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PREFACE


IT WOULD HAVE BEEN DIFFICULT TO IMAGINE over twelve years ago that the work we were doing on the experiences of sexual minorities at Christian colleges would culminate in a book-length manuscript. What we knew at the time was that there were many students at Christian colleges and universities around the United States who experienced same-sex attraction and were navigating questions about their sexual identity and their faith. Many people were speaking for them, and some voices were at times conflicting. We suspected it could be potentially helpful to hear directly from them about their experiences. But before we say a bit more about that, let us take a moment to introduce ourselves. It will be helpful background to lead into how this project came to be.

For the past twenty years, Mark Yarhouse has been conducting research and providing clinical services to Christians who experience a conflict between their sexual identity and their religious identity. He is executive director of the Institute for the Study of Sexual Identity at Regent University. He codirects the institute with Dr. Olya Zaporozhets, who works alongside him in the School of Psychology and Counseling. Mark works in the doctoral program in clinical psychology alongside a number of terrific colleagues, who have encouraged him in these discussion of faith and sexuality, including William Hathaway, James Sells, Jennifer Ripley, Cassandra Page, Carissa Dwiwardani, Judy Johnson, Linda Baum, Andy Rowan, Erynne Shatto, and Glen Moriarty. He also has a deep and abiding interest in the mission of Christian colleges and universities. Mark completed his undergraduate degrees in philosophy and art with a minor in psychology at Calvin College and his graduate studies in theology and clinical psychology at Wheaton College. Earlier in his career he collaborated with his mentor, Stan Jones, on a study of whether people could change their sexual orientation through involvement in Christian ministries. His experience studying whether people could change orientation influenced him to explore the conflict Christians often experience from a different angle. In other words, he wanted to study sexual-identity development and the experiences of Christians navigating sexual- and religious-identity conflicts over time. This led to several lines of research, including the one culminating in this book project.

Janet Dean entered Asbury Theological Seminary as a relatively new Christian with a bachelor’s degree in psychology from the University of Akron. There, as she completed a master’s in counseling and a master’s of divinity, her interest in the integration of faith and psychology, particularly how this contributes to mental health and well-being, took root. At the same time, several of her seminary friends were involved with ex-gay ministries in the area, and she was privileged to walk with them through that part of their journey, listening and supporting as they worked toward making sense of their sexual identity in light of their faith. Her graduate education then continued with doctoral studies in clinical psychology at the Ohio State University, where there was seemingly less room for faith to be considered as anything but detrimental to mental health, especially in areas related to sexuality. Even so, her experiences there brought new perspectives on sexual identity and a greater awareness of how harmful religion had been for many sexual minorities. In the early 2000s, Janet joined the student counseling center at Asbury University as a staff psychologist, working under the direction of Steve Stratton. There she counseled many students, including many sexual minorities, who were working through the integration of their faith into the rest of their lives. This work continued as she moved into a faculty position, where she now teaches, researches, mentors, and counsels in this area and greatly appreciates the Christian liberal arts environment, which has tremendous potential to foster psychological, sexual, and spiritual development.

Steve Stratton deeply appreciates his undergraduate degree in psychology with minors in Bible and sociology from Asbury University, a Christian liberal arts institution in Kentucky. He found a rigorous and relational academic environment where he could formally integrate his growing passions for psychology and his faith. During those formative years, he roomed with another student, who became a lifelong contact and friend. This friend came out after graduating and after his opposite-sex marriage ended. Surprised, Steve recognized that he had not been and still was not a very effective listener for this dear brother. Steve began listening more formally to sexual minorities while a counseling psychology doctoral student at Auburn University’s student counseling center in the mid-1980s. Still learning to listen, he had the chance to hear from sexual minorities at student counseling centers at Texas A&M University and then, coming full circle, at Asbury University, where he eventually served as director of student counseling services for sixteen years. As he added more teaching and research at Asbury Theological Seminary to his clinical work, Steve realized that his interest in the intersection of religious and spiritual development and sexual development had a common theme—serving marginalized persons. Christian colleges, such as the ones where he worked, endeavored to prepare students to enter a vocational world where authentic and orthodox faith was often misunderstood and even rejected. Regretfully, Steve saw that Christian sexual minorities frequently faced similar misunderstanding from the very same educational communities that could have empathized with that experience. Steve continues to hope that listening to diverse stories of marginalization at the intersection of sexuality and faith will chart a path into the future for Christian colleges and universities and provide clues for navigating this complicated cultural discussion.

Michael Lastoria recently ended his thirty-five-year tenure as director of counseling services at Houghton College, a Christian liberal arts college in the Wesleyan tradition located in western New York. In this capacity “listening to” was a way of life for him as a Christian therapist. Although he had always believed in God, Mike’s Christian experience did not begin in earnest until his early twenties, after college. The start of his faith journey coincided with the beginning of his work as a therapist, and these two disciplines, psychology and theology, have remained present in his internal dialogue to this day. Mike completed his graduate work in counseling at the University of Nebraska (Omaha), his doctoral training in counselor education at Loyola University (Chicago), and training in marriage and family therapy at the University of Rochester.

During the ’80s and ’90s Mike’s listening to students with same-sex attraction was with understanding but always focused on “change.” Early in his work, change was always possible with faith, and therapy was designed to repair. As others influenced his thinking, such as the late Lewis Smedes (Sex for Christians) and Mark Yarhouse (Ex-Gays?), the terrain became less clear as causation and cure became hotly contested. This gradually allowed for a deeper connection with students as the counseling focus became not solely on changing the direction of one’s sexual attractions but on students’ holistic growth, including their spiritual experience, and how they made sense of their Christian faith and same-sex attraction. Mike heard the stories of deeply committed young men and women who were desirous of becoming “washed and waiting” (Wesley Hill) and also the stories of equally committed gay students wanting to follow Christ while remaining open to a same-sex relationship (à la Justin Lee/Gay Christian Network). His counseling became more focused on how to encourage a student’s walk with God and to understand the narrative that was the foundation for this walk. As such he has been able to come alongside students and support their convictions to remain celibate with same-sex attractions while also serving as a faculty mentor to the informal LGBT group on campus. This perspective has allowed him to envision a Christian campus that remains faithful to a sexual ethic while providing students with the challenge and support so essential to their formation as mature adults.

Mark met Steve and Janet at Asbury University in 2005, and they began working together on the first of three national studies. The development of the first study took place with the support of the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU), and we often refer to that as the “2009 study” because of the date of publication. At that time there were also outside (of the university) voices claiming to represent the concerns of sexual minorities on Christian college campuses. Some of these voices protested the policies that were viewed by them as discriminatory against sexual minorities. Our thought at that time was that it would be beneficial for Christian colleges and universities to undertake their own study of the experiences of sexual minorities on Christian college campuses, rather than risk being overreactive to activists, which could become polarizing in a broader culture-war atmosphere.

We knew Mike Lastoria and were delighted when he contacted us about a study he was a part of that looked at sexual attitudes and behavior among students who attend Christian colleges. The researchers were working with the Association for Christians in Student Development (ACSD). We were invited to add items for students who experienced same-sex attraction, and this became our second national study. We often refer to this as the “2013 study” (again to reference the publication date).

The third study will be featured throughout this book, although we will reference all three studies and make comparisons among samples where it is helpful to the reader. The third study was also with the support of the ACSD, but it is different from the two previous studies because it is the only one that is a longitudinal study. In this book we will refer to it as “the longitudinal study” or “the current study.” By longitudinal we mean that we invited the same students at Christian colleges to share their experiences over time. So anytime we are writing about students and what they shared with us at time 1 and time 2, we are referencing the longitudinal study. Students are simply providing us with information at a point in time (time 1) and then roughly a year later (time 2).

We also want to thank the project coordinators from the Institute for the Study of Sexual Identity at Regent University. Emma Bucher (for times 1 and 2 data collection) and Julia Sadusky (for time 3 data collection) were responsible for managing contact with participants, coordinating communication, scheduling interviews, and much more. We are grateful to them and to the many interviewers and transcribers who acted with integrity and displayed great professionalism and committed themselves to this project. In addition, we want to express appreciation to the consensual qualitative research (CQR) team, who dedicated significant hours to the task of coding, analyzing, and “storying” the transcribed interviews for times 1 and 2. Jeffrey Reed, Greg Koprowski, Christina Dillon, Jessica Foreman, Sarah Halford, Taylor Zimmerman, and Paulk Parrish provided dedicated service as volunteer research partners.

We learn more each time we conduct a study. It would be difficult to count how many times we said, “Why didn’t we think to ask that?” in reference to a topic that today seems obvious. Perhaps we are getting better at it.

In any case, this book is titled Listening to Sexual Minorities because we wanted to take a posture of respect for students who are navigating sexual and religious identities. This book represents what we know at present about sexual minorities at Christian colleges. It represents what they are telling us about their faith, their sexuality, their attitudes and behaviors, and their experience of the campus climate. We hope that by sharing this information we will all be better off, that there will be a greater sense of empathy and compassion for emerging adults who are navigating important questions about their faith and their sexual identity. There is an opportunity here, too, for the Christian community to think about how it discusses what it believes (doctrine) and reflects on how it functions (policies) and how it relates (relationships). In that sense, a study of Christian colleges is a microcosm of a larger cultural discussion for Christian institutions. Not everything will transfer over to a different setting, but some ideas will. We hope that the discussions that take place on the other side of this kind of research will be deeper and more meaningful discussions that are informed by what sexual minorities say about their experience.

What are we after? What do we hope you will take away from this book? We hope that readers will listen to the range of voices and experiences of these students. They are not all saying one thing, and so we have to listen carefully. We hope that Christians will also be more intentional as they engage the people represented in this project. We hope that Christian institutions will support a comprehensive and more nuanced view of personhood, including our sexuality and sexual identity, and that our hopes to build one another up will be reflected in the quality of our programming and in our interpersonal relationships.
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THE TENSION

FAITH AND SEXUALITY



[My sexuality] was just something I kind of ignored. So college, which is where discovery came, because I started out with the mindset—I’m at a Christian college, so I’m obviously a straight Christian because I’m a Christian. I know that! One of my friends actually confronted me. He asked me, “Are you gay?” And I was like, “No!” And he was like, “I’m pretty sure you are.” And I was like, “What? You can’t say that!” [laughs] But I ended up telling him things that I never had really expressed before. . . . Gradually, it was like discovering and realizing these are legitimate feelings that are not going away, no matter how hard I try to push them away, and not dealing with them is not healthy. I think that was some discovery, like “Okay, this is something I need to address and handle and work with,” which has turned into a lot of learning and research and scouring the Bible. What does it say, and reading what people have said about it, and talking to friends about it, and talking to pastors and teachers about it. There’s been a lot of learning . . . but it’s also confusing. So I’ve been leaning on God—what are you saying to me? What are you wanting from my life? And [I have been] learning the person, too. . . . As a gay Christian, how do I reconcile these things? [I’ve encountered] a lot of growth from one [leaning on God] to the other [learning about myself—“the person”].

