and become incapable of speaking respectfully to or of those of us who cannot in good conscience agree with them. Some of them go so far as to claim that God made them the way they are, pushing onto God the responsibility for their own choices and behaviors.




    Some, after giving themselves over completely to the lifestyle, have a crisis of conscience. But when they want to leave, their leaders and peers depict their changing perspective as a betrayal and pressure them to stay, often using fear tactics to intimidate them and keep them in their community. Special ministries have formed to help people exit the lifestyle, recover from the abuse and pain the community has been known to impose, and be reoriented to a healthier life and perspective. But even with professional therapy, many people feel they have been wounded for life by what they’ve experienced, and many, looking back on their years “inside,” compare the lifestyle to an addiction.




    Spokespeople for the lifestyle can seem very educated and scholarly. They claim that their position has a long history behind it. They often quote scientific studies and back up their assertions with emotional anecdotes. Sometimes they seek to gain sympathy by claiming they are being mistreated and persecuted for being outspoken about their views. But they tend to ignore other strands of history and scientific research that contradict their position, and they ignore anecdotes that don’t fit with their predetermined conclusions, and they minimize the persecution they inflict on others.




    Advocates are eager to recruit others into their “love” as they call it. Many organizations raise huge sums of money to recruit youth and children into their chosen way of life, and they have been extremely adept at using media—radio, TV and now the Internet—to gain an aura of credibility and legitimacy. They organize huge events and mass rallies to celebrate their growing clout and demonstrate that they are proud of who they are and what they stand for. Everyone knows how much influence they have in our political system, and how one political party in particular panders for their votes. But look at the countries where this lifestyle runs rampant, and you’ll get an idea what our nation will be like if some of us don’t have the courage to stand up and speak up. Wherever this lifestyle spreads, a whole host of social problems inevitably follows.




    Yes, activists may use the word love to justify their behavior, but those who disagree with them are seldom treated with love. Many of us have already faced the scorn of the activists who promote this chosen lifestyle and defend it as legitimate and even godly. For doing so we have received hate mail peppered with a wide range of threats and abusive speech, with many calling for our damnation. But even so, we have learned that we must not respond to hate with hate; we must love these people and seek to help them, even though we do not approve of their behavior.
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    You’ve probably realized by now that this parable isn’t talking about “the gay lifestyle” but rather “the judgmental lifestyle,” the kind of “take-the-splinter-out-of-your-brother’s-eye” religiosity that Jesus talked about in the Sermon on the Mount. (If you didn’t realize it, try going back and rereading it in that light.) As someone born and raised in a strict, conservative church—actually, the term fundamentalist would have fit us perfectly—I’ve seen a good bit of judging and condemning and dividing and excluding in my lifetime, and I know how good and holy and utterly righteous it can feel to indulge in. Having served as a pastor most of my adult life, I’ve seen the judgmental lifestyle at work in quite a few parishioners too, and I was more than once on the receiving end of their attempts at splinter removal. But more personally, I must admit I’ve practiced more than my share of the judging lifestyle too—although I have generally been careful to call it “discerning” when I’ve been the one doing it. I guess I could say, with songwriter Joni Mitchell, that I’ve known judgment “from both sides now.”




    And that’s one reason Andrew Marin’s book seems to me to be so important, and why I’m so glad this emerging leader has been given the courage to write it. As you’ve probably heard (note unChristian), among young adults in the United States, the terms evangelical and born again are now most strongly associated with the characteristics of being anti-gay and judgmental. Whatever your opinion on same-sex orientation, you have to admit that Jesus didn’t say, “They’ll know you are my disciples by your firm stance on divisive social issues.” No, he said we’ll be known as his disciples for another reason . . . and that’s what Andrew is pursuing in these pages.




    When you come to the last page, Andrew won’t ask you to agree with his opinions about the gay orientation or lifestyle. In fact, he won’t indulge in a lot of opinion polemics. Instead he will try to help you understand what he has learned by listening with an open and compassionate heart to gay women and men. And he will try to help you respond to gay people in your world in a more mature and compassionate way too. And in the end, he’ll ask you to agree with him on one main thing: that the orientation and lifestyle of love is the right and only way for true followers of Jesus.




