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			For Simone, who saw me. 
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Introduction


			Jeff 

			The book you’re about to read has been five years in the making. When I started writing it, I was still processing the trauma of growing up as a closeted gay Mormon1 in small-town Utah in the 1980s and 1990s. 

			Some days, I would find myself trembling or bawling at my computer as I tried to write. An invisible force was reading over my shoulder, telling me I was wrong and bad for trying to be authentic and tell the truth. How dare the son of Michael McLean, prominent Mormon director and musician, not only step outside of the mold but also tell the whole world about it?

			

			But as I revised and revisited difficult passage after difficult passage, I found that I was healing. Repetition is a balm for trauma. In fact, as I found words for my experiences and expressed myself, my trauma was set free. What was left was simply the memory of difficult situations I had worked through. The sting and terror were gone.

			It wasn’t just repetition that healed me. As I wrote my story, Brad M. Reedy, Ph.D., an extraordinary therapist, responded with insights and commentary that blew my mind with their accuracy and expansiveness. My editor, Laura Summerhays, validated my voice and experiences. And Dad did me the honor of making himself vulnerable alongside me. 

			I know some of the people reading this book don’t have their dads or other supporters to hold them compassionately as they confront the scary parts of their stories. But Brad, Dad, and I are here for you.

			You’re going to get interrupted a lot while you’re reading this book. My story is the framework, but Dad pipes in now and then, reflecting on how he learned to fully accept me. Brad pops up between our chapters, making expert observations about our experiences, answering questions you and other readers might have, and offering lists of reflection questions.

			When some people read earlier drafts of the book, I received pushback on our approach. Some of my queer friends said, “I don’t want to hear from your Mormon dad! He’s the oppressor!” Some of my Mormon friends felt betrayed by how I talked about my former religion. A few readers said they just wanted a good story with no interference from a therapist. 

			But all of the book’s parts make it more human and more essential. The “oppressor” gets to have his say because he’s my dad and I love him—and because his experience can help other religious parents with queer children. Brad’s commentary is indispensable. You can’t read all of my story and not get a little time off! Just as I sometimes had to put my emotionally exhausted self to bed after writing for just an hour or two, you get the chance to rest and reflect when Brad’s sections come along. 

			

			Writing set me free, and I hope that you can find the same freedom as you read the story and then take time to write out answers to Brad’s reflection questions. Use them as a blueprint for processing your own issues, and discuss them with your therapists, sponsors, or other confidantes. 

			Let’s heal together.

			

			
				
						1 The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has asked that it no longer be referred to as the Mormon Church or the LDS Church and that its members no longer be called Mormons. But since the term Mormon is familiar to a wide audience and is the term I am most comfortable with in reflecting on my experience, we have chosen to use this moniker throughout. The Church itself uses Mormon in some contexts it deems valid, so we’re actually following their lead in this.
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Brad: Reconciliation


			If you speak to somebody at the level of the mind, you will speak to their mind. If you speak from your heart, you will speak to their heart.
But if you speak through your life and your life is the story,
then you will change lives.– Deepak Chopra

			This book speaks to all of the above—mind, heart, and life. It is the true story of Jeff McLean, the son of religious-music icon Michael McLean, Mormonism’s answer to Billy Joel. It is about the gulf that was exposed between Jeff and his family when he came out as gay. And while it takes place in Utah and within the context of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—also known as the Mormon Church or the LDS Church—it is not necessarily a Mormon story. It is a human story. It is a story about a father and son as they find their way back to each other from across a seemingly insurmountable chasm. 

			

			I am Brad M. Reedy, Ph.D., a marriage and family therapist, and a few years ago, I met Jeff through a therapy retreat I run with my wife.

			As a former Mormon, I was familiar with Michael’s prominence in Mormon circles, and I was curious how Jeff’s coming out had affected their relationship. I asked, “How are you with your father?”

			Jeff explained that he and his dad were close but that it had taken fifteen years and an incredible effort to get to where they were. Jeff had left the church, spent some time in active drug addiction, and married and divorced his first husband during this time. Michael confronted his own crisis of faith. What did God1 want him to do, he wondered? What did it look like to love his child while staying connected to a faith that rejected that child?

			I had witnessed similar stories in my therapy practice, and they did not always turn out with parent and child in a relationship that I would describe as “close.” I pressed Jeff for more detail. 

			Jeff said, “Dad would tell you that my coming out was the best thing that ever happened to his faith. It challenged him to look deeper into his relationship with God and the church. My dad is more than supportive. He actually celebrates who I am. And I love myself, and I know my value no matter what anyone else thinks.”

			I must admit that I was a bit skeptical about the rosy picture Jeff painted of his relationship with his father. I have seen children carry the weight of their parents’ pathology, suppressing their own needs in an effort to preserve some place in their family. 

			

			So I went to see Michael. As I asked questions and listened, Michael expressed gratitude for his son, celebrated his son, and even gave his son credit for his own deeper connection to his faith. He shared, “If I were to write a book about my son and our journey, the title would be How Crystal Meth and Having a Gay Son Helped Me Find God.”