—Justin, a junior, identifies as gay, time 2
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PERHAPS NO TOPIC HAS BEEN as potentially divisive in religious circles in the last quarter-century as that of same-sex sexual identity and behavior. Or, in the common vernacular, what it means to be gay. What it means for a Christian. In the midst of the sexual revolution of the 1970s and following, we have witnessed the emergence of a lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer (LGB+) community as a culture to be celebrated.1 For simplicity we will refer to the above as simply the “gay community.” Today, the gay community is celebrated in pride parades, while its culture is prominent on television and in other entertainment and social media.

We can acknowledge the shift in culture without either joining in the celebration or being overly reactionary. Another posture, that of being intentional, is what we are looking for.2 For the purposes of this book, we want to unpack the tensions that exist for Christians who are navigating sexual-identity questions in their own lives and who are part of faith-based institutions, whether a Christian college or a church or a ministry. Multiple tensions exist for both the particular Christian and for the institution. These tensions exist in a cultural context of increased acceptance and celebration, which leaves many Christian institutions wondering how to position themselves in the broader culture.

One way to think about the tension that exists is, in part, with reference to competing frameworks for understanding sexuality and sexual identities. These frameworks function as lenses through which people see same-sex sexuality and sexual identities. Although by no means exhaustive, at least three lenses exist today to account for some of the tensions between faith and sexuality. These three lenses are integrity, disability, and diversity.3

The integrity lens reflects a widely agreed-on understanding of sex and gender that is held by many adherents of several major world religions, including many followers of Christianity. As one theologian put it, the reference point is “the sacred integrity of maleness or femaleness stamped on one’s body” (Gagnon, 2007). This is primarily a religious and theological argument. Same-sex sexual behavior is a concern to those who adhere to this framework in large part because such behaviors are thought to threaten the integrity of male/female distinctions. Conventionally religious persons of the Abrahamic faiths, that is, Christians, Jews, and Muslims, cite passages from their sacred texts that they view as supporting this sacred integrity, including references to the importance of complementary male/female differences from the creation narrative.

A second way people in contemporary society think about matters of same-sex sexuality has been referred to as a disability framework (Yarhouse, 2015). Adherents often use what is referred to as person-first language (see Dunn & Andrews, 2015, who discuss person-first language with reference to disability rather than LGB+ issues). For example, rather than referring to people as “gay,” those who adopt this framework may refer to themselves as “a person who is navigating sexual-identity questions” and “a person who experiences gender identity concerns or who experiences gender incongruence” (see Yarhouse & Tan, 2004; Yarhouse, 2013; 2015).

Someone from a religious faith tradition might view their same-sex sexuality as a “disability,” likely due to a normative view of sexuality and sexual functioning in which attraction to the opposite sex is viewed as intended from creation; variations would be departures from that norm and would be the result of “fallenness” (of the creation order; see Yarhouse & Nowacki, 2007).

A third framework for discussing LGB+ issues in the broader society is a diversity framework that conceptualizes gay (as an umbrella term) as an identity and LGB+ persons as part of an LGB+ community—a unique culture to be recognized, celebrated, and honored. The sociocultural context in which we live in the West has been rapidly moving toward the direction of celebrating diversity in areas of sexuality and gender identity. Thus we refer to this as a diversity framework because it highlights LGB+ issues as reflecting an identity and a people group to be celebrated as a culture.

We will come back to these lenses at different points throughout the book, but when we consider the tensions between faith and sexuality, they are most acute between representatives of the integrity framework and representatives of the diversity framework. Those are the two primary voices in the broader cultural wars about norms surrounding sex and gender, as well as public policies that reflect those norms and so on.

Recent events highlight these different frameworks that are present among individuals and institutions.4 Robert Oscar Lopez, a tenured professor at California State Northridge University, has been criticized by the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) and now his university for more conservative views on family and the rights of children (Siggins, 2015). Lopez, a bisexual man, suspects that he has been targeted for believing that children have a right to a mother and father and disagreeing with redefining marriage. He was not raised by biological parents, and he, along with others raised by same-sex couples, filed a brief with the Supreme Court surrounding these beliefs. Lopez sees these issues through a disability lens, while those at his school utilize a diversity lens. The HRC and California State Northridge, both reflecting a diversity lens, do not appear to believe that Dr. Lopez’s beliefs are compatible with what they would deem acceptable for his current position.

In an article about faith and sexuality, Peter Smith (2015) writes about Wesley Hill, an associate professor and author who identifies as a celibate gay Christian. Hill believes that gay Christians should be committed to celibacy while also affirming their sexual orientation. Smith states that this “stance runs counter to the growing American majority that supports legalized same-sex marriage among Americans, including religious progressives” (2015, p. 1). Additionally, it runs counter to many Christian conservatives who do not affirm being gay as an identity. Hill’s stance, through a disability lens, is seen by those in the diversity framework as not fully embracing who he is and by those in the integrity lens as his covering up or avoiding a problem he may have. It’s easy to see how misunderstandings based on different lenses can cause many difficulties in this discussion.

These same tensions exist at Christian colleges and universities throughout the United States. David Wheeler, in an Atlantic article called “The LGBT Politics of Christian Colleges” (2016), cites one example of a student reportedly being expelled from a Christian college for being in an intimate sexual relationship with another student of the same gender and suggests that that fear is real among sexual minorities at Christian colleges and universities.

We discuss this more in chapter six, but for now a couple of examples will suffice. In our interviews Kris, a nineteen-year-old lesbian freshman student, offered this response when asked about specific campus resources: “At this university, from what I have understood, the institution looks down on same-sex attraction and behaviors. This has made me hesitant to try counseling on campus since I fear that if I reveal my sexual identity I could get expelled.” Another student, Justin, a freshman, shared, “I’ve heard stories of them expelling students who went for help from the school.”

An additional source of tension has been the interpretation of Title IX, which is one of several education amendments codified in 1972. Title IX was written to protect students from discrimination based on sex in education programs and activities that receive federal funds. Title IX’s interpretation has been expanded to include protection from sexual harassment, and in 2014, under the Obama administration, the interpretation was expanded further to include protection for sexual minorities and gender-nonconforming students and employees (Mitchell, 2016). These guidelines for interpreting Title IX were not continued under the Trump administration.

In response to the initial expanded interpretation, some Christian colleges, expressing concern for religious liberty, requested an exemption that would allow them to continue to receive federal funding while operating and developing policies that reflected their religious doctrinal commitments regarding norms for sex and gender. Other conservative Christian colleges sought no such exemption and instead have asserted that the right to function as a faith-based institution is directly protected by the Constitution. In any case, these developments have brought into sharp focus some of the tensions that exist surrounding Christian institutions and LGB+ persons and advocates.


A WORD ON LANGUAGE


We use the phrase “sexual minorities” to recognize that people who experience same-sex attractions are in the numeric minority when we contrast them to those who experience attraction to the opposite sex. In doing so we are following a standard approach among those who conduct research in this area. A sexual minority is a person who experiences same-sex attraction independent of identity label (such as, say, “gay” or “lesbian” or “queer”) or sexual behavior. This is similar to the approach taken in mainstream LGB+ research. For example, Diamond (2007, p. 142) defines sexual minorities as “individuals with same-sex attractions or behavior, regardless of self-identification.” This is especially important when discussing Christian college students, many of whom may choose not to publicly adopt a sexual-identity label and some of whom do not adopt a private sexual-identity label. Many, too, decide not to engage in same-sex sexual behavior.





Is the desire to pursue an exemption born out of a desire to discriminate against LGB+ students and employees? That is certainly the belief of those whose primary lens is that of diversity. This has led to a listing of all institutions that requested a Title IX exemption on the U.S. Education Department’s website. Recall that the diversity lens sees the LGB+ community as a culture to be celebrated. Gay marriage is viewed as highly symbolic of a cultural endorsement of LGB+ personhood.

In contrast, the question can be asked: Is what is referred to as discrimination a reflection of longstanding religious liberties, the kind of liberties that allow for the very real differences in worldview to coexist in a diverse and pluralistic society? That tends to be the view of those whose lens is that of integrity. The integrity lens primarily concerns the male/female distinctions and norms that lay a theological foundation for ethics and morality.

Also, apart from the very real challenge of different lenses contributing to what stakeholders see in these policies and exemptions, another question may also be worth asking: Is it also possible to intend one thing but have multiple results and unintended consequences? Could a Christian college have policies that reflect Christian doctrine but have procedures or (perhaps more likely) the implementation of procedures in actual practices that have been unevenly applied at times and in ways that have been difficult or confusing for students navigating sexual identity concerns?

Joel Wentz and Roger Wessel (2011) offered a “small sample” reflection on the intersection of sexual identity and religious identity as a Christian on Christian college campuses.5 They discuss two layers of an identity conflict. The first layer is the “prevailing historical, cultural sentiment among Christianity regarding the issues of homosexuality” (p. 2). They cite a document from the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) that reflects “a historical consensus regarding the issues of same-sex sexual behavior within the church, which is grounded in biblical interpretation” (p. 2). That view is that “homosexual behavior represents a distortion of the creational intent of God in providing sexual intercourse as a means for creating a one flesh union, of uniting husband and wife (CCCU, 2001, p. 4)” (Wentz & Wessel, 2011, p. 2).

This conclusion reflects, then, one layer of an identity conflict:


Because this belief is identified as one that has been consistently affirmed in the church throughout the previous two millennia, CCCU-affiliated universities find themselves operating within the broader culture of the Christian church, which maintains that homosexual behavior is a violation of God’s intent for human sexuality, while also serving as an institution of higher education that is available for any young adult to attend, including gay and lesbian individuals. (Wentz & Wessel, 2011, p. 2)



This brings us to the second layer of an identity conflict, according to Wentz and Wessel. “The second layer of this identity conflict lies within American higher education’s commitment to holistic growth and development” (p. 2). This is essentially an identity-development model that focuses on “congruence between [students’] internal values and external behavior patterns” (p. 2). This identity development is far reaching and may include moral development, cognitive development, and sexual-identity development (Wentz & Wessel, 2011). These two layers are each powerful, and powerfully felt by leaders and constituents on college campuses, and their overlap is what makes the tension intrinsic to institutions.

