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PICTURE IN YOUR MIND TEENAGERS HIKING OR CLIMBING 

in a really difficult- to- navigate area. There are no obvious trail 
markers for them to spot. They are having a difficult time getting 
sure footing. They need help. That’s where you come in. Your 
role is critical as a trail guide, and there are several things I want 
to bring to your attention to help you become a better guide for 
today’s youth.

Teenagers who experience same- sex attraction or who are 
sorting out sexual- identity questions are navigating difficult ter-
rain. You will be a better trail guide when you understand what 
they are dealing with and better grasp the unique developmen-
tal issues they are facing. You will bring more to your ministry 
when you learn how to establish an atmosphere of grace. You 
will be more effective when you learn to listen empathically.

The place to begin is with compassion.
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BECOMING A BETTER TRAIL GUIDE  • 33

1. Why do some people prefer the culture wars to 

ministry or pastoral care?

2. What are the advantages of keeping the discussions 

political or social/cultural rather than personal and 

pastoral? What are some of the unintended conse-

quences when our focus is exclusively political?

3. What is gained and what is lost in relying on theo-

logical statements about sexual ethics to function 

as pastoral care?

4. In what practical ways would your ministry change 

if you adopted “convicted civility” as your ministry 

brand?
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WHEN I WAS A STUDENT IN GRADUATE SCHOOL, I 

enjoyed hiking and biking with a close friend and one of our pro-
fessors, who was a mentor and is now also a good friend. The three 
of us would later write a book together— and if there is any way 
to test a friendship, it is through a collaborative writing project!

One of our trips was to Door County in Wisconsin to camp 
and kayak. The weeks building up to that trip were exciting. 
We anticipated several days of hiking on gorgeous trails and 
then kayaking around the islands that dotted the shoreline. But 
on the day of our departure, it rained. Not just a light sprin-
kle— a full- blown deluge. And it rained off and on the entire 
day. While we still enjoyed being together, we ended up cutting 
our weekend short. We discovered that difficult terrain is even 
more difficult when you hike it in bad weather. Add a storm to 
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CHECK CONDITIONS • 39

helped to solidify my identity. These people don’t care about 
me. They said gays hated God.7

Figure 1. The Storm Cloud: Sexual and Religious Identity Conflict

Let’s unpack what this young woman said. First, she recalled 
her church teaching that homosexuals were “the worst people 
on earth.” This isn’t the same as a church teaching a traditional, 
Christian sexual ethic in which genital sexual intimacy is 
reserved for marriage between a man and a woman. That may or 
may not be what this church teaches. What this young woman 
heard taught was that homosexuals are bad people— the very 
worst kind of people.

Imagine, now, that you are this young teenage girl. Perhaps you 
are 12 or 13 years old. How might this teaching affect you if you 
were feeling attractions to someone of the same sex? Would you be 
more or less likely to be honest about how you were feeling? Would 
you be inclined to share your feelings with someone else? Or would 
you hide them and hope and pray that they go away? Might you 
begin to hate yourself? Or . . . begin to hate your church?

My point, again, is not to critique the traditional view of 
Christian sexual morality. Instead, I want us to consider how 
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44 • UNDERSTANDING SEXUAL IDENTITY
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1. How would you describe questions that arise out 

of same- sex attractions? These were referred to as 

sexual- identity questions— can you name one?

2. What are religious- identity questions, and how are 

they different from sexual- identity questions?

3. Why is the relationship between sexual- identity and 

religious- identity questions referred to as a “storm 

cloud”?

4. Why is it important to “locate the storm” as being 

either within the sexual minority, between the sex-

ual minority and others, or both?

5. How would you describe the messages you have 

been sending (either explicitly or implicitly) about 

homosexuality, sexual identity, and the people who 

are navigating these concerns?

6. If you hope to radically alter how you engage your 

youth around this topic, you may want to invite oth-

ers in leadership to read this book and understand 

the rationale for the steps you are taking. Remem-

ber, many Christians have been influenced more by 

the culture war than by compassionate care.
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TO THIS POINT, WE’VE TALKED ABOUT THE NEED TO 
understand the terrain and to be aware of the potential storm 
cloud that hangs over any discussion about sexual identity: the 
conflict between sexual identity and a person’s religious identity.

In this chapter I want to help you better understand how 
people who identify as Gay end up adopting a Gay identity. It’s 
something I find most people have not thought all that much 
about. In fact, by default we tend to equate attraction with iden-
tity. Because of this, what a person feels tends to be conveyed 
through self- defining sexual- identity labels.

That process of adopting a Gay identity is a developmental 
process, one that has been extensively studied. Our knowledge 
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MARKERS ON THE TRAIL • 49

parachuting into a rather inhospitable region of the globe and 
surviving off the land.

Since the normal developmental task of sorting out the typi-
cal questions of identity is far more complicated for these teens, 
they need help.