			Michael and Jeff’s relationship had clearly evolved beyond resignation to agree to disagree. Jeff told me that despite the pain of growing up gay in a conservative culture and community, he would not change it if he could. Michael arrived at a similar conclusion after having traversed his own desert of fear and prejudice. Michael eventually found the heaven available to all of us when we learn to love and embrace our children as they are. Jeff and Michael each shed parts of themselves and fought to find hope and connection. 

			Now convinced that this father and son had found true reconciliation, I poked at Jeff a little: “I imagine your story could be very healing to many Mormon LGBTQ+ youth and their families,” I said. “What are you doing to help?”

			This book is his reply. He enlisted his father in the project and asked me to provide commentary on their stories. The book alternates between Jeff’s and Michael’s narratives, and I offer insights and pose questions throughout. 

			The title of the book, Stay in the Room, comes from a part of Michael’s story when he received inspiration during a particularly contentious moment with Jeff. He realized that in order to save the relationship, his son, and himself, he would need to listen to difficult things. He would need to stay in the room. 

			When I shared the title with a friend, they asked me, “Is it okay to leave the room too?” 

			

			“Of course!” I said. “We stay when we can and leave when we must.” 

			Healthy relationships are difficult and often painful, but healthy relationships do not require us to sacrifice important aspects of ourselves in order to belong. So if you are being abused or mistreated, if you are being asked to give up who you are, this is your doctor’s note granting permission to leave the room. 

			However, if we can stay in the room when someone is telling us how we hurt them, we learn to expand. We learn to see ourselves in others, whether we are children or parents, gay or straight, conservative or liberal.

			

			
				
						1 Throughout this book, we attribute male pronouns to the word God. This reflects the religious tradition of the authors, but as you read, you’ll see that all three of us have different definitions of God. So does each reader. You may be very comfortable with the word God, or it may be a word fraught with pain and disillusionment. We invite you to substitute in any other name that works for you—fate, the universe, the divine self, etc.
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			Jeff: Before I Knew Anything Else

			Before the terror came wonder. Before the terror came the Cinderella dress.

			I discovered it among my sister’s things when I was three—a glory in pink tulle and satin. The first thing I remember is the texture of the tulle, rough in my hands. And then I remember pink. And the smell. And how much I loved the way the dress made me feel. I wore it every single day for years, complemented, of course, by divine white patent-leather Mary Janes and a white straw bonnet bedecked with a pink bow.

			My love for that dress was the purest expression possible—no contrivance. I just liked the way it felt, and I liked how it moved when I twirled. 

			My dad recalls the time when he asked me why I wore the dress. Little Jeff looked at him and said, “Dad, look at you.” I pointed at him in his just-after-work clothes, furrowing my brow in disapproval. “Now look at me.” I spun around and said, “I look fabulous.” 

			

			Kudos to my parents for letting me wear a dress every day. But everything changed when I was five. That’s when we moved from Salt Lake City to the nearby mountain town of Heber City, Utah, to combine households with my strict, conservative paternal grandparents. That is when I found out the dress was—and I was—wildly inappropriate. 

			I remember going to the supermarket in the dress and everyone staring at me, some even rolling their eyes. I never wore the pink dream in public again. 

			At home, it was all hushed tones and weird looks. I heard the conversations through the wall: “What are we going to do about that boy and that dress?” 

			No one thought to talk to me about it, but I felt the disapproval and anxiety. It became crystal clear to me at five years old that wearing what I wanted to wear was wrong. More than that, I knew there was something fundamentally wrong with me. I was petrified and genuinely fearful of being abandoned or losing my life because of who I was.

			As I look back, I know that everybody did the best they could. I’ve come to understand new levels of healing and acceptance, but I carry a sadness in accepting the damage that can’t be undone. I hope that by telling my story, I can validate and give voice to feelings—both mine and yours—that are often hidden in shame. I believe that the more we talk about our feelings and experiences, the more we heal. Naming something takes away its power. It’s when we keep things under wraps that they turn on us.

			One evening at Brad’s house, Dad asked me a pointed question: “So, Jeff, what are you doing to help Mormon LGBTQ+ youth?”

			His query struck a chord so powerful that it became the catalyst for this book. I hope I can help prevent others from feeling the invisibility and despair that had colored my whole life as a gay kid growing up Mormon in 1980s and 1990s Utah. 

			

			Before I dive into my story, I want to make a few points clear, just in case you don’t keep reading. These are the book’s absolute can’t-miss ideas:

			First, anyone who suggests that being gay is a choice hasn’t had to give up everything to be gay. Believe me, if I could have picked the easier road, I would have. I had a perfect life set up for me as heir to Mormon music icon Michael McLean. But being gay messed it all up. So, no, I did not choose this. 

			Second (in case the first point made you doubt it), I love being gay. Being authentic to yourself is a wildly fun and amazing ride. When I came out, I didn’t want to waste any more time lying. And I didn’t want to be angry and gay. I wanted to be gay and gay.