The three lenses through which people understand or see these topics may be helpful here. What Wentz and Wessel identify as the first layer of the identity conflict reflects what we refer to as the integrity lens. The integrity lens provides a theological foundation for normative assertions regarding sexuality and gender. Insofar as Christian institutions reflect the integrity lens in their doctrinal positions, we will see that lens inform policy and student development.

The second layer of an identity conflict depends greatly on how American higher education views holistic growth and development, but the views today are clearly reflecting a diversity lens as discussed above.

In his article for The Atlantic, David Wheeler offers this observation about Christian universities:


In the past, many conservative Christian colleges condemned both same-sex attraction and same-sex intimacy. But now that gay marriage is legalized, and as the country undergoes broad cultural shifts, that’s changing. Some of these same schools are attempting to separate sexual identity from sexual behavior in their policies and campus customs. However awkwardly, they’re trying to welcome gay students while preserving rules against same-sex “behavior.”



What Wheeler observes are the different lenses represented by Christian colleges and the changing cultural landscape. The coexistence of different lenses through which people see these concerns will need to be better understood if there is interest in fostering environments of intentional engagement and mutual understanding.


THE CURRENT PROJECT

This book is about the experiences of sexual-minority students at Christian colleges and universities in the United States. Little research has been conducted to date on the experiences of sexual minorities on Christian college campuses. Wolff and his colleagues (2016), for instance, reported on the experiences of sexual-minority students at a range of faith-based institutions, including evangelical Christian colleges, but also Catholic, Mormon, and mainline Protestant contexts. Evangelical students reported more difficulty navigating sexual and religious identity conflicts than students from many of the other settings, especially Catholic and mainline institutions.

In our study the Christian colleges and universities often represent and reflect the integrity framework in their doctrinal statements and policies. Wolff and his colleagues refer to this position as “nonaffirming,” which is language and a reference point that makes sense from a diversity lens in which being “affirming” or “nonaffirming” of LGB+ is the salient distinction (and in which an “affirming” position is defined with reference to viewing same-sex behavior as morally permissible). There are other ways to orient the reader toward these institutions, as reflecting the integrity or disability frameworks. A more neutral label would be “religious.”6 The people who operate such institutions or work there often refer to them as “faith-based” or “religiously affiliated” or “Christian” to distinguish them from, say, a state university. In any case, the colleges themselves operate in a broader cultural context in which many elements of the culture have rapidly embraced a diversity framework—within really just a generation or two. Christian students who experience same-sex attraction and who are navigating sexual-identity questions represent a range of beliefs and values regarding their sexuality and behavior.

While this book is about the experiences of these Christian sexual minorities, it has broader applications to how Christians and Christian institutions interact with those broader cultural changes and the people they interact with or serve in the context of their work or ministry.


OUR THREE STUDIES


The three main studies we worked on together are referenced throughout this book.

The 2009 study: Our first study of sexual minorities who attend Christian colleges and universities, with support from the CCCU.

The 2013 study: Our second national study of sexual minorities who attend Christian colleges and universities, with support from the ACSD.

The current study: Our longitudinal study that is the primary focus of this book. There is survey data at both time 1 and a year later, time 2, as well as interviews that we discuss throughout the book.





We began working as a team many years ago. As we mentioned in the preface, we have all worked in Christian colleges or universities, and we have worked with sexual-minority students in various capacities. In knowing and walking with many sexual-minority students, we are well aware of some of the challenges they face. To try to gain a deeper understanding of the experiences of sexual-minority students, we have conducted a line of research reflected in several studies (e.g., Dean, Stratton, Yarhouse, & Lastoria, 2011; Stratton, Dean, Yarhouse, & Lastoria, 2013; Yarhouse, Doolin, Watson, & Campbell, 2015; Yarhouse, Dean, Stratton, & Lastoria, 2017; Yarhouse, Stratton, Dean, & Brooke, 2009) of the experiences of sexual minorities at Christian colleges and universities. These studies have been presented at professional conferences, such as the American Psychological Association and the Christian Association for Psychological Studies, and published in peer-reviewed journals. What we wanted to do in this book is bring these findings together along with our first longitudinal study and see whether we can draw some implications from this work that may be a resource to Christians and to Christian institutions.




STUDY DESIGN

We have in the past worked with organizations such as the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) to conduct research at Christian colleges (the 2009 study). As we mentioned in the preface, our 2013 study was with support from the Association for Christians in Student Development (ACSD). In our most recent study, we again approached and received support from the ACSD to conduct a study of the experiences of sexual minorities at Christian colleges and universities.7

We then approached student development officers affiliated with the ACSD about functioning as gatekeepers to the study. Over forty schools initially showed some interest in participating in the study, and of these fifteen schools (representing ten states) elected to participate.8 There was broad geographic representation, with two participating schools in the Northeast, six in the Midwest, two in the South, three in the central region, and two in the West. Likewise, participants live broadly across the United States, with thirty from the East (18.8%), forty-three from the Midwest (26.9%), thirty-six from the central region (22.5%), thirty-two from the South (20.0%), and sixteen from the West (10.0%), with one from outside the United States and two unknown.
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Figure 1.1. Location of study participants by region of the United States



A common consideration in conducting research of this nature has to do with access to students. How will students hear about the study? That can present a challenge because how students hear about a study can speak to whether they believe that that source has their best interest in mind, which may determine willingness to participate.9

Participating schools first announced the study to their students in their chapel services by a brief verbal announcement and/or a short video presentation. Following this announcement, invitations to participate, along with confirmation that the study had been approved by their institution and a link to the online survey, were emailed to all students. Participation in the study required online interaction with a survey that was developed and hosted at SurveyMonkey with encryption; no contact with any campus personnel was required. This was important because we did not want a student to have to be “out” to campus personnel to participate.

However, due to the longitudinal design of the study, participants provided their names and contact information for follow-up. This is one of the most significant departures from our previous research (e.g., Stratton et al., 2013; Yarhouse et al., 2009), in which students could be completely anonymous. Of course, the tradeoff in the earlier studies was that we only collected information on their experiences at that one point in time. This is called cross-sectional research. What we have with a longitudinal study is an opportunity to see how students’ experiences, attitudes, and behaviors change over time. In this book we will draw on all of these studies as we share what we are finding about the lived reality of Christian sexual minorities in faith-based institutions of higher education.

The sample for the longitudinal study was 160 participants. These represent 19.8% of initial responders and are those participants who completed the entire survey, which was thirty-five pages in length, electronic format.10 The final sample looked similar to the typical population across Christian colleges and universities, except with regard to gender, where females tend to be the majority. However, males do have a higher prevalence estimate than females in studies that ask about sexual orientation and identity, often at a two-to-one ratio. For example, in Edward Lauman’s sexuality study, 2% of adult males identified having a homosexual orientation compared to about 1% of adult females (with an additional 0.8% of males and 0.5% of females identifying as bisexual).

The gender distribution included 45% female respondents (n = 72), 51% male respondents (n = 81), and 4% respondents indicating “other” (n = 7). Their average reported age was 21.4 years (SD = 4.58). Respondents tended to identify as single, never married (94%). Among the four school classifications, junior and seniors were overrepresented (freshmen 16%, sophomores 20%, juniors 22%, seniors 33%, fifth-year seniors 2%, and graduate students 6%). The ethnic/racial makeup of the sample was primarily Caucasian/White (81%), with 7% identifying as African American, 4% as Hispanic/Latin, and 3% Asian/Pacific Islander.

All participants identified as Christian were included in the study. When asked about how spiritual and religious they are, participants rated themselves as more spiritual than religious (see fig. 1.2).11 What this often means is that people have a personal, private faith but may not always care to affiliate with an institution or a structure. In this case, we do not see a lack of religious affiliation (after all, these are students who attend a Christian college or university), and they rate on average as religious, and on other measures we will examine as highly religious, but here they may be showing us their personal, private faith commitments. We will look into religion and spirituality throughout the book, as the faith of our students is a particularly salient aspect of who they are.
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Figure 1.2. Rating scale on spirituality and religiosity



When we look at the demographic information of participants in this study as compared to our previous studies, we see that this sample tended to be older, with juniors and seniors being overrepresented. What might that mean for the findings? When we get to specific topics, such as milestone events in the formation of sexual identity, we can see that older students will have simply had more time to reach various milestones. In our previous studies, with a younger sample and more equal distribution across years in college, students may not have had as many opportunities to experience as many different milestones. In any case, we will discuss differences across the studies where appropriate and where a discussion of differences may be helpful to the reader as we think together about what the findings mean for Christians navigating sexual identity, as well as for Christian institutions.

We also interviewed by phone a subset of students who completed surveys. This was an option each year as students completed the questionnaire. We draw on the interviews throughout the book to illustrate key points and help put a personal experience on a finding. We have changed the names of all interviewees and created names for the purposes of the book—rather than refer to “Participant 005.” The interview samples at time 1 (n = 39) and time 2 (n = 45) looked similar to our larger survey sample.12

This chapter provided a bit of an overview of the felt tension between faith and sexuality. The three lenses of integrity, disability, and diversity through which different people and institutions view sexuality—and sometimes the very same people and institutions at different times—inevitably create dissonance as they come into contact. This tension sets the stage for the study we conducted of sexual minorities at Christian colleges and universities around the United States. We then provided an overview of how we approached the study and a little glimpse into the sample.

We turn our attention now to who these students are and what matters to them. We will later take a more in-depth look at both their faith and their experience of same-sex sexuality, as well as what they say they believe about sexuality and sexual behavior. We will also learn more about what it is like for them to engage with others in an explicitly Christian setting.




CHAPTER 1 TAKEAWAYS


	1. A tension exists for many people who are navigating their same-sex sexuality, sexual-identity questions, and religious faith identity as Christians.


	2. It may be helpful to identify three lenses through which different people and institutions view sexuality and sexual-identity concerns: integrity, disability, and diversity.


	3. The integrity lens emphasizes male/female differences intended by God from creation. These differences lay the foundation for what is considered morally permissible sexual behavior in the context of the covenant of marriage.


	4. The disability lens emphasizes how differences are the result of variations that occur in nature and may reflect a nonmoral reality that can be addressed with compassion. The variation may be the result of living in a fallen world.