    He’ll do so because he has surrendered himself wholeheartedly to that orientation of love. It’s not just superficial tolerance he’s after, and it’s not just the ever-popular “love in word only” that uses the word but doesn’t suffer the consequences. No, the love to which Andrew has surrendered himself is the amazing, unfathomable, give-your-all love of God. That love could never be captured in a word or even in ten thousand words. Ultimately, it was best shown in a life, and in a death, and in a resurrection.




    This love reaches out to all of us—those who experience rejection and those who reject, those who react and those who are reacted against, those who are stereotyped and those who stereotype, those who fear and those who are feared. It isn’t elicited by the loveability of its object, but rather it flows from the all-generous and holy, holy, holy orientation of its Subject, God. And it is into this generous, holy orientation that we are about to be invited in a new and deep way, in the nitty-gritty of one of today’s most vexing and contentious subjects. May the Spirit of the living, loving God use the words of this courageous young writer to draw us deeper into the orientation and lifestyle of divine love. May we, each in our own way, become heroes in the cause of love.




    




    Brian McLaren




    Christmas, 2008




    




    P.S. I’d like to ask you to do Andrew a favor, OK? When you turn the last page, some of you will be disappointed that Andrew didn’t go further. And others of you will be concerned that Andrew went too far. Between here and the last page, you’ll have your checklists in mind, waiting to see if he says and doesn’t say the things you want him to. If Andrew simply fulfilled your script, or someone else’s, this book would hardly be worth reading; it would just say things that have been said before. So why not let Andrew share what’s uniquely on his heart? Why not listen, and appreciate, and learn?


  




  

    Introduction




    




    When My Friends Came Out




    It’s Tuesday evening at 7 p.m. As I have done each Tuesday evening for the past year, I am sitting in the first booth next to the front door at my favorite diner, talking with a man whom I love as a brother. The diner is in a storefront located in the heart of a rainbow-flagged, sex-shop-filled, bar- and club-laced, gay-inhabited ten-block neighborhood on Chicago’s North Side known as Boystown.




    Sitting across from me is a forty-six-year-old Orthodox Jewish man with AIDS on a unique life-ending quest: to figure out who Yeshua is and discover what God’s original plan was for his life before it got derailed with this horrible disease.




    My friend became infected with HIV almost thirty years ago, and all his friends who acquired HIV at the same time are now dead. He has been alone for a long time, one last survivor from what many originally thought of as God’s final judgment on the gay community.




    In the hospital a few years earlier he was lying in his own death- bed—sunken eyes and cheeks, jaundiced skin and a weight of one hundred pounds—waiting to meet the same fate as everyone he once knew. His family flew in from the East Coast and Israel to say goodbye to their shamed grandson, son, brother, uncle and cousin. The hours passed, the goodbyes were spoken, and the wait for death began.




    In what his doctors called a miracle, my friend was healed. Life came back to his eyes, color came back to his skin, and his weight rapidly increased. Could it have been the cocktailed pills that healed him? Was it the IV that pumped potent medication into his blood twenty-four hours a day that pushed him back to life? Or was it rather a wake-up call that God had something more in store for him?




    So here we are, every Tuesday night, meeting to intentionally seek our Father’s face as we journey to discover why this man’s fate is life and not an early death.




    This is the neighborhood I live in and the world I have been called to. These are the stories that have become my everyday life.




    Beginnings




    I am a straight, white, conservative, Bible-believing, evangelical male. I was raised in a Christian home in a conservative suburb of Chicago and grew up in a large evangelical church. And I wanted absolutely nothing to do with the gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender (GLBT) community.




    Looking back on my upbringing, I don’t remember hearing anything explicitly defaming the GLBT community from either my church or my parents. Homosexuality just grossed me out, and I sure wasn’t about to have an in-depth conversation with my pastor or my parents about the subject. I just knew that my beliefs were right. I saw gay people on TV. I saw pictures of cross-dressers in newspapers and magazines. For the first nineteen years of my life I was the biggest Bible-banging homophobic person I knew. I used derogatory language about gay people without ever thinking twice about what I believed or said. I didn’t care about the gay community nor did I ever want to care about them. “Don’t ask, don’t tell,” “Don’t see, don’t care,” “Out of sight, out of mind”: those philosophies all worked great for me—until, that is, the summer after my freshman year in college.