			Third, I could not have come out at any time before I did. If I’d come out before I left home, my parents would have tried to “fix” me. I weep for anyone who has gone through conversion therapy and am grateful I was able to avoid that persecution and torture. 

			Fourth, coming out didn’t immediately change my beliefs about myself. It was just the first step. 

			Fifth, parents, please don’t lie to your children. Lies can be told on purpose or by accident. For example, here are some inadvertent lies my parents told me: “You aren’t gay” and “You can’t be gay unless you’ve been molested (or unless you had a domineering mother or an absent father).” Maybe you have believed lies like these and passed them on. Own the limits of your understanding and tell your kids you’re sorry. An apology from a parent goes a long way.

			Sixth, it is abusive to rob people of the chance to feel that there is a God who can love them. 

			

			Seventh and most important: stay alive, kids (and former kids). I completely get the drive to escape. But the incredible thing about staying alive is that things do change. I know it feels hopeless sometimes. But then moments come that show you how truly valuable you are. Moments when you look in the mirror and feel proud of the person looking back at you. My journey has not been easy (suffering is just part of the deal), but it has absolutely been worth it.

			

			Here is the truth: Telling my story has taken me through shades of panic. I’ve felt the pressure of creating something important that might bless lives and change people. But honestly, there’s nothing special, unique, or fabulous about my story. It’s just me figuring out who I am. Figuring out who we are is the journey we all take. Writing this book has become part of my journey. It helped me reclaim my childhood and my life. 

			Here is another truth: This book is a love story. No, it’s not about my romantic conquests (though you’ll see a few of those). It’s not that kind of love story. It’s a self-love story, an accepting-myself-and-others-as-they-are love story. 

			My self-love, you will soon see, was hard won. But I want you to know, as you read about my darkest times, that the light is coming. “It gets better,” as they say. I actually struggle with that particular encouraging phrase because sometimes life gets worse before it becomes different. Becoming different is your own fight. Becoming different comes from healing. And carving through the darkness and sitting in the pain is the only way to heal. 

			For years, I clung to the religion I was raised in, but those beliefs did not serve me. I eventually freed myself, but I went a little too far in the other direction. I rejected God, and life became harder. I banished love, kindness, and understanding from my soul. God eventually broke through my defenses and revealed a path that those who raised me would have thought impossible. I encourage you to challenge your beliefs—about God, yourself, your world. Reject any perception that you and your sexuality are the problem. You are, in fact, a gift from God, sent to those around you so they can learn to love better and grow closer to God. If certain beliefs don’t serve you, it is okay—rather, it is vital—to lovingly let go of your culture, your church, your family’s expectations and find a better path. Your path. God is bigger than you think and doesn’t want you to stumble down paths that other people chose for you. You will find God wherever your explorations take you because God is in everything.

			

			

			When I first came out, a lot of people asked me when I first knew I was gay. The answer is a little surprising. 

			After a church mission, when I was in my early twenties, I went on a journey into alternative healing. I went to several energy healers and therapists, and every single one of them asked me two questions: “What happened to you in the womb?” and “Were you supposed to be a twin?” No joke. Six different practitioners asked me the same questions, and none of them had any knowledge of the others. 

			I had definitely never been a twin, but since all of these people kept asking about it, I decided to find a therapist who could uncover the origin of this line of questioning. A few trusted friends highly recommended a hypnotherapist in my area who believed in past-life regression. I approached the session the way I approach most things—like they’re a crock of shit and at the same time deeply cool. 

			

			When I was under hypnosis, the therapist took me back in time. We landed in a place that was warm and safe. She asked, “Where are you?” 

			“I’m in the womb,” I replied without missing a beat.

			“Why are you smiling so much?” 

			“Because I’m discovering everything I’m going to be. I’m going to be tall and dark-haired. I’m going to be a singer.”

			Then I began to tremble and whimper.

			“What’s wrong?” the therapist asked. “Why are you so sad?”

			I could barely speak. “Oh no. I’m going to be gay. In fact, I am gay. And my mom isn’t going to like it.” 

			At this moment, I felt a loss—a splintering—and woke up. 

			So the answer to that question of when I knew I was gay is indeed surprising: I knew in the womb. I knew before I knew anything else.

			Why had my prenatal self been so sad about being gay? Because I knew I was being born into a family that could answer every question I could ask—except the ones that mattered most. Amid that profound prebirth grief, another embryo started to develop alongside me: a shadow twin who would live inside me. This dumb, dismal monster knew just three words, three words I would spend nearly forty years running away from: 

			You are unlovable.
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			Brad: The Call to Adventure

			Famed mythology expert Joseph Campbell says that the call to adventure is the moment we feel a pull to leave the comfort of our ordinary lives and seek treasure. Initially, the call may be an invitation to rescue others, but if we accept the call, the journey reveals who we are, unveiling aspects of ourselves that we’ve denied in order to fit into our families and cultures. 