	5. The diversity lens views “gay” as an identity and the LGB+ community as a culture to be celebrated.


	6. This book is primarily about a longitudinal study that we refer to as “the current study.” We will also discuss the “2009 study,” which was done with the support of the CCCU, and the “2013 study,” which was conducted with support from affiliates associated with the ACSD.


	7. The “current study” is of 160 students from fourteen Christian colleges and universities.
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APPENDIX

Here is information about the various quantitative measures we used and will be discussing throughout the book.

Duke University Religiosity Index (DUREL; Koenig, Meador, & Parkerson, 1997). This modified seven-item scale measures frequency of church attendance (one item; organizational religiosity, OR), frequency of three personal religious practices (one item; nonorganizational religiosity, NOR), and personally motivated spirituality (three items; intrinsic religiosity, IR). Participants indicate the frequency of their religious practices on the first two items using a six-point Likert scale, ranging from zero = never to five = more than once a week. Participants also rated their agreement with three attitudinal statements on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from one = definitely not true of me to five = definitely true of me. The intrinsic religiosity (IR) score was created by averaging ratings across these three items: “In my life, I experience the presence of the Divine (i.e., God),” “My religious beliefs are what really lie behind my whole approach to life,” and “I try hard to carry my religion over into all other dealings in life.”

Counseling Center Assessment of Psychological Symptoms (CCAPS-34; Locke, McAleavey, Zhao, Lei, Hayes, Castonguay, Li, Tate, & Lin, 2012). This abbreviated form of the original CCAPS has thirty-four items that measure psychological symptoms or distress in college students. Participants indicate the degree to which each item describes them on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from zero = not at all like me to four = extremely like me. In addition to a distress index, its seven subscales include: (1) depression, (2) generalized anxiety, (3) social anxiety, (4) academic distress, (5) eating concerns, (6) alcohol use, and (7) hostility. The subscales of the CCAPS-34 are highly correlated with the full CCAPS-62 (Locke et al., 2012), with correlation coefficients ranging from 0.92 to 0.98 (Center for Collegiate Mental Health, 2012). In addition, initial validation research found the CCAPS-34 to have strong convergent validity, good discrimination power, and fair test-retest stability over one-week and two-week intervals (Locke et al., 2012).

Ryff scales of psychological well-being (Ryff-54; Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Keyes, 1995). The Ryff-54 assesses six theory-guided dimensions of psychological well-being by having participants rate their agreement with each of its fifty-four items on a six-point Likert scale, ranging from one = strongly disagree to six = strongly agree. Only three subscales were utilized in the current study: (1) personal growth, (2) purpose in life, and (3) self-acceptance.

Yarhouse sexual orientation thermometers (Jones & Yarhouse, 2007; Doolin, High, Holt, Atkinson, & Yarhouse, 2011). These two items asked participants to independently rate the degree of other-sex attraction (OSA) and same-sex attraction (SSA) they experience. Using a ten-point Likert scale, the ratings of OSA vary from one = strong OSA to ten = no OSA. The scale for same-sex attraction was reversed, with one = no SSA and ten = strong SSA.

Attitudes about same-sex attraction (Yarhouse et al., 2009). These nine attitudinal statements were created to measure attitudes about theological, biological, and sociological belief statements regarding SSA, based on perceived controversial discussions on Christian college and university campuses. Approximately half of the items were written to reflect a perspective intended to be consistent with the worldview of conservative Christian colleges and universities. The remaining items were crafted to reflect a perspective to some degree at variance with that worldview. Participants indicate their degree of agreement with each attitudinal statement on a five-point Likert scale, where one = strongly disagree and five = strongly agree.
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  A CLOSER LOOK

  UNDERSTANDING THE POPULATION

  
    
      For a long time, [my sexuality felt] like this awkward person that I carried around that I didn’t know what to do with. But for me it was like a door for me to explore my faith. Because all of a sudden, it’s like, “Here’s something that I know to be true about myself, but I also know that I’m a child of God . . . so how do I start reconciling the two?” I think that’s really moved me to go deeper in my faith and a lot broader, which is really why I’m here at this college. . . . Even though it’s been burdening at times, it’s really been an eye opener and also a catalyst of sorts to draw me closer in my faith and my relationship with God. I think sadly that’s kind of rare for people with same-sex attraction who are in Christian contexts.

      —Liam, a junior, identifies as gay, time 2
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    JOCELYN SAT IN THE CHAIR across from her counselor, shifting nervously and hesitating to make eye contact. She had initially asked to see this particular counselor because she believed this counselor was one of the few people on campus who both could really understand what she was experiencing and had a solid theological perspective. She shared how she had decided on a college because of her faith, her desire to work with horses, and a real sense that God opened the doors for her to come here to study. Jocelyn shared how, now, while here, she was happy, connected to others, and making good friends, but that was part of the problem. Her closeness to one friend, in particular, had led to physical attraction and even some physical arousal, and she was trying to make sense of that. What did that mean about their friendship? What did that mean about her sexuality?

    Thomas met with his campus counselor to discuss his declining grades and poor class attendance, but Thomas and his counselor both knew that these were merely symptoms of his growing depression. He had known from a very early age that he was “different” from the other boys, and that difference became more obvious when he began to experience attraction to his male friends. After years of wrestling with this attraction, Thomas had claimed his identity as gay but still wanted to attend a conservative Christian college because such a school fit with his faith. As he lived and studied in this environment, and matured in his faith and sexuality, he struggled even more with this sexual identity and felt a great deal of shame. At that time, neither he nor his counselor knew that he would find some good friends in this community who would support him to “come out”—at least, as much as was possible with the behavioral constraints of the college. His senior year would bring some healing, and his coursework would be full of research papers and presentations actively investigating LGBT issues—issues that would stretch the faculty and students of this conservative religious community.

    Eric came to his Christian college community with an awareness of his same-sex attractions and an understanding that he was likely gay. He was not drawn to the college for its religious stance but rather for the strong program it offered in social work. The tension between his understanding of his sexual identity and the religious stance on sexuality of this institution became too much for him. He grew more and more outspoken about its seemingly discriminatory policies until he graduated. After his graduation, his anger at the school and its community grew even more intense as he wrote multiple letters, blog posts, and newspaper articles to raise awareness about the school.

    Jacob struggled with his same-sex attraction and begged his counselor to pray with him that God would take it away. Over many hours of conversation and tears, Jacob realized that this was a part of him and would be always. Over the years, his faith grew, as did his comfort with his own self. Even so, he never chose to identify as being gay, as he never understood himself in that way. Years later, as a psychologist himself, he married a kind, intelligent woman and had two lovely children, and Jacob feels fulfilled and happy with his life. “I cannot believe how much God has blessed me,” he recently posted on Facebook. This same joy is evident in my personal and professional interactions with him.

    Taryn quietly reflected on what it means to live a life of celibacy as a lesbian. In her college community, she found acceptance, friendship, and support from both men and women, both straight and gay students, and both staff and faculty. Over the years here, figuring out relationship boundaries with other women has been the one of her more challenging tasks. She’s shared many stories where the pull of sexual attraction worked sometimes toward friendship and sometimes away from it, always in search of fulfilling that aching need for intimacy and connectedness. In one of her last meetings with her counselor, she discussed what Wesley Hill’s book Spiritual Friendship meant to her. She simply said, “Being celibate allows me to be friends with other women—really intimate friends—in a way that might not be possible otherwise. It is hard, but God is making something beautiful out of all of this.”

    These students represent so many men and women on our Christian campuses who are navigating the relationship, and the seeming tension, between their faith and their sexual identity. They are searching and learning—step by step, hurt by hurt, victory by victory—how to hold both essential pieces of their identity together at the very same time.

    In this chapter we want to help you as a reader understand sexual minorities who attend Christian colleges in the United States. We will discuss why students attend Christian colleges and then provide an overview of what we know about the students from our sample.

    
      WHY GO TO A CHRISTIAN COLLEGE?

      In the previous chapter we referred to Wentz and Wessel’s 2013 work in understanding why sexual-minority students might go to faith-based colleges. Let’s revisit that study here, as it is one of only a handful that looks at this distinct population. Wentz and Wessel interviewed eight college students who identified as gay and attended one of four various faith-based institutions across the country. Two of these students indicated they had sought out a Christian college or university with restrictive behavioral standards, thinking this would help them to manage their sexual attraction, even keeping them from becoming gay. One student described his decision this way, “So when looking at my university, I saw what their policies were, and for me I felt that it would be best if I was trying to change something, which at the time I felt like being gay was something that needed to change. . . . It provided the restrictions that I felt would be needed for that change to occur.”

      These students, and others like them in our faith-based institutions, seem to understand their sexual attraction through a disability lens. Their same-sex attraction was something “wrong” with them, and that attraction needed to be controlled and changed. A Christian campus, then, with more restrictive policies about sexuality, would help them to put boundaries around their sexual behavior, and in essence help them better manage their perceived disability.

      The other six students in Wentz and Wessel’s study, however, did not seem to be motivated to attend a Christian college or university by a need to manage their same-sex attraction. They instead saw their attractions as something they experienced but also as something that likely would go away over time. Even if the attraction didn’t go away, many of these students believed they would never engage in the associated sexual behavior. One student commented, “At the time I was very religious. . . . I didn’t really ever expect to be ‘out’ or comfortable with being a lesbian.” The perspective of these students fits better within the integrity lens. Holding to a more orthodox view of sexuality, these students likely saw their attractions as something other than who they are and not something they would ever act on. Engaging in a Christian community, even one with more restrictive sexual standards, would not seem threatening or problematic.

      In contrast, Wentz and Wessel described the perspective of these students as identity denial, asserting that these students were not being true to who they really are. Given that these particular students did come to identify as gay or lesbian, perhaps this denial is true for them, and even for many other students, but not for all. In this “identity denial” interpretation, the implied message is that these students should embrace their attractions and engage freely in same-sex sexual behavior. Here, the diversity lens serves as the arbiter of healthy development, without recognizing the importance of faith in how these students make sense of both their attractions and who they are.

      Yet faith commitments may be the most distinguishing characteristic of the students in our sample and consequently the many sexual minorities they represent who are enrolled in numerous faith-based institutions of higher education. These students are living in a space within a campus climate that, at least regarding matters of sexuality, identity, and religion, is often open for discussion and values the integration of faith and sexuality (or other important concerns), but also where conflict with the broader culture is present. It’s there, amid the conflict, in the middle of multiple lenses being used to understand sexuality, that these students are forging their identity.