    That June one of my best friends, who went to the same university I did, told me that she needed to talk. It sounded serious but I didn’t think anything about it; best friends have deep conversations all the time. She invited me over to her apartment for dinner. As I sat on her beat-up futon in the living room I kept hearing her drop things in the kitchen. This was not at all like her, and I asked repeatedly what was bothering her. She finally came into the living room, sat right next to me, gave me one of her big hugs that I loved so much, snapped her head directly in line with mine and abruptly told me, “Don’t tell anyone, but I’m a lesbian.”




    Out




    Is she serious?! I tried to pull myself together and look cool, like I had known all along, but I knew I was breathing heavy—I was totally flustered. The horror, pain and dumb-foundedness I felt shook me. She didn’t look like a lesbian . . . I knew she had boyfriends . . . I’d even met them! What is going on? I looked her dead in the eyes and panicked. Is there a right response?




    I took a shaky breath and promptly said, “OK then, what’s to eat?”




    The next morning I woke up feeling strange, almost like there had been a death in my family. But I thought, If I can pretend long enough that she didn’t come out to me, I can actually keep my best friend.




    The next month I received a call from another one of my best friends. She too had something to tell me. It was dusk when I got to her apartment where I was greeted by a barrage of hugs from some of our other friends. That night we all hung out and had a great time. When just about everyone else was asleep she pulled me into her room where her roommate was sleeping. She sat me down, grabbed my arms, looked at me with a warm gaze and, in a whisper faint enough that only I could hear, said, “I’m gay. I’m a lesbian. I’ve always been this way.”




    I kept quiet because I didn’t want to cause a scene in front of every­one, but inside I kept thinking, No, no, no. Not her too! I felt queasy, and questions rapidly exploded in my mind: How could she be a lesbian? What the heck was I missing? Did my other best friend know about her? Did she know about my other best friend? Were they together? Do I have a stamp on my forehead that says, “Gay? Need a best friend?”




    I just couldn’t take it; my stomach churned, my head hurt, and I felt like I was going to throw up. All I could do at that point was lie down and go to sleep.




    As the sun rose I woke up, said my goodbyes and drove home in tears. I knew what the Bible says. My friends knew what the Bible says. They knew that I knew that they knew what the Bible says. How could I get past the gigantic pink elephant in the room and keep being friends with these lesbians?




    The very next month I was sitting with another good friend in his car the night before he was to return to his university downstate. We had been friends since second grade; we grew up in the same elementary school, middle school and high school. We had gone to the same church, had the same friends and played the same sports. He said he needed to talk to me, and jokingly I said, “Let me guess. Now you’re going to tell me you’re gay, right?” As soon as I uttered those words he began to cry, nodding his head yes. What more was there to say? Tears started flowing down my face, and we sat in his car and cried together.




    Three best friends, three consecutive months. I started to ask God why he would give me three friends in the one community that I had purposefully spoken against all of these years! I spent the next few weeks searching for anything that I could get my hands on that would offer reason to that unreasonable summer. Then it came. I felt the Spirit tell me, “If you want to find the truth, you have to seek it for yourself.” I knew exactly what that meant. I called my three best friends and told them we needed to get together.




    When we were finally able to talk I could not hold back my emotions and my feelings. In one fell swoop of nervous energy I blurted, “I believe that being gay is a sin. It’s a choice. You can change. You’re going to hell. You’re going to start obsessively drinking and doing drugs. You’re going to be promiscuous. You’re going to be butch and flamboyant and you’re going to get HIV/AIDS or STDs at some point.




    “Now give me something that explains what I feel! Help me understand!




    “Oh yeah, and all three of you are gay.”




    We talked until the early hours of the morning. Each shared about their lives—what life was like trying to deal with these thoughts and feelings on their own, what it was like to have me as a best friend, how they weren’t sure whether they were right or wrong, weird or normal, sinful or not sinful, whether this was nature or nurture, their fault or God’s fault. Each of them had their own answers, but we all realized that a journey had just begun.




    Immersion




    People tell me the decision I made at that point was the strangest decision they have ever heard. In order to completely answer the Holy Spirit’s call, I decided to fully immerse myself in the GLBT community. My ultimate goal was to become, as I put it back then, “the most involved, gayest straight dude on the face of the earth.” I sought out only GLBT friends, went exclusively to GLBT events and functions, and spent my time hanging out at GLBT bars and clubs to talk, learn and listen.