			In the previous chapter, you witnessed Jeff’s call to aid Mormon LGBTQ+ youth by writing this book. As you observe how Jeff unveils his true self over the course of this book, think about what might be calling to you. Something may be sparked through the questions and answers I offer here.

			
Questions for Brad


			
Young Jeff takes on the anxiety of the adults around him. Why do children do this?


			One understanding is that children’s unconscious thinking goes something like this: If I am causing these adults distress, they might abandon me, so I had better do all I can to help get rid of their distress. My survival is at stake. Jeff’s early childhood serves as a powerful illustration of how children unconsciously sense others’ anxiety and similarly charged feelings. Not only do they sense the feelings, but children tend to believe that they themselves—not the people having the emotions—are in the wrong. 

			

			
Jeff points out that everybody “did the best they could.” Is that enough?


			 This is a tricky one. First, it is usually true that parents in challenging situations are doing their best. Second, it is also true that their best is often not good enough. In therapy, we learn that some seemingly incompatible ideas can actually be true at the same time. Replacing either/or with both/and is a sign of emotional and spiritual growth and complexity: I am doing the best I can, AND I can do better. Dialectical ideas like this may be particularly challenging for those raised in religions that reduce ambiguities by positing things in terms of opposites: right/wrong, us/them, and good/evil.

			It is interesting to me that Jeff has carried into adulthood the idea that his caretakers did their best, but this is not uncommon. It is likely that such beliefs arise out of a desire to take care of the parents’ egos. Imagine a parent who is overwhelmed by a child’s feelings or needs. The parent may not admit their own lack of capacity but instead communicate to the child that the child is too big or too much. The child learns that their parent is fragile, and lurking beneath is a deeper inference: I cannot get mad or fault my parent because I know they can’t handle it, and they might abandon me. So the anger and blame are shunted to the side, and “they did their best” takes their place.

			

			Even after reaching adulthood, a child raised in such an environment may be reluctant to express—or incapable of expressing—any rage toward not only their parent but also toward nearly anyone. Thus, the parent pleaser has become a people pleaser. This repressive pleasing pattern leads to mental, physical, and spiritual illnesses like depression and addiction.

			
Jeff implores readers to stay alive. What if that feels too difficult to me or someone I love?


			First of all, no matter your sexuality or gender identity, you are not disqualified from a happy life worth living. 

			I have personal experience with suicidal ideation, and I would like to share the insight that brought me through the darkness. I cannot emphasize enough that anyone experiencing suicidal ideation or making suicidal plans needs immediate help from a licensed medical or mental health professional. The method that helped me may not help you, and I also did not do this work alone. I was under the care of a skilled therapist. 

			More than a decade ago, I was struggling with my own demons and fantasizing about ending my life. I told myself I would never do it, but the pain and the bleak future I envisioned were overwhelming.

			I shared my thoughts with my therapist, and she said something so profound it shifted my life forever: “The suicidal impulses have merit; however, the mistake most suicidal people make is thinking that they have to kill the whole self. In reality, they just have to kill part of themselves to be freed from their prisons of despair. They need to discover which part is causing the despair and kill only that part. Then they can be free.” And often, the part that we need to kill is the part that cares what others think about us.

			

			The dark clouds parted at that moment. I realized she was right. I didn’t immediately figure out which part of me was causing me the most pain, but over time, I realized that it was the part that cared what others thought. Preoccupation with others’ opinions is a common villain for suicidal individuals. For many queer people, this is certainly the case. If they stay alive, they can find freedom from the ideas and expectations that others have imprinted on them.

			Analytical psychologist Robert A. Johnson, who takes a similar approach to my therapist, suggests what comes next after eliminating the most damaging parts of us: “The urge toward suicide signals an edge of a new level of consciousness. If you can kill . . . the old way of adaptation . . . and not injure yourself, a new energy-filled era will begin.”1 I think of this energy-filled era as the beginning of a lifelong love affair with yourself. As self-love grows, your relationships with others take on a new form. I have seen this transformation so often. Those who have suffered—those who have been left out, rejected, or forgotten—become capable of reaching others who suffer. Jeff was able to write this book and reach out to those who suffer exactly because he stayed alive and abandoned what didn’t work for him.

			Jeff felt unlovable almost from the start. Why is loving so difficult between queer people and conservative religious people? 

			I believe we are dealing with different conceptions of love. Those from conservative religious cultures like Mormonism do not consider their lack of acceptance to be a lack of love—”Love the sinner, hate the sin,” they profess. And those in the LGBTQ+ community don’t experience their identity or orientation as a choice (let alone a sin) but rather as something central, something core, to who they are. If you can’t accept that part of them, you can’t love them. It’s a seemingly insurmountable divide. 

			

			To any religious parent struggling with this divide, I’ll tell you what I told an Orthodox Jewish father who approached me. He said, “I love what you teach, but I am struggling because I hear something so contrary from my rabbi.”

			I said, “I am not a rabbi. I’m a therapist, and my answer is practical. The consequences of rejecting your child are too dire, so I choose the side of acceptance.” 