    

    
    
      WHO ARE THESE STUDENTS?

      Sexual-minority students on our faith-based college and university campuses are distinct not only in their task of juggling sexuality, identity, and religion in a multicontextual framework; they themselves are different. Of course, they are different from many of their college peers because of their same-sex attraction. What might not be so obvious, however, is how different they are from many sexual minorities at more secular institutions.

      They are relatively young. One of the faith-based universities in our study is located about sixteen miles southeast of a major public university. While both attract traditional undergraduates, the age differences in their two student bodies are significant. Undergraduates at the smaller Christian school have an average age of twenty, and only 2% of them are twenty-five or older. In contrast, at the state school up the street, undergraduates have an average age of twenty-one, but 7% are twenty-five or older. That is not the only age difference, either. Because the state school has a much larger population of graduate students, nearly a third of its student body lives in an environment that represents an even older average age.

      As mentioned in chapter one, our sample of students for this study contained more upper-class students (57%) and graduate students (6%) than lower-class students (36%). Including more of these slightly older students raised the average age to 21.4 years (SD = 4.6). The students in this sample are young.

      The average ages of participants in our previous studies were 20.3 (SD = 2.0; Yarhouse et al., 2009) and 20.1 (SD = 2.03; Stratton et al., 2013). Again, our students are young.

      In terms of developmental stages, they are undergraduates who are in the stage of what is often referred to as emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000). This is a time in between late adolescence and early adulthood where individuals are becoming independent, exploring possibilities, and figuring out who they are. Our students are right in the middle of this dynamic, critical, and, lately, much-debated, stage of development.

      They are quite religious. In 2014 the Pew Research Center concluded from their Religious Landscape Study that millennials were less religious than older Americans (Masci & Hout, 2016). That is, they were less likely to engage in religious practices, such as prayer, attending services, volunteering time/giving money, or fasting. In fact, only 41% of the young adults in the Pew study claimed that religion was important to them at all. In all other age groups, more than half of the people, and sometimes a lot more than half, held religion as important in their lives—at least to some degree. Contrast that to the same-aged students in our sample, surveyed the same year. While we didn’t ask them the exact same question, we did simply ask, “On a scale from 1 to 10, with 10 being very religious and 1 being not religious at all, rate how religious you are.” A notable 20% described themselves as very religious, rating themselves a nine or a ten. But, even more surprising, a full 60% suggested they were more religious than not by rating themselves anywhere from six to ten. Only two students out of the whole group of 160 denied being religious at all.

      Seeing oneself as religious, particularly when attending a Christian college or university, is expected. How does this really translate to the daily lives of these students? The Pew report would suggest that this generation is not typically engaged in religious activities. Just over a quarter of the millennials in the national study said that they attended church services at least once per week. Michael Hout, a sociology professor at New York University, suggests that today’s young adults do not trust organized religion and have turned to more personalized religious activities, if they remain engaged at all. In an interview with a representative from the Pew Research Center, he commented,

      
        Many Millennials have parents who are Baby Boomers and Boomers expressed to their children that it’s important to think for themselves—that they find their own moral compass. Also, they rejected the idea that a good kid is an obedient kid. That’s at odds with organizations, like churches, that have a long tradition of official teaching and obedience. And more than any other group, Millennials have been and are still being formed in this cultural context. As a result, they are more likely to have a “do-it-yourself” attitude toward religion. (Masci & Hout, 2016)

      

      Our sample of students, though, differs greatly from other millennials in their religious behaviors. For a generation that has pulled away from the institution of the church, a surprisingly large majority of the students in this study—a full 70%—attend worship services at least once a week, and that’s in addition to any mandatory campus chapel events they may be required to attend.

      Their religious practices don’t stop with church attendance, either. About 76% of them spend time in private religious activities, such as prayer, Bible study, or meditation, at least two times per week. Nearly half are engaged in these private practices daily or even multiple times per day. Contrast this frequent personal religious activity to that of their same-aged peers across the nation, of whom only about 42% are praying daily and only 17% are reading Scripture at least once per week. Compared to most undergraduates, this is a highly religious group of students.

      They are very spiritual. While religiosity includes the behavioral components of faith, spirituality tends to include our thoughts about our relationship with God, our sense of purpose, and the ways in which we make sense of our existence. The 2014 Pew report found that millennials were pretty similar to older generations in their degree of spirituality. While fewer of them (only 52%) expressed a certain belief in the existence of God, they were more similar in their senses of wonder and of gratitude (again just over 50%). They also were just about as likely to think about the meaning of life (55%). Millennials, however, are more anxious and less likely to experience spiritual peace and well-being, with only 51% reporting such peace compared to 60% to 70% of the older generations.

      Similarly, spirituality is very central in the lives of the students in our sample. In fact, very few of them see themselves as not very spiritual. Only 10% of these students claimed having less spirituality than more, rating themselves on the low end of the scale between one = not spiritual at all and five = moderately spiritual. That means that 90% saw themselves as moderately to very spiritual, with a full 62% rating themselves as a nine or ten on a ten-point scale of spirituality. These students understand themselves as being very spiritual, even to the degree that they use spirituality to make sense of their lives. As such, just over 80% claimed that they experience the presence of God in their daily lives, with their religious and spiritual beliefs guiding their whole approach to life.

      So, not only is this a highly religious group of students, but this is also a highly spiritual group of students. They stand out compared to other college students—and to other sexual minorities. While many sexual minorities identify a religious background or hold a high regard for personal spirituality (Ritter & Terndrup, 2002), they become less likely to report a current religious affiliation as they move from adolescence to young adulthood (Rostosky, Danner, & Riggle, 2008). Our sample of students, then, is truly exceptional in the degree to which they hold religion and faith as important in their lives.

      They are sexual minorities. These students all report some experience of same-sex sexual attraction or behavior. In fact, that was a criterion for participating in this study. Even so, while some of these students have taken on the identity of a sexual minority, others haven’t. And while some will engage in same-sex sexual behavior, others will not. As mentioned earlier, it is not uncommon to understand these students as being sexual minorities—particularly in light of their same-sex sexuality—regardless of how they label themselves or what behaviors they choose (Diamond, 2007, p. 142). They are sexual minorities by virtue of their same-sex attraction, and that adds a layer of complexity that other students do not face in quite the same way.

      In our first project with sexual-minority students at faith-based institutions, the 2009 study, 49% of the students indicated that they had a heterosexual orientation, with 13% not being sure (Yarhouse et al., 2009). Only 17% claimed a homosexual orientation, and the rest suggested more mixed attractions by choosing the terms bisexual or transsexual to describe their sexual orientation. Contrast this to our current study. This time only 9% of the students said they had a heterosexual orientation, and 46% reported a homosexual one. The numbers are almost reversed! More of them are also now reporting having a bisexual (28%) or uncertain (18%) orientation.

      This greater acknowledgment of their sexual attractions is seen in how the students in this study label themselves. We simply asked them to “describe [their] sexual identity (this is a sociocultural label that helps people communicate to others something about their sexual preferences).” Only 15% used the term straight. Students chose terms that clearly reveal their same-sex attractions, terms such as lesbian/gay (43%) or bisexual (24%). Almost one out of five of these college students seemed to be somewhere in the middle, describing themselves as questioning, or having no label, or just something other than straight, gay, or bisexual.

      Another way to understand where these students are in their sexual-identity process is to ask them about their private and public sexual identities separately. Only 5.6% privately identified as heterosexual, but 50% did so publicly. The majority of the sample—63.1%—did not have congruence between these two identities.1 That means that most of these students did not publicly identify in the same way they privately thought of themselves. Of those students with matched private and public identities, 54% were gay/lesbian, 18.6% were bisexual, and 13.6% were heterosexual.

      
      
        COMMON TERMS AND PHRASES

        
          It is our belief, from listening to the students who spoke to us, that some level of disclosing sexual identity or same-sex attraction is essential for the psychological and spiritual well-being of sexual-minority students. Navigating this important life task was never intended to be done in isolation. Critical to students electing to disclose, however, is their perception of the climate in which they live. Are the surrounding voices perceived as shaming? Welcoming? Ambivalent? And central to this is language; the words we use to talk about sexual identity and orientation are important, as their meanings have changed in recent past. Below we offer some suggestions about language use.

          Suggested terminology when referencing LGB+ people:

          Gay: predominant sexual and emotional attraction toward the same sex among males (or used generically for any gay or lesbian person).

          Lesbian: predominant sexual and emotional attraction toward the same sex among females.

          Bisexual or bi: Sexual and emotional attraction toward both the same and opposite sex.

          Use “gay,” “lesbian,” and “bisexual” as an adjective, not a noun. So, “a gay person” or “gay couple.” Avoid “she is a lesbian” or “he is a gay.” Avoid the term homosexual, as it tends to stigmatize sexual minorities by reducing their lives to the nature of their sexual attractions. Homosexual was first coined at the turn of the twentieth century as a medical category defining solely one’s sexual preferences/attractions.

          Avoid “lesbianism,” as well as “that’s so gay”; the former is considered pejorative, the latter a hurtful slur. Also, “gay or lesbian lifestyle” implies that there is one lifestyle that all gay, lesbian, and bisexual persons live. It also raises questions about what is volitional. You may be thinking about behavior, but they may hear you discussing attraction or identity, as though they chose to experience their same-sex sexuality.

          Use “lesbian, gay, and bisexual” on first usage, then LGB+, simply for audiences who may not be familiar with the terms.

          Queer are nonheterosexual sexual orientations.

          Pansexual is a term to describe an individual whose primary drive for connection and attractions is dependent on the nature of the relationship and not the gender or sex of the other.

          Asexual is a term to describe a person who does not appear to have interest in either males or females as a potential sexual partner. This is a lack of sexual but not emotional attraction.

          In general, if you are unsure of what term to use, ask your LGB+ friend how they would like to be addressed. And don’t worry about making mistakes, since a sincere apology is always a remedy.

          Additional phrases and terms used when talking about LGB+ and faith:

          Side A, Side B, Side C, and Side X: These terms originated with Bridges Across the Divide Project and have been used by the Gay Christian Network. Simply stated, Side A refers to gay Christians who believe that same-sex sexual relationships can be morally permissible, whereas Side B refers to gay Christians who view same-sex sexual relationships as morally impermissible. Side C has referred to those who are either undecided or in tension around these conclusions. Side X refers to those who believe Christians should disidentify with gay identity and pursue heterosexuality.