    I began this immersion during my sophomore year in college. I would go to Boystown with my best friends upwards of four nights a week. I would go to a GLBT bar or club, order a Pepsi, find a corner to sit in and wait for someone to talk to. Every time I would walk into one of the establishments, heads would turn and the whispers would begin. I’ll never forget the very first time I went to a gay club. No more than five minutes after entering, I was approached by someone who asked me if I was gay. When I said no, they smiled, turned around to a waiting group of friends, pointed at me and yelled, “I told you so! Pay up!”




    I have since discovered that the GLBT community has an extremely accurate “gaydar.” They can pick out a straight guy from ten miles away! The unique side effect to their gaydar was that I became a walking icebreaker by doing nothing other than stepping into a world I knew nothing about. A flow of people would approach me asking why I was there—what I was doing and why I would even care to visit. Nightly, I ended up in life-altering conversations for hours upon hours.




    After a while I started to notice two very specific trends. One, people would inevitably end up in tears telling me their life story. Two, the tears were usually brought on by a story about a negative experience with Christians or a church. The weird thing was, I never told any of them that I was a Christian.




    I started to realize that there was something happening within the GLBT community regarding God, faith and religion. I didn’t know what to do with this new information, so I just stored it away and waited for the Lord to move next.




    The Bible Study




    I attended college on a baseball scholarship, and the semester previous to my friends coming out, at the urging of some of my teammates, I had started a Bible study for athletes. One of my lesbian friends eventually asked if she could come. Of course I said yes, but inside I was puzzled as to why a lesbian would want to come to a Bible study. I couldn’t understand why people who are gay would be interested in studying a book that condemns their life. But she showed up and really liked it, and ended up telling some of her gay and lesbian friends about it. Those friends started asking me eternally significant questions and then went on to tell their gay and lesbian friends, and the process continued to repeat itself. Soon I was receiving random phone calls from GLBT people all over the city of Chicago and its suburbs—all ages, races and demographic backgrounds. Within six weeks the Bible study went from seven straight baseball players to me and thirty-six GLBT people meeting in smaller groups throughout the week; all the straight people left because they were too weirded out by what was happening.




    The totality of the group grew to over one hundred people who were either gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender, and me. One week two older men pulled me aside and told me that they had left their gay-affirming church and were treating our time together as their church. Humbled and yet confused, I walked in front of everyone and asked two questions: “Why do you come? Why do you tell others to come?”




    Their profound answers, along with many new concepts and questions, will be thoroughly unpacked within the following chapters as we move forward and learn how to elevate the conversation in order to build peaceful and productive bridges with gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender people.




    Building Bridges




    Evangelical churches, families and individuals all across the country are being challenged by the GLBT community. The dichotomized relationship between evangelicals and the GLBT community has a traumatic history and continues to grow further apart. Each group talks past the other rather than to the other group. The result is that, by and large, evangelicals know gay people only in a narrowly focused, two-dimensional light, and the GLBT community is left to search for God without the body of Christ to assist them, encourage them and validate their human existence as children of God.




    Some of what you are going to read is not going to be easy to hear or grasp; it will challenge everything you ever thought about the GLBT community. Believers need to hear, understand and fight through their own hesitations and learn about the GLBT commu­nity’s arguments, theories and stories as valid to their experiences in this world. Their lives are as real as ours, and our faith in Jesus Christ requires us to meticulously seek honest transparency not only within the GLBT community but in ourselves as well.




    For much of the last decade I have journeyed to the threshold of everything I thought was true. My organization, The Marin Foundation, has been all over the country working to elevate the conversation between conservative Christians and the GLBT community. Learning how to build bridges with a GLBT family member, friend, coworker, congregant or local GLBT community can be the most difficult task ever brought to your doorstep. This book will challenge how you think about and relate to gays and lesbians. We will explore the principles and techniques that The Marin Foundation has found invaluable, keeping aware of our very real differences but also of the hurdles that unnecessarily complicate our conversations and relationships.




    Along the way we’ll consider the psychology of sexual identity, the social challenges of being gay in a straight culture, the history of evangelical-GLBT dialogue and the current state of affairs. We’ll also look at how the question of homosexuality has shaped different people’s reading of Scripture and revisit the question of what, ultimately, the good news of the gospel is. Finally, we’ll explore a distinctive set of practical commitments to help these two divergent communities work together toward something supremely important to both: the love of God and the spiritual yearning in our souls.