			I was not trying to convince this father—nor am I trying to convince you—to take my position. I am simply sharing how, within one’s religious context, one might arrive at simply loving members of the LGBTQ+ community.

			My close friend shared with me a simple story illustrating these ideas. She and her wife moved into a new house and found themselves neighbors to the son of an Apostle (a high official in the Mormon Church). When the Apostle’s daughter-in-law asked the Apostle how she should respond to the lesbians living across the street, he replied, “Just love them.” It was that simple. Just love them. No need to stand in judgment. Just love.

			You can reserve judgment without leaving behind your religion. Clearly, that son of the Mormon Apostle did not leave his religion behind. But if you have lived a life abiding by strict religious tenets, you may need to strengthen your capacity to think independently.

			

			Reflection Questions

			1.Have you taken on others’ anxieties, or have you seen this behavior in your children or other loved ones? 

			2.Do you feel resistant to expressing anger, hurt, or other difficult feedback toward your parents or others? Could this resistance be tied to a belief that you need to protect them, so they won’t reject you?

			3.How does it make you feel that you or others have done their best, but it wasn’t good enough? 

			4.How does it make you feel when others excuse hurtful behavior by stating that they did it “with the best of intentions”?

			5.Have you experienced suicidal ideation? What type of help have you sought? How do you feel about my suggestion to reframe these impulses as teachers that show you which parts of yourself—or beliefs about yourself—to let go of? 

			6.Have you ever used the phrase “Love the sinner, hate the sin” or heard it used by someone you love? Has your opinion about this phrase changed? How? 

			

			
				
						1 Robert A. Johnson, She: Understanding Feminine Psychology (New York: HarperCollins, 1976).
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			Michael: Something Perfect

			In the summer of 2017, Jeff and I were invited to perform together at the first-ever LOVELOUD concert organized by Dan Reynolds, lead singer of Imagine Dragons. The purpose of the show, which featured other well-known music artists, was to support the LGBTQ+ community and build bridges across cultural divides. Held in Orem, Utah—a town that is 93 percent Mormon1—the concert sought to encourage the conservative religious community to open their hearts and minds to those who have felt marginalized and shamed within the religious culture.

			Jeff and I sang “Safe Harbors,” a song I had written years before Jeff came out. When I wrote it, I had no idea how prophetic it would become for the two of us fifteen years later: 

			There are refugees among us, that are not from foreign shores

			And the battles they’ve been waging are from very private wars 

			

			And there are no correspondents documenting all their grief 

			But these refugees among us all are yearning for relief 

			There are refugees among us, they don’t carry flags or signs 

			They are standing right beside us in the market checkout lines 

			And the war that they’ve been fighting, it will not be televised 

			But the story of their need for love is written in their eyes 

			This is a call to arms to reach out and to hold 

			The evacuees from the dark 

			This is a call to arms to lead anguished souls 

			To safe harbors of the heart 

			 The significance of Jeff and me singing together on that stage for twenty thousand people cannot be overstated. Having sold millions of albums to members of the church during my career, I have become a celebrity among the Mormon faithful, and here I was, singing with my gay son who’d left that very organization when he came out. The juxtaposition of our relationships with the church was on full display. 

			Since our performance, Jeff and I have been asked over and over again, “How did THAT happen?” What they meant was, “How have the two of you reconciled the vast gulf between the Iconic Mormon Dad and the Prodigal Gay Son?” 

			The short answer is that it’s just like all things human: it’s messy, it’s imperfect, it’s a work in progress. I assure you that coming to a place of healing and acceptance has been an experience of deep humility. 

			

			A few weeks after he was born, I took Jeffrey Thomas McLean into my arms on a Sunday morning in church. I stood in a circle of good, God-fearing men—disciples of Jesus and my brothers in the gospel—and introduced Jeff into the church community. I gave him a blessing, a prayer that faithful Mormon fathers say over the newest members of their families. 

			

			In these blessings, we don’t ever say, “My son, I bless you that you won’t be gay. I’m not sure anything would be harder on me or you. And please don’t leave the church and become a drug addict. Your mother and I will try not to make joy seem impossible. We don’t want you to kill yourself, no matter what.”

			No, we don’t say those things. We try not to even think those things. We pray for the good things, the happily-ever-after-things—the perfect things. But in recent years, I have come to wonder if this journey I’ve been on with my son is something perfect. 

			Since Jeff came out, so many people have asked me, “How could you not have known that your son is gay? Were you in denial? Were you embarrassed?”

			I was in denial. 

			When Jeff was three and always wearing his sister’s pink Cinderella dress, he had also started noticing things like his grandmother’s nail polish matching her scarf, so I trusted him to be my fashion consultant. Before I headed to work each morning, Jeff would help me pick out my tie. I thought he might grow up to be a talented designer or artist. Whatever was going on, he couldn’t be gay because, based on the church’s propaganda, being gay was a choice. How could a three-year-old possibly make that choice? I never allowed these gay-related thoughts to enter my conscious mind. Everything I’d been taught, everything I believed, told me my son’s sexuality would put our eternal family in jeopardy. The math was simple: God wouldn’t send me a challenge I couldn’t bear. Therefore, my child could not be gay. 