          Love the sinner, hate the sin: We recommend you avoid this phrase. You may be simply trying to separate out behavior from personhood, but many sexual minorities tell us that they have not often felt loved by Christians or that because they experience their behavioral expression as an extension of identity that it is not a simple separation that makes sense to them.

        

      

      They are fairly moderate. Higher education tends to contribute to an increased appreciation of minority groups (Decoo, 2014; Keleher & Smith, 2012). Even back in 2002, Donald Hinrichs and Pamela Rosenberg of Gettysburg College found that heterosexual students at small liberal arts colleges were fairly accepting of gay, lesbian, and bisexual persons. Faith, though, tends to be associated with greater sexual conservatism (Lefkowitz, Gillen, Shearer, & Boone, 2004). Because Christian sexual minorities live with an awareness of both their own same-sex attraction and their faith, we might wonder how these experiences shape their attitudes about same-sex attraction in general.

      To better understand this, we asked students to read a number of statements that are often heard about same-sex attraction and then to rate their degree of agreement on a five-point scale. These statements reflected some controversial ideas that are much debated in today’s discussion about sexuality (for details, see table A1.1 in the appendix to this chapter). For example, how would you respond to this idea, “Persons who experience same-sex attraction can change this aspect of their attractions to the opposite sex,” or this one, “Monogamous sexual relationships between members of the same gender can be blessed [or receive God’s grace and love]”? The nine questions fell into two categories: questions about the causation or biological nature of same-sex attraction and questions about the moral acceptability of same-sex sexual behavior.

      Our participants sometimes answered as you might expect given that they value Christianity, and other times they responded as you might anticipate given that they are sexual minorities. But rarely did they respond as strongly as you probably suspected that they would. They somewhat don’t believe that people have a choice in their sexual attractions or that people can later change these attractions; they tend to believe that people might be born this way. In other words, they somewhat disagree that we have free will (or any “say”) in our sexual attraction. Because of that, being attracted to members of the same sex can be morally acceptable, they hold; even so, sexual minorities probably can be celibate. Notice the tentativeness in these positions. Our students tend to agree with each of these—but only moderately.

      Interestingly, even though participants were somewhat confident that people could not choose their sexual attractions, they were less certain about the role that environment and learning experiences play in our attractions. When asked whether environment and experiences play a greater role in sexual attraction than does biology, the average response was right in the middle of our scale—“I agree and disagree”—but a fraction more toward the “disagree” side. So, what are the causes of our attraction, according to our students? Biology—likely yes; experience—probably no.

      Accepting that biology has a pretty significant role in sexual attractions and that people probably cannot change these attractions fits into a more naturalistic perspective on sexual orientation. More and more people have come to believe this very thing, such that even most people with varying views on sexuality will hold to biological causation. And many have argued that if we hold this understanding of the causation of sexual orientation, that people are just born this way, we are more likely to be more accepting of sexual behavior.

      Patrick Grzanka of the University of Tennessee, Knoxville and his colleagues (2015), however, caution us that our beliefs about sexual orientation may not be simply based on our understanding of causation. Instead, we have other beliefs about sexual minorities that shape how we see them and how we understand their behavior. These include beliefs about how discrete or distinct different kinds of sexual orientations are, how universal different kinds of sexual orientation are (is a homosexual orientation found throughout history and across cultures?), whether sexual orientations are immutable (unchanging) aspects of a person, whether there is “group-ness” associated with people based on sexual orientations (p. 69), and so on. There is likely a complex interplay among different sets of beliefs that are associated with attitudes toward sexual minorities, sexual behavior, and so on.

      So, when it comes to sexual behavior, our students are still in the process of making up their minds on a number of issues. Can same-sex sexual relationships be blessed? Are these relationships morally acceptable? Is same-sex experimentation among teens okay? Maybe, say our participants. Yes and no. “We’re not sure.” Possibly. There was a hint of more agreement than disagreement in their average responses, but not much. The means were just over three on a five-point scale, where three means “agree and disagree.” When it comes to same-sex sexual behavior, we perhaps see a bit more influence of traditional Christian beliefs on their judgment of what is right and wrong, as we did in their understanding of its causes.

      Overall, with all items scored in such a way that high scores meant agreement was more in line with less traditional attitudes and low scores meant agreement was similar to more traditional sexual values, our students’ average response was a 3.4. That 3.4 suggests very slight agreement with the more gay-affirming values, but they still are very much in the middle of both perspectives. And much of this slight agreement is due to their understanding of the causes of same-sex attraction, not so much their acceptance of the behavior.

      In our 2013 study (Stratton, Dean, Yarhouse, & Lastoria, 2013), students also were in the middle of both perspectives, but a bit farther on the other side. Their average level of agreement was a 2.6, suggesting they slightly agreed with more orthodox sexual values around same-sex attraction.

      In any case, as we look at sexual-minority students from several years ago and the ones in this study, we see that while both groups seem to be moderate in their perspectives, there was a significant change in students’ attitudes over the five or so years between these two studies. Students with same-sex attraction at faith-based institutions seem to be becoming more accepting of less traditional attitudes, although, on average, they are still very moderate compared to what secular samples might believe about these issues.

      Of course, we have been talking about the average sexual attitudes of these students. That doesn’t give much insight into how they vary within our group. We know that some of them are less traditional, while others are more traditional in their understanding. Because our earlier work showed that this varied by their sexual attractions, we wanted to look at that more closely.

      
      
        “IT’S COMPLICATED!”

        
          We are just beginning to identify the many layers of complexity for our students. This is a theme we will come back to time and again throughout this book. It’s an important one to understand. Our students are not going to speak with one voice. There are many individual differences in their experiences, their understanding of their faith, and their understanding of their sexuality. What you will read about is how they are navigating their sexual identity and their faith as a Christian. We also know that they will be navigating this terrain for many years to come. What makes it so complex? They are at an age when they are figuring out what they believe about how they were raised and what they were taught to believe. This includes beliefs about God and sexuality and how their faith and sexuality are to be related to each other. They are navigating this terrain toward the end of a stage of development that is concerned with identity formation (“Who am I?”) that will lead to a stage of development concerned with intimacy (“How will my needs for intimacy be met?”). They are sorting this out in the context of a community of faith with its own position on these highly charged topics. They are wrestling with this in a larger societal context in which LGB+ discussions have become more central (think lightning rod) and in which norms regarding sexuality are changing.

          So we might ask the question, is there a theory that explains how and why “it’s complicated”? It’s a difficult question to answer. There are so many ways in which the individual differences among our students, as well as the unique stage of life and context in which they navigate these concerns, make it difficult to land on one coherent theory for explaining the complexity. The sheer breadth of attitudes, beliefs, and experiences, all still under construction, mitigate against one overarching theory or narrative that will encapsulate every student that we encountered, even when we are looking at one setting—private liberal arts Christian colleges and universities. The nature of the interaction of sexuality and faith in the context of Christian community requires almost an idiographic approach. We will likely need to acknowledge from chapter to chapter that as much as we have come to know about these students, they are even more diverse and multifaceted. They frankly don’t agree with each other on every topic. The bottom line is that we have to admit that these issues are not simple, because these students are unique persons navigating complicated circumstances. The complexities should lead us away from easy answers (“It’s right versus wrong, so just do this . . .”) and toward more nuanced reflection on sexuality, human development, and flourishing.

        

      

      We measured attraction to the same sex and attraction to the opposite sex on two separate scales. Students were then divided into low and high same-sex attraction based on their ratings on the scale from one to ten. We then looked at the relationship between strength of attractions and attitudes and values. What we found was that students’ level of same-sex attraction was much more connected to their attitudes than was their level of opposite-sex attraction, which was only related to responses on a couple of items (see fig. 2.1). Put simply, students who have more same-sex attraction were less traditional, both in terms of understanding causation and moral acceptability. That is, students with greater same-sex attraction more strongly believed that sexual attractions were biologically determined, and they felt more comfortable with various forms of same-sex sexual behavior. But, remember, even these students only showed moderate acceptance, with ratings between “slightly agree” and “agree.” (See table A2.2 in the appendix to this chapter.)
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        Figure 2.1. Mean attitudes ratings for students with low and high same-sex attraction

      

      Students with low same-sex attraction were also about at this middle point of the responses when asked about the causes and biological nature of same-sex attraction. But when asked about the moral acceptability of same-sex sexual behaviors, these students clearly showed a bit more disagreement. Many of them were not okay with these behaviors. While this may not influence how they identify in terms of their own sexuality, it may shape how they choose to live out their sexuality.2

      If the degree of same-sex attraction is related to these differences in attitudes, how would the sexual minorities in our sample compare to a heterosexual peer group at Christian colleges? We looked back at the data of another study, our 2010 study, which was a large study of mostly heterosexual students at Christian colleges (Lastoria, Bish, & Symons, 2011), to explore this very question, and we recalculated data from that previous study of Christian college students and compared attitudes of those who experienced same-sex attraction to those who did not experience same-sex attraction (omitting students who said “I don’t know” to attitudinal items). This sample comprised students at nineteen Christian colleges across fourteen states. The majority answered “no” to the question “Have you ever experienced SSA?” and they were compared to those in the same study who had answered “yes,” as well as to our current sample.3 We found that heterosexual students were even more traditional in their attitudes about sexual behavior than our sexual-minority students—both back then and in comparison with our current sample of students. (See figs. 2.2 and 2.3; for greater details, see A2.4 in the appendix to this chapter.)
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        Figure 2.2. Attitudes about same-sex sexual attraction across samples

        
          aThese items indicate a more traditional Christian view that sexual attractions are mutable. The remaining item was reverse scored when computing average scores for attitudes about causation.

        

      

      If we look at these figures closely, we’ll notice that the means for the nine attitudinal items are quite different in the older study than they are in our current one. We considered two factors to account for these differences. Given cultural shifts toward more permissive sexual mores in the past several years, it appears that a movement toward less traditional attitudes is occurring, especially in the younger population. Perhaps you recall the book UnChristian (Kinnaman, Lyons, & Barna, 2007). In that work, the authors reported the attitudes of “Mosaics, Busters, Boomers, and Elders,” representing population cohorts from younger to older. They asked “churchgoers” (“regular participants” in a Christian church) whether a “homosexual lifestyle” was perceived to be a major problem facing America. In response, 29% of the Mosaic and Buster (ages 18-41) churchgoers responded in the affirmative, compared to 46% of the Boomers (ages 42-60) and 58% of the Elders (ages 61+; Kinnaman et al., 2007, p. 102).
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        Figure 2.3. Attitudes about same-sex sexual behavior across samples

        
          aThis item indicates a more traditional Christian view regarding same-sex sexual behavior. It was reverse scored in computing average scores for attitudes about the morality of same-sex sexual behavior.