    My experience at The Marin Foundation has also been informed by our unique research project—the largest of its kind—looking into the religious convictions and experiences of the GLBT community throughout the United States. Gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender people across the country have told us their stories about religion and described their understanding of God; evangelicals will be surprised to learn that when the ambient noise of genetics, psychology and politics is tuned down, the GLBT community is ultimately like every other: compelled by the gospel as they taste and see that the Lord is good.
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    We Don’t Need Your God




    Many Christians see a GLBT person’s “out and proud” status and automatically group that individual into a broad category of God-hating militants. To begin this journey of building bridges, however, we need to put ourselves, as much as heterosexual Christians can, into the cloudy circumstances and daily life of what it is to live attracted to people of the same sex.




    They’re Just Kids




    Research now reports that the average age of someone who first realizes a same-sex attraction is thirteen years old. It also shows that the average age of someone who declares their sexual orientation as gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender is fifteen years old! Think back to when you were thirteen, fourteen and fifteen years old and add onto those already insecure, awkward years the extra burden of having these new, sometimes frightful sexual thoughts and not knowing where they came from. Who do you tell—your parents? Church? Friends? Each of whom will more than likely be completely grossed out, totally ashamed or thoroughly disappointed by the news. The risk is just too big, and therefore most kids don’t tell anyone.




    Sexuality surrounds our youth each day, whether or not Christian adults want to admit this reality. I have had the opportunity to meet with various high school Gay-Straight Alliances (GSA), and each time I am taken aback by the openness with which these kids talk about their sexual experiences. The first time I had this opportunity, twenty-two young faces hung intently on my words, looking for any reassurance that they were normal. One thing was clear to me that day: if I were a high school kid in that environment and one of the GSA kids asked me what I thought about their sexuality, I wouldn’t have known how to respond. I do know this much though: it wouldn’t have been pretty. I might only be a decade removed from high school, but I learned really quickly that the pendulum of sexuality has drastically shifted toward a culture of open experimentation.




    I was recently conducting a workshop at a church in a Chicago suburb. During the question-and-answer time a woman sitting in the front raised her hand. As I called on her I saw her eyes immediately turn bloodshot red. She quickly reached for the Kleenex that had been hiding in her pocket, and before she could get a word out, she began to cry.




    As she tried to pull herself together she shared that a month earlier her fourteen-year-old son came home from school and asked if gay people were going to hell. She thought that was a strange question, and asked why he wanted to know. He told her that two of his best friends, whom she knew very well, had just “come out” to him. At that moment she burst out with praise to God that her son didn’t tell her he was gay, but she quickly realized by her stoic son’s expression that he didn’t care for the celebration; he just wanted an answer. He wanted that answer because the very first question his friends asked him after they came out was if he thought they were going to hell. Someone told the friends they were indeed going to hell, and with a tear in his eye the son just wanted some reassurance that it wasn’t true.




    At this point the mom finally realized the extreme pressure this was causing her son and didn’t know what to tell him. As any caring mother would do she broke down herself because her fourteen-year-old son was now confronted with a situation neither she nor her husband knew how to handle. She went on that night to tell me that she did the best she could but nonetheless still felt inadequate, because as parents they never wanted to think in advance how to explain something so difficult. “You try to keep your children from certain things but that can only happen for so long. I failed my son because I was scared to think about it myself.”




    The Battlefield of Coming Out




    Most adolescents experiencing same-sex attraction are too frightened to say anything to anybody for fear of what might happen, who else might find out and what the potentially negative ramifications might be. So they lock it deep inside and try to somehow deal with it on their own.




    John, a thirty-seven-year-old man, is just starting to understand himself and his faith. Twenty-two years earlier, locked in his room one Sunday morning, John finally understood what was making him so different from every other boy his age: he was gay. Day after day, tears flowed down his face—in private. He socially shut himself off from everyone he knew because he was overwhelmed with the thought that someone might suspect something. His constant self-analysis began to consume all of his thoughts, and he continued to grow further away from everything he once loved. His secret trapped him and he didn’t see any way out.