			

			When I shared memories of Jeff’s early childhood with Brad, he said that Jeff had told him I’d let him wear the Cinderella dress for quite some time. I can’t remember how long it went on, but I know I never said anything like, “Get that girly stuff off.” 

			Brad then offered this insight: “It seems you tolerated what your religious culture would not have tolerated. You stood up against what people thought of you and your family. You parented from your heart.”

			But somewhere along the way, I dropped the ball. Soon after he came out, Jeff told me I had failed him as a father. Nothing had ever been quite as humbling as hearing this from my son. Acknowledging this specific failure was harder than processing all of my professional failures put together—the scripts that never got produced, the albums that bombed, the books that went out of print within a year, the bad reviews in The New York Times. None of that held a candle to Jeff’s words, which I knew to be true. I’d been taught that success as a husband and father is the only real success in life. A much-loved Mormon leader said something that I memorized as a child: “No other success can compensate for failure in the home.”2 

			My soul wept and died a little the day Jeff told me I’d failed him, and he didn’t stop there. He said, “Dad, I’m gay, and everything you have ever said about homosexuality was just talking points from the church’s playbook. Those points haven’t been true for me. You lied, and you did it in the name of God. So where does that leave me, Dad?” His eyes flashed with anger, and in my sorrow and confusion, I could not find the words to respond. He pushed on. 

			

			“I’ve done everything you expected of me. I went to church every week, I was an Eagle Scout, I served a mission, I fasted, I read my scriptures, and I said my prayers. But none of it changed the fact that I am an abomination! You taught me that being gay was a choice, that no one is ‘born that way.’ You said God doesn’t make mistakes—and yet here I am! Everyone would be better off if I were gone.” 

			As these last words poured out of my son, my every impulse was poised to volley a defense against Jeff’s indignation—or at least to storm theatrically out of the room. Jeff was clearly a hedonist under the devil’s sway. I didn’t need to listen to him anymore! But something stopped me before I could open my mouth or make a move. 

			It was a feeling more than a voice in my head, but the communication was nonetheless painfully clear: 

			You must stay in the room. But you can’t fight back. 

			Then what can I do? I responded. 

			Listen, the voice said. And learn. 

			Listening and learning were not my focus when I became a father at the tender age of twenty-three. I didn’t even know these tasks were in the job description. For me, it wasn’t those two Ls but the three Ps of parenting that I was worried about: providing, protecting, and preparing. To paraphrase a famous Mormon children’s song, my job was to lead my kids, guide them, walk beside them, help them find the way. Teach them all that they must do to live with God someday.3 

			

			It isn’t surprising to me that my instinct was to double down on my parental duties and to teach, defend, and justify. But now it was time for Jeff to teach me. 

			Jeff invited me to imagine that I lived in a gay world and that heterosexual people were considered an abomination to God. He asked me to imagine that I’d been raised in a church that said eternal blessings would come only from marrying someone of the same sex. “Now imagine, Dad,” he said, “that you fell in love with Mom.”

			“Everyone said you’d been deceived by Satan, that you had sinfully chosen Mom. It was a horrible sin—everyone agreed on that—but they said that if you’d leave Mom and seek repentance, you could be forgiven and find true happiness with a worthy male companion. ‘Date Pete Jones,’ they would say. ‘Kiss him, and in time you’ll learn to feel the way you felt about Lynne.’ Would you leave Mom and say it was because you were following God and keeping His homosexual commandments? Or would you risk an eternity in hell to stay with your wife?” 

			Pause. 

			He saw my face, and in that moment, I saw his heart. He said, “Welcome to my world, Dad.” 

			Before I could formulate a response, he mused: “What if your homosexual son decided to live as a faithful, celibate single man his entire life? Then what if he approached the judgment seat and asked God when He would change him from gay to straight? And what if God said, ‘You know, Jeff, I can’t change your sexual orientation. You’ve always been gay. It’s just who you are.’”

			I can’t tell you how many sleepless nights I spent reviewing this conversation in my head. I couldn’t process it. Jeff’s words felt like heresy, and just thinking about them threatened my core beliefs. Yet the better part of me was beginning to get a glimpse into Jeff’s real life for the first time in more than twenty years.

			

			
				
						1 “Religion in Orem, Utah,” Bestplaces, accessed October 24, 2022, bestplaces.net/religion/city/utah/orem.