Bear Grylls has his film crew; your youth have you.
To better understand what’s happening, keep in mind that 

this stage of development is preceded and followed by other 
stages of development. Again, this is a process— one that begins 
around or shortly before they start in your youth group and 
likely extends beyond their time with you, through emerging 
adulthood and into young adulthood, perhaps even beyond that.

STAGES OF IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT

Figure 2. Developmental Context
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52 • UNDERSTANDING SEXUAL IDENTITY

Population

Christian Sexual Minorities15

Gay Young Adults16

Relationship

15-18

n/a18

Disclosure

17-18

17-18

Label

17-18

16-18

SSB

16-17

14-17

Awareness

12-14

7-917

Note: Awareness = fi rst awareness of feelings of same- sex attraction; SSB = 
same- sex behavior; Label =  fi rst labeling of oneself as gay, lesbian, or bisexual; 
Disclosure = fi rst disclosure to another person; Relationship = fi rst ongoing re-
lationship with the same sex. In our most recent study, 26% of Christian sexual 
minorities engaged in SSB; 11% adopted a Gay identity; 18% reported an ongo-
ing same- sex relationship.

Table 1. Milestone Events in Sexual-Identity Development

Awareness, behavior, labeling, disclosure, and relationship— 
these are considered important milestones, then, in sexual- identity 
development among sexual minorities. First, there is attraction to 
the same sex, then there is same- sex behavior leading to orgasm, 
then labeling of self (as Gay, for instance), and finally disclosure 
to others.

These milestones can be aligned with the process of sexual- 
identity development as indicated in the table below:

SEXUAL IDENTITY
DEVELOPMENT MILESTONES

Identity Dilemma Attractions (12-14)

Behavior (16-17)

Identity 
Development

Identity Label (17-18)

Disclosure (17-18)

Identity Synthesis Relationship (15-18)

Note: In our most recent study, only 26% of Chris-
tian sexual minorities engaged in SSB; 11% ad-
opted a Gay identity; 18% reported an ongoing 
same- sex relationship.

Table 2. Sexual- Identity Development & Milestones
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62 • UNDERSTANDING SEXUAL IDENTITY

it mean if I liked being sexual with this person? Would I like it? 
Would I regret it? What would it say about me? What does not 
engaging in sexual behavior say about me?

The question of identity often follows behavior for males but 
it may actually precede behavior for females.31 In both cases, it 
is a question of how to name an experience: How should I name 
my reality? Do I use “gay” as an adjective? “Gay” as identity? Do I 
move away from identity labels altogether? In other words, what 
label do I adopt for myself?

The next major developmental milestone involves letting 
others know what you experience. This is disclosure (often 
referred to as “coming out”). The real question here is, Who can 
I trust with what I am experiencing?

SEXUAL IDENTITY
DEVELOPMENT MILESTONES MEANING-MAKING

Identity Dilemma Attractions (12-14) How do I make sense 
of what I feel?

Behavior (16-17) Should I delay or refrain
from sexual behavior?

Identity 
Development

Identity Label (17-18) How do I name my reality?

Disclosure (17-18) Who can I trust with what
I am going through?

Identity Synthesis Relationship (15-18) How can my needs for
intimacy be met?

Note: In our most recent study, only 26% of Christian sexual minorities en-
gaged in SSB; 11% adopted a Gay identity; 18% reported an ongoing same- sex 
relationship.

Table 3. Sexual- Identity Development, 

Milestones & Meaning-Making

Finally, the last major milestone discussed in most research 
is that of an ongoing same- sex relationship. Here the question 
seems to be: How can my needs for intimacy be met? The choice to 
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1. What are some practical ways in which a develop-

mental perspective informs youth ministry to sexual 

minorities?

2. How would you describe the importance of attri-

butions and meaning- making in sexual- identity 

development?

3. What are some ways in which you could help Chris-

tian sexual minorities explore meanings with which 

they might not be as familiar?

4. What are some specific ways your ministry to youth 

could be improved in light of the normal, devel-

opmental focus on identity that occurs during 

adolescence?

5. How would your ministry to sexual minorities be dif-

ferent if you spoke into meaning and purposes asso-

ciated with important milestone events?
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LET’S REVIEW WHAT WE HAVE DISCUSSED SO FAR. WE 

have a storm cloud on the horizon. This storm cloud represents 
the conflict many young people experience between questions 
of sexual identity and religious identity. In the last chapter we 
added to this conflict some of the fundamental questions that 
are asked during adolescence: Who am I? To what community 
do I belong? These are normal developmental questions about 
identity and community that are complicated by same- sex 
attractions in a cultural context steeped in sexual- identity labels 
and fractured by the culture wars.

Add to all of this, now, the fact that our young people are 
often out there hiking alone. What do I mean? The truth is that 
most churches do not discuss the topic of homosexuality. When 
a church does talk about it, it is often done in a way that shuts 
down discussion. Teens aren’t