    John’s story is like that of many others when they first realize their same-sex attraction, except that he had Christian parents and Christian brothers and sisters. They loved the Lord with all of their hearts, as did he. John went to a Christian high school and was heavily involved in his church and youth group. He volunteered in his local community and in college attended the largest, most well-known evangelical university in the country, where he was prestigiously elected student body president.




    Through all of these outward Christian successes John’s soul was scarred because he thought he had to keep his attractions a secret. Daily he wondered why God would let him have these problems. He had decided at age fifteen, when the attractions first began, that he would earnestly pray one prayer every night: “Lord, when I wake up in the morning please just let me be straight like everyone else.”




    John prayed that prayer every night until he was thirty years old. And every morning for fifteen years he woke up dejected and broken because he still had the same attractions he never wanted in the first place. By the time I met him he was thirty-four years old, and like many others in his situation had determined that one of two conclusions must be true.




    The first possibility is that there is no God because he had not answered the one prayer they ever prayed. A number of people I have known over the years were so initially terrified by the realization of a same-sex attraction that they gave up all other desires. They wanted nothing for their birthdays, Christmas or any holiday other than for God to take these feelings away. I have also known others who have substituted superficial desires—material goods, popularity, etc.—in place of their intimate desires so as to try to cover up all of the pain and shame they felt for being attracted to the same sex.




    Too often the intense pressure of getting rid of these gay erotic thoughts from either extreme overtakes people’s lives and dominates their existence for so long that it’s all they can think about. This perseveration consumes their entire being and, with so much persisting hurt and pain, they wonder why, if there is a God, he would let them suffer so much. There must not be a God after all.




    The second possibility people come to is that if there is a God, perhaps he is not answering their one prayer because they are already condemned to hell for their same-sex feelings. If that is true, people such as John believe that they might as well fully immerse themselves in the gay life because it doesn’t matter one way or the other.




    And what struck me as so significant about these two thoughts was the fact that the man sitting in front of me pouring his tortured heart out was the former student body president of the most well-known evangelical university in the country! At that moment I realized this topic was no longer the “battle of all eternal sanctity” as I had always been told it was. This topic, just like John, is about building bridges to those among us whom we let go without a second thought.




    What Happens on the Other Side of Realization?




    What happens in the long run to a person who prays the same prayer every night and wakes up every morning not having that prayer answered? If John lives to be seventy-five, he could look forward to 21,915 consecutive mornings of wondering whether there really is a God, or convincing himself that he’s condemned to hell because of attractions he can’t figure out.




    The majority of GLBT people whom I have met over my nine years of being immersed in their community—believers and nonbelievers, black and white, men and women—have told me the same thing: when they first realized their same-sex thoughts and attractions they started to pray that God would take those unwanted feelings away. Even atheists have told me that they were willing to put their unbelief in God aside in the hope that he would make them straight like everyone else.




    It’s tempting from the outside to come up with a clever rebuttal, to justify the pain GLBT people have endured or to explain why the same-sex attractions persist. “They only prayed for . . . They didn’t seek outside help . . . They didn’t tell anyone . . . They should have done . . .”




    Christians need to start willfully planting themselves in the middle of some very uncomfortable places—making a conscious commitment to stay in that place with the GLBT community. In 1963 Martin Luther King Jr. was locked up in a jail in Birmingham, Alabama. In a letter addressed to his fellow clergymen, King reflected on his life’s work to that point and said: “I must confess that I am not afraid of the word ‘tension.’ I have earnestly opposed violent tension, but there is a type of constructive, nonviolent tension which is necessary for growth.”




    The Christian community has been running from that constructive, nonviolent tension for too long when it comes to gays and lesbians. The productive growth that Martin Luther King Jr. was talking about only comes retrospectively, after much time has been spent immersed in tension-filled areas with what we are most uneasy about. Those tension-filled areas are dirty, disgusting, confusing, overbearing and uncomfortable. And they’re worth every minute for the kingdom we so boldly claim ourselves to be a part of. I was brought to one such tension-filled place by a man named Chuck.




    Chuck had been attending The Marin Foundation’s community classes and programs for about a year. He hadn’t said more than two words the entire time, but one night his entire life’s history suddenly came crashing to the surface. In the 1950s Chuck had been kicked out of his home in a small farm town because his traditional believing parents didn’t know how to handle the admission of his sexuality. Chuck packed up all of his belongings and moved to Chicago. He had nothing to his name other than what he squeezed into his tiny car.