						2 David O. McKay, 105th Annual General Conference of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, April 1935.


						3 Naomi Ward Randall and Mildred Tanner Pettit, “I Am a Child of God,” in Children’s Songbook (Salt Lake City, UT: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 2011), 2–3.
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			Brad: Keeping the Faith

			For the parents of LGBTQ+ youth in conservative religious cultures, Campbell’s call to adventure comes at the moment when a child ventures beyond where parents can hold both their faith and their child. The journey involves finding and embracing a new faith, one that is expansive and celebrates each person’s unique self, one that contributes to a deeper capacity to love. The transition from old ideas to new is like a death. You can grieve the loss of old beliefs. It will likely not be the last time your thinking evolves. The death of ideas may feel difficult to welcome, but it gives way to new contexts, new ideas, new faith, and new companions. 

			For those who feel that I’m asking them to leave behind a particular religious tradition, I assure you I am not necessarily suggesting this. It is possible to transform within a religion rather than transform out of it. 

			

			
Questions for Brad


			
Michael seemed to be parenting from the heart when he was so tolerant of the Cinderella dress. What changed?


			Early on in fatherhood, Michael had an instinctual resistance to his closed culture. He stepped outside of the circle just enough to be open to something new—a son in a Cinderella dress. That instinct is one he eventually followed to reconcile with Jeff later. But in the interim, Michael spent time not seeing his son and instead prioritizing the family’s church and culture.

			The draw of church and culture is understandable. Closed cultures, such as conservative faiths, provide a profound sense of belonging. Michael wanted this for both himself and his child. But benefits like belonging and unity come at a cost. When communities are strict, some people are excluded. If a person’s identity is at odds with the group, they must leave the group or hide within the group, never to reveal the real self.

			
Michael learned an important lesson about staying, listening, and learning. How can parents help their children feel heard?


			It is as simple as listening without trying to change your children’s feelings. The job of parents is certainly not to gaslight their children. Erasing, dismissing, or re-creating a child’s truth leaves the most lasting scars. Our children will experience pain no matter what we say or do. A child’s pain may be an excruciating burden for a loving parent to bear, but holding our children and their big emotions is the holy calling of parenthood. Novelist Anne Lamott explained, “The most profound thing we have to offer our children is our own healing.” So our calling as parents is to become large enough to carry children’s feelings without collapsing under the weight of them. 

			

			An interesting side effect of listening to children is that they learn to listen to themselves. Children guided in self-listening can also learn to differentiate their inner voice from others’ expectations. I’m not sure how Michael came by this powerful inner voice, but it sounds a little like the one that told him to stay in the room.

			Reflection Questions

			1.Can you find space in your faith tradition that will support your love for those who have left the tradition behind? If you have left your faith, how do you show love to those who remained?

			2.Did your parents show support for you sometimes and withdraw it later? Did you ever withdraw support for your children? 

			3.Did your parents rely on emotional coercion, guilt, shame, fear, and other such tactics? If you’re a parent, have you used these methods? Have you seen yourself or your children become more vulnerable to these mechanisms in other relationships? 

		

	
		

		
			6

			Jeff: The Genie and Pollyanna

			I am many things in the world. A gay man, a singer, a teacher, an addict. One of my earliest roles is that of son. And not just any son: a McLean son. Understanding my parents is key to understanding my story. 

			From my earliest memories, Dad was already a shooting star flying through the sky. Around the time I was born, he produced a short TV film, bagging one of the biggest legends of the silver screen to star as an old man who dreamed of conducting the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. We even have a photo of this Tinseltown icon holding my infant self. This is the kind of magic Dad created, and he was just getting started. (I won’t steal Dad’s thunder and reveal who the movie star was, but if you can’t stand the suspense, take a peek at Chapter 14.) 

			The thing about meteor fathers is that they’re gone a lot. Luckily, Mom provided consistency while Dad stepped into the role of grand-gesture guy. 

			

			At the center of one of Dad’s recurring gestures was a Datsun 240Z, his pride and joy. (You know this car. Google it if you need your memory jogged.) Dad had started writing jingles for companies like RC Willey and Hardee’s. Sometimes he’d get paid in cash, but sometimes—say if he wrote a jingle for a car dealership—his payment would come in the form of a badass sports car.

			The Z fit only two people, perfect for one-on-one Dad dates. In the days before we moved to Heber, we lived at the top of the super-steep 13th South hill in Salt Lake City. At the bottom sat the pot of gold: the Dairy Queen.

			We’d jump into the car, breathing in its leather and gasoline musk, and Dad would sail down the hill. Barely able to see over the dash, I’d throw my hands up like I was on a roller coaster. Wheee!

			After we practically skidded to a stop at Dairy Queen, it was time for Dilly Bars. We’d sit in the parking lot and talk and laugh and eat our chocolate-coated heaven. 

			When you live with a genius, you can count on memories like these. But with great genius comes gigantic mood swings, so you also learn quickly that if you challenge the genius, you will lose and lose big. The unspoken rule in our house was that the Michael McLean Show was the only show in town, so you’d better get on board. However, he had some vulnerabilities that I keyed into from a pretty young age. He wanted your attention and applause, whoever you were.

			My dad truly loves people and God, and he does the best he can. But in a lot of ways, he completely missed the boat on raising kids, those famous mood swings revealing by turns an overindulgent Z-driving genie or an inaccessible Major Tom.