        

      

      This shift in attitudes is also representative of the inherent tension present in young Christian adults attempting to reconcile the integrity and diversity lenses that were mentioned earlier—feeling loyal to friends who come out as gay while attempting to remain loyal theologically. David Kinnaman relates his experience with Katie, a young journalist and Christian responding to this dilemma:

      
        “You’re telling my story,” Katie said. “My best friend for the last eight years just told me he is gay. I was shocked and really pretty upset about it. I know what the Bible says, but I also know what I feel about this guy. I have a hard time looking down on him for being gay. But I don’t know what to think. I have not told my parents because they would just be too . . . I don’t know . . . I have no idea of what they would do.” (Kinnaman et al., 2007, p. 102)

      

      Second, the current sample may represent students further along in developmental milestones and gay identity formation. Our earlier sample in the 2010 study was with the general Christian college population, and we asked anonymously whether participants had “ever experienced” same-sex attraction. Respondents may have had wide variation in same-sex sexual attraction, with some being more transient. Our current sample by contrast was limited to sexual minorities who agreed to allow us to reinterview them over time for this longitudinal study. Hence their data was confidential but not anonymous. We believe this smaller group represents young Christians more settled in identity and moving along a path to accepting themselves as gay with more affirming attitudes.

      They are doing better than expected. About ten years ago, Ritch Savin-Williams (2006a), in his book The New Gay Teenager and in related publications, challenged the pervasive narrative that “homosexuality is inherently pathological” or that society’s reaction to same-sex sexuality drives young gays and lesbians to attempt suicide. Rather, it may be that early sexual behavior among some of these sexual minorities is the more important contributor to psychological distress, just as it is among heterosexual young people (Savin-Williams & Diamond, 2004; Meier, 2007; Hallfors, Waller, Ford, Halpern, Brodish, & Iritani, 2004; Spriggs & Halpern, 2008; Madkour, Farhat, Halpern, Godeau, & Gabhainn, 2010).

      We wanted to understand how our sample of students was doing psychologically. Did they fit the larger cultural narrative of struggling, particularly given that they are sexual minorities on faith-based campuses that hold to a more traditional sexual ethic? Or did they look more like the gay teenager in Savin-Williams’s book, typically healthy and doing well? In addition to many other scales included in our survey, students completed a measure widely used by college campuses and college counseling centers to assess psychological functioning. Because it’s used so widely, we do know what the broader college population looks like in their responses, and we can compare our sample of students to college students in general (but not specifically to heterosexual students on our campuses). We are able to see level of distress—low, moderate, and marked elevations.

      As might be expected, our students, on average, are reporting three moderate-level psychological symptom clusters when compared to the wider college population (see tables A2.5 and A2.6 in the chapter appendix). Depression, generalized anxiety, and social anxiety are all moderately higher in our current sample than in a normative sample for a college mental health measure developed by researchers at Penn State University (Center for the Study of Collegiate Mental Health, 2010). In addition, our students say they are having more academic problems than typical college students, even though they have fewer alcohol problems than their college-aged peers.

      This point—that they have fewer alcohol problems—stands in contrast to other research on sexual-minority college students (and college students in general, for that matter). In 2015 Dianne Kerr of Kent State University and her colleagues specifically looked at the substance-use patterns of lesbian and bisexual college women, who tended to use more alcohol, tobacco, marijuana, sedatives, hallucinogens, nonprescribed prescription drugs, and other illegal drugs than did heterosexual women. This substance use and abuse may occur in response to victimization, as undergraduates use substances to manage their emotions in the wake of being bullied and mistreated. Using substances to self-medicate after such victimization may even increase the likelihood that sexual minorities attempt or commit suicide, as Ethan Mereish (2014) of Boston College and his colleagues have proposed. In fact, the use of substances as a coping mechanism in managing discrimination may actually increase the likelihood of suicidal ideation and behaviors.

      However, unlike as seen in the previous literature, the sexual minorities in our sample did not have more alcohol problems than the broader population of their same-aged peers. The most plausible explanation for this difference is their environment. Most of the Christian campuses that our students attend have strict prohibitions against alcohol use—either on campus or at all— suggesting that the campuses may offer a particular kind of support in deterring the development of alcohol issues for these students.

      In addition to less alcohol use, our students also reported lower levels of hostility than other college-aged students from samples collected at state universities. This is contrary to what one might anticipate given the larger cultural narrative and studies such as the one done by Christopher Yuan, a Christian who experiences same-sex attraction and is an author, speaker, and instructor at Moody Bible Institute. Through his qualitative work with same-sex- attracted students at Christian colleges and universities, Yuan (2016) concluded that these students typically felt angry and frustrated—regardless of their degree of agreement with their schools’ policies and beliefs. He described their feelings like this: “At times, the venting of anger and frustration turned into rants, which may be typical of this age group. Some respondents used all capital letters and others expressed their anger through expletives.” If this anger is present in the students of our sample, it does not seem to appear as hostility. And our students, on average, did not respond with much agreement at all to statements such as “I have difficulty controlling my temper,” “I get angry easily,” and “I frequently get into arguments.” By their own report, their anger and hostility were low.

      Of course, not all is good. While they aren’t drinking enough to have a lot of alcohol-related problems, nor do they report some of the other behavioral concerns, such as hostility and eating issues, the sexual-minority students in our sample still are reporting more anxiety and depression than what students from state universities report.

      Does this mean that Christian sexual minorities are worse off than their same-age peers? Maybe, but probably not. The nonclinical sample referred to above may not be the best comparison group for us to use. To establish that normative sample, the Center for Collegiate Mental Health (CCMH, 2010) and the NASPA Student Affairs Research Consortium surveyed over twenty-one thousand students across forty-six colleges and universities, and then they removed all students who had ever sought treatment for psychological reasons. What this means is that we are comparing a sample of only healthy college students to our sample of healthy and struggling students. We therefore would expect to see some higher scores in our sample because we haven’t excluded the strugglers.

      To better understand how our students are doing, we also compared them to a sample of students seeking mental health services at their colleges and universities (CCMH, 2015; see table A2.6 in the appendix). In comparison to this group, our students, as a whole, were doing pretty well. We might even say really well. Even with everyone included in our sample, both strugglers and nonstrugglers, our students as a whole group showed no markedly elevated mean scores in any category of symptoms. While their symptoms of depression, generalized anxiety, and social anxiety were elevated, these were fairly typical elevations for students seeking counseling. Remember, though, these were average scores. While most of our students were doing well, there surely were some who were really struggling.

      But how many are really struggling? We know, as we’ve heard from these students above, that many of them experience anxiety and depression. It’s hard to tease out what degree of this distress is due to their sexual attractions, or due to the tension between their sexual attractions and their faith, or due to just being in this particular stage of life, or some combination of the above. Even so, by looking at their overall scores on our psychological measure, we can get a sense of the severity of their distress. In light of what they’ve told us in interviews, about half of them (50%) surprisingly fall in the “low distress” range, suggesting they have few if any psychological symptoms beyond what we would see in a generally healthy college population (see fig. 2.4). Another 41% experience some moderate distress, but not enough to cause alarm. Only 9%, somewhat less than one out of ten sexual-minority students, report psychological issues severe enough to put them in the clinically elevated range, indicating they were experiencing marked distress; they are the ones who are really struggling.
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        Figure 2.4. Percentages of students experiencing psychological distress, year 1

      

      This is where they were during the first year of our study. For some of these students, things got worse over that next year. While a few students (6%) moved into the low-distress category for time 2, a higher percentage (10%) saw an increase in their symptoms that moved them from moderate distress to marked distress (see fig. 2.5). Why? The easiest explanation to offer might be to attribute this increase in distress to the campus climate, with its tension between faith and sexuality, particularly for sexual minorities. That explanation is likely true to some degree, but this “singular cause” statement overlooks the myriad of other changes occurring in these students’ lives as they progress through college. They must engage increased difficulty in courses, increased financial pressures, impending graduation for some, the postcollege job hunt for others, important family transitions, relationship issues, and so on. Any adequate explanation needs to consider the multicausal issues that students are facing, not just their sexuality and faith. We as a research team are interested in the experiences of those students who reduce their distress in their college experiences as much as those who increase their distress. To cultivate a realistic and adequately complex view, we want to learn from students who seem to improve and those who seem to worsen in the campus climate of faith-based institutions.
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        Figure 2.5. Percentages of students experiencing psychological distress, year 2

      

      Toward this goal, let’s take a look at psychological health from the perspective of what’s going well rather than what’s not. In other words, well-being includes what strengths are present, not merely what symptoms are absent. Carol Ryff, a psychologist at the University of Wisconsin–Madison and the director of its Institute on Aging, has proposed that psychological well-being is an indication of how well we function and the degree to which we have qualities that promote health (Ryff & Singer, 1998). In this way, psychological well-being is so much more than how happy we feel or how free from illness we are. Psychological well-being may be a buffer for sexual minorities as they encounter discrimination and marginalization by others.

      Using Ryff’s measure to capture three aspects of psychological well-being, our sexual-minority students completed three of its subscales—personal growth, purpose in life, and self-acceptance. For each item, students rated the degree to which it described them on a six-point Likert scale. Scores closer to six indicate higher levels of well-being. Our students rated these items, on average, as being more like them than not, with scores falling between a four and a five on a six-point scale.

      Among our sexual-minority students, their level of personal growth was significantly higher than the other two characteristics, purpose in life and self-acceptance.4 According to Ryff, the personal growth subscale represents continued growth in the individual, marked by openness to new experiences, an engagement with life, a sense of having realized one’s own potential, increasing self-knowledge and effectiveness, with improvement in the self and in one’s behavior (Ryff & Keyes, 1995).

      In contrast, participants’ self-acceptance scores were lower than scores for the other two subtests.5 The mean was still positive, even though it was lower than scores for the other two subscales. This suggests our students have a somewhat positive attitude toward the self, with some acceptance of their many aspects of the self and a comfortableness with their lives up to this point.

      Our students’ ratings of purpose in life fell in between those for the other two scales, in the moderately positive range. Ryff held that a positive purpose in life indicated having goals and a sense of directedness. People with positive ratings on this subscale typically have found meaning in life through their beliefs, whether more philosophical or more theological (Ryff & Keyes, 1995).