    At nineteen years old, living on his own and not knowing anybody, he took out loans, got a few odd jobs, and ended up putting himself through college and grad school. Over the years he searched for a place to fit in because he was never athletic, never liked the bar scene and just wanted to feel loved. After many years Chuck decided to give Christianity a try again. Even though the Christian faith was the basis for his parents’ rejection, Chuck always thought there was something unique about believers. He started to attend a church and was scared for anyone to find out he was gay, so he just kept it to himself. After a while he felt safe and confident that he could tell someone he trusted. Unfortunately his worst fears were realized when that person told everyone and he got kicked out of the second place that ever felt like home.




    Without any other options, he immersed himself into the large GLBT community in Chicago and began to meet some wonderful friends who were also gay and knew what he was going through. Thirty-five years later Chuck has a well-paying job, a nice house, a nice car, a loving partner and a supportive group of friends who have never turned their back on him.




    One night during class I looked at Chuck, about to ask him a question. He started shaking. Seconds later he choked out the burdensome message he had been yearning to say for the last forty years of his life: “Why do I need you, and why do I need your God? I don’t need either!”




    And then it was over. Raw tears of freedom replaced the tears of entrapment he had been crying for the majority of his life.




    At that moment I was simultaneously an innocent bystander and the target of his words. I had no idea what was going through his head or why tonight he decided to free himself of what he’d kept pent up for almost half a century. I stood there soaking in the excruciating emotion that was bleeding out of his pores, realizing that his first experience of emotional freedom in almost fifty years came by telling a Christian he didn’t need him or his God.




    But what kept running through my head was, why even come to The Marin Foundation in the first place if those were his thoughts? Why keep coming back? Why tell other gay and lesbian people to come as well? What could I possibly be offering him if he didn’t need me or my God?




    Snapping back to reality from my cloud of questions, I peered around the room and saw the faces of thirteen other gay men and lesbian women. At that moment I realized that Chuck had released what they all felt and yet never had the emotional energy or raw courage to vocalize.




    Each day of my life working with the GLBT community I see the tears and I hear the pain. But for the first time that day I felt the tears and I felt a pain I had never experienced before. In a traditional interpretation of Scripture, gay sexual behavior is defined as sin, and because of that many Christians have taken that sin and, in their mind, rightfully ostracized an entire group of people. Think about what that means to a gay or lesbian person who is trying to discover, or rediscover, church. Even if they were to attend a service or involve themselves in a small group or church activities, they would still be separate, and could never be considered equal unless they became like everyone else—a sinner who doesn’t sin with same-sex attraction. Where is the hope in that expectation, when many GLBT people are not being met where they are?




    That night Chuck let a conservative, Bible-believing, evangelical, straight male into the real life of someone in the GLBT community. I felt bad; I felt guilty. My soul ached because in some small way I finally began to scrape the surface of the intense depth and despair that the GLBT community feels. Only they could truly understand what they have experienced. And all that I, my Christian church, my Christian friends and anyone else who has never been attracted to someone of the same sex should have been doing was to be there in support and love, doing our best to willfully convene in the middle of Chuck’s place of tension—trying to grasp what only he knows he has been through.




    When everyone’s eyes started to dry, I asked Chuck what brought on that moment. “I come to these classes because it brings me back to the one thing that I always wanted. But I’m too scared to let myself fall for this again. So I just sit and listen and try to feel blessed in this place as I pray that there is somehow a spot for me in heaven.”




    Since that night I occasionally hear from other gay and lesbian people the phrase I don’t need you and I don’t need your God. My soul breaks each time I hear those words. I realize now, though, that Chuck’s words about God were an expression of yearning, not hatred. They were a yearning to reclaim a past that can never be reclaimed. They expressed a yearning to have a different life as he struggles with the knowledge that life can never be done over again. Over the years I have clearly learned, through experiences just like Chuck’s, that at a baseline level all the GLBT community wants from God is (a) to have the same intimate relationship with God that evangelicals claim to have; and (b) to safely enter into a journey toward an inner reconciliation of who they are sexually, spiritually and socially. Really, these simple desires are not that different from ours.
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