			If Dad was my idol, Mom was my buddy. My mother, Lynne McLean, is hands down my favorite person on Earth. She loves everyone the same. You might think this would make me jealous or resentful, but it doesn’t. It’s refreshing to experience the way she spreads her love around.

			

			When I was a kid, Mom was generally straitlaced, but she was willing to break certain rules. Runaway Day was the best. She would surprise us by signing us out of school to go skiing or to the movies. She taught me that spontaneity and adventure are exhilarating. I could see that before her life was out, she wanted to try everything. (Within reason. Not heroin. This is Lynne McLean we’re talking about here!)

			My mom is also a courageous badass. She developed severe chronic PMS after I was born, at a time when women’s health issues weren’t considered important enough to study. In her work as a nurse, she made it her mission to educate people about PMS, postpartum depression, and other hush-hush women’s issues.

			My mom is also a doer. Her motto—for herself and for us kids—was, “If you don’t feel good, do something to change it!” Stay busy. Organize the drawers. Go on a trip. Do anything that brings you joy and develops your talents. 

			When she decided she needed some time for herself during the years she was raising the three of us, she took up tap dancing. Among the most adorable displays I’ve seen in life was Mom at the Christmas talent show performing her number in a black leotard and tights—plus a top hat and cane! My Grandma Eggington had a videotape of the act at her house, and I loved to sneak a view here and there.

			Amid grappling with serious gynecological pursuits and “doing” her way out of discomfort, my mom always looked on the sunny side of life. In fact, she just might be Pollyanna. If you haven’t read the Eleanor H. Porter novel by that name, you may have at least seen the 1960 screen adaptation starring Haley Mills. Basically, Pollyanna is the most optimistic person on the planet. Her father taught her to always find something to be glad about in any situation—he called this the “glad game.” My mom is a glad-game pro.

			

			Mom chooses to see the best in the world and in every single person. This quality has a magic about it, and it’s one of the reasons that people love my mom so much. But this approach to life has a dark side.

			Mom doesn’t just focus on the happy and glad things of this world. She ignores the bad entirely. I learned early on that if I were less than cheerful and optimistic, she could not fully love me. She may have believed that she loved me unconditionally, but her refusal to accept me as I was, flaws included, taught me that love is conditional. The Unlovable Monster living inside me, the one who had developed along with me in the womb, thrived on this incomplete love, this proof—from my own mother, no less—that it was right about me. If I wanted my mother’s love, and I did, I had to hide a fundamental aspect of myself.

			Apparently, I did a fantastic job of hiding from her. My gayness became obvious to everyone else on Earth, but for years, Mom ferociously defended the notion that she had no idea. Later, I learned that Mom had actually asked God about my sexuality during my childhood. In her mind, gayness arose from two possible situations: 1) having a domineering mother and 2) being molested. Since neither of these were true of me, she determined that I was just a sensitive soul who would make a great husband someday. And if I were gay—well, God would have some explaining to do. Regardless of whether her ignorance was genuine or born of denial, her inability to really see me was damaging.

			Sometimes, as a child, musing on my mother’s black-and-white approach, I would ask myself, “Am I a good person if I do bad things? Am I lovable if I allow the negative in?” Once, as an adult, I asked my mom these questions aloud during a very heated conversation about why I didn’t want to go to church anymore.

			

			“Can’t I be a good person without going to church? I think God is okay with it.”

			Her reply: “Jeff, don’t patronize me. The McLeans are not just GOOD people. We are EXCELLENT people.”

			If I wasn’t excellent according to Lynne’s definition, I didn’t count as a McLean. Message received, internalized, and fed to my monster twin.
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Brad: Stealing the Key


			In Robert Bly’s Iron John, a wild man is caged in the courtyard of a king and queen. On one occasion, the young prince loses his golden ball into the possession of the wild man. The wild man offers a deal to the young prince: the wild man will give up the ball, but the boy must give him the key that unlocks the cage. The queen guards the key, keeping it under her pillow. She will not surrender it, so the boy must steal it. 

			The key’s hiding place—where the mother lays her head to sleep—represents the dreams the mother has for her son, how she thinks his life should go. 

			Like the mother in the story, parents are often unwilling to give up their hopes and dreams for their children. But children must set themselves free from those expectations—steal the key—in order to grow up. That’s how becoming a person works. Finding out who we are is a personal matter and cannot be dictated. If parents use emotional coercion, threats, guilt, shame, fear, and other such tactics, children become vulnerable to these mechanisms in their other relationships. The antidote is to allow children to develop in such a way that they discover their own truths and their own paths. That is not to say that boundaries shouldn’t exist and that parenting must be passive. It’s just that we don’t try to convince our children that we know their truths. 

			

			
Question for Brad


			
I liked reading about Lynne the buddy. Are there benefits to breaking small rules for or with your children?


			Yes! Children need to be allowed to break the small rules. It is essential for growth and progress, and, as with most things children learn, they need to see rule-breaking in action. 
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