      A general overview of our students’ ratings would suggest a moderate level of psychological well-being, but we really wanted to know how they compared to other groups. Maybe our students experience moderate well-being, while everyone else is doing much better—or much worse. Finding these comparison groups was more difficult than expected. We are using two samples for comparison, but neither is a really good fit. The university sample was composed of 1,072 students between eighteen and forty-eight years old who were attending school in northern Spain, a sample collected by Freire and colleagues (2016). Geographically and age-wise, this sample was quite a bit different from our sample. Thus we also included one of Ryff’s early validation samples that she used to first develop her measure. Its full sample of 1,108 adults were also older than our students. For comparison, we are using one of its subsamples—133 adults between twenty-five and twenty-nine years of age (see fig. 2.6).

      Scores for purpose in life are essentially the same across all three groups. Our Christian sexual-minority students seem to have the same degree of meaning and direction in their lives as do these Spanish undergrads and these slightly older American young adults. Our students do report lower levels of self-acceptance than the Spanish students, but not in comparison to the validation sample.6 Interestingly, our students indicated they had much higher personal growth than did the slightly older young adults, but they looked very similar to their Spanish peers.7 (See tables A2.7 and A2.8 in the chapter appendix.)

      
        [image: Figure 2.6. Voir l’explication dans le texte.]

        Figure 2.6. Average ratings for Ryff scales of psychological well-being (n = 160)

      

      A few years ago, in 2014, Gregg Henriques, a psychologist at James Madison University, shared in a blog post at Psychology Today how he uses the Ryff scales of well-being with the undergrads at JMU. As a means of teaching his students about optimal psychological functioning, he describes each of the six components of well-being within Ryff’s theory and then asks students to rate how well they are doing on each of these. Note that he does not use the actual measure developed by Ryff, and he also told students what was being measured before they assessed themselves, which often allows for some self-protective bias in responding (Ransom, Kast, & Shelly, 2015). Across over five hundred students, average scores for each component of psychological well-being varied between 5 and 5.5 on a six-point scale. His sample of students, like ours, showed moderate to high levels of well-being, but his students reported slightly higher than what we saw in our students, who had average scores between four and five. However, the differences in assessment procedure, along with any tendency toward self-enhancement or protection, could account for this difference in scores, suggesting the scores are probably more similar than different.

      Even so, some of our sexual-minority students are truly struggling. Researchers from the University of Michigan posited that the difficulties experienced by their sexual minority sample are largely due to heterosexism, or beliefs and corresponding behaviors that suggest heterosexuality is the only normal form of sexuality (Woodford, Kulick, Sinco, & Hong, 2014). This is not a simple relationship, though; self-acceptance mediates this relationship. The more self-acceptance students have, the less they will be bothered by the heterosexism they encounter. In our sample, the fifty-one students with a negative self-acceptance had much higher psychological distress than the 109 students who held a positive view of the self, even if this was only slightly positive.8

      Overall, our Christian sexual-minority students on average look pretty healthy psychologically. Their symptoms are largely minimal, looking very similar to their straight peers even though they have some symptoms of depression and anxiety. Not only that, but our Christian sexual-minority students have similar levels of key psychological strengths—a sense of personal growth and meaning in life—as do their peers. They may struggle some with self-acceptance relative to their peers, but they typically are still reporting a positive degree of being comfortable with themselves.

      Interviewees look like their peers. As we mentioned in chapter one, we also interviewed a subset of students from among those who completed the online survey, and we will hear from them throughout the book. The option of being interviewed was made available to all participants each time they completed the survey. We draw on this subset of students to illustrate key findings and to help put numbers and themes into perspective by drawing on their personal experiences. (Names have been created to protect the identity of interviewees.)

      It’s important to ask whether those students who agreed to be interviewed are different from their peers from the sample in any way. Other than being a little bit older (i.e., more likely to be upperclassmen), the answer is simply no, they were not different in any significant way. The interviewed students looked like the larger sample in key characteristics. They were just as religious and as spiritual; they were just as likely to identify as a sexual minority; they were just as moderate in their attitudes about same-sex sexuality; they were doing just as well psychologically; they were not different to any significant degree. Because of these similarities, we can be more confident that our interviewed students were good representatives of our larger survey sample.

    

    
    

      WHO ARE THESE INSTITUTIONS?

      We want to close this chapter by also introducing you to the institutions that students attend. All of the students in our sample attended one of the fourteen colleges and universities that agreed to participate in our research study. A general overview of these institutions will give us a better understanding of the context that these students are living in, a context that by its very nature pushes our students to consider their faith and their sexual identity simultaneously—and often in light of each other.

      As mentioned in chapter one, the chief student affairs officers of our fourteen participating schools are all members of the Association for Christians in Student Development (ACSD). The mission of ACSD is to equip and challenge members to infuse their Christian faith into student development practice and scholarship. To belong to the ACSD, individual members must agree with its doctrinal statement, which really is a statement of orthodox Christian faith. Its tenets fall in line with the core doctrinal beliefs in most Christian denominations and organizations (ACSD, 2015). Here they are:

      
        	
          1. We believe there is one God, eternally existing in three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

        

        	
          2. We believe the Bible to be inspired, the only infallible, authoritative Word of God.

        

        	
          3. We believe in the deity of our Lord Jesus Christ, in His virgin birth, in His sinless life, in His miracles, in His vicarious death and atonement through His shed blood, in His bodily resurrection and ascension to the right hand of the Father, and in His personal, visible return in power and glory.

        

        	
          4. We believe man and woman created in the image of God, were tempted by Satan and fell, and that, because of the exceeding sinfulness of human nature, regeneration by the Holy Spirit is absolutely necessary for salvation.

        

        	
          5. We believe in the present ministry of the Holy Spirit by whose indwelling the Christian is enabled to live a godly life, and by whom the church is empowered to carry out Christ’s great commission.

        

        	
          6. We believe in the bodily resurrection of both the saved and the lost; those who are saved unto the resurrection of life, and those who are lost unto the resurrection of damnation.

        

      

      Again, these tenets are broad and in keeping with historic Christian doctrines related to the nature of a trinitarian God, the Scriptures as the revealed Word of God, the Lordship of Christ, the nature of humankind as made in the image of God, the nature of salvation through Jesus Christ alone (predicated on Jesus’ birth, death, and resurrection), and the work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers.

      The importance of faith in identity formation was a salient theme in Donna Freitas’s work Sex and the Soul (2008). Freitas interviewed students on college campuses across the country and sampled from three types of campus environments, which she labeled evangelical, Catholic, and spiritual. As the study progressed, Freitas eventually collapsed the latter two categories into one, the spiritual, to be contrasted to the evangelical campuses. The spiritual campuses were characterized by a clear boundary separating religion from discussions in the public square, a general distrust of institutional religion, and an unsupervised approach to making sense of the relationship with the divine or forming a purpose in life (pp. 40-41). Evangelical campuses were marked by the creation of shared communities of faith where mentoring relationships and integrative conversations were the norm. Freitas comments,

      
        Most students at evangelical schools go to college in part to learn how to live a good Christian life in the presence of not only of peers but also of mentors who can serve as role models for integrating the life of faith, the life of the mind, and the real world. Evangelicals are rightly renowned for integrating religion and culture . . . but evangelicals are also adept at integrating religion and learning, values and education. Overall at the spiritual colleges I visited, no one seemed to have any idea how to integrate ultimate concerns with the proximate concerns of education. (p. 68)

      

      There are no real surprises when you read these broad tenets of Christian faith. There are not real surprises, either, when you consider that teachings on sexuality and sexual behavior are in keeping with a traditional biblical sexual ethic. Such an ethic references Scripture, creational intent, and proscriptions about specific behaviors considered sinful. Such an ethic locates acceptable genital sexual activity as between a husband and wife in a covenantal view of marriage. As such, behaviors that occur outside that context are considered morally impermissible. So this is the context in which our students are navigating both their faith as Christians and their same-sex sexuality.

      We mentioned in chapter one that evangelical institutions have been referred to as nonaffirming by those who approach the topic through a diversity lens (Wolff et al., 2016). While we understand this point of reference, insofar as we wish to understand these institutions from the institution’s perspective (or reference point), it may be helpful to recognize the different lenses that may be part of the discussion, as these lenses color how we see data, the institutions, the students who attend, and so on. These institutions reflect doctrinal positions that are in keeping with Christian theological positions in the area of ethics that have been held by the vast majority of Christians historically and even today if we consider global Christianity (extending the discussion beyond the US). In any case, these Christian institutions function from an integrity, and sometimes a disability, lens when it comes to sexuality (integrity of sexual differences) and the impact of the fall on sexuality and sexual expression (disability).

      We have a better sense of who the students are and of the Christian setting in which they live and study. We will look next at their experience of same-sex sexuality. A common way to do this is to consider how a person’s sexual identity develops over time. That is, what are the milestone events in the formation of a gay or lesbian identity? Are the milestones events any different for Christians? Are they different for heterosexual students? Are there points of tension for the students in this sample? We will look at these questions in the next chapter.

    

    
    
      CHAPTER 2 TAKEAWAYS

      
        	
          1. Sexual minorities at faith-based educational institutions are their own unique subpopulation, different in many ways from both their Christian university peers and their peers in the broader LGB+ community.

        

        	
          2. While many of these students do not identify publicly as sexual minorities, the large majority understand themselves to be such privately.

        

        	
          3. These sexual-minority students are quite religious and spiritual, and most are attempting to hold their faith and their sexual identity together in meaningful and helpful ways.

        

        	
          4. Mental health among these sexual minorities tends to be better than might be expected but not as good as might be hoped.

        

        	
          5. While these students tend to hold more biologically based beliefs about the causation and nature of same-sex attraction, their attitudes about the moral acceptability of same-sex sexual behavior tend to be more moderate, not rejecting of the behavior but not accepting of it, either.

        

        	
          6. Their faith-based institutions tend to hold to a more orthodox Christian view of sexuality, which largely counters the view of sexuality found in the broader culture. This creates a unique context, with both strengths and weaknesses, for sexual-minority students to mutually engage faith and sexual-identity development.

        

        	
          7. There is a significant amount of diversity even within this subpopulation of Christian sexual minorities. They vary in their levels of attraction, their perceptions of their campuses, their attitudes regarding same-sex sexuality, their degree of religiosity and spirituality, their mental health, their shared sexual identities, and the lenses they use to understand their attractions, as well as in other areas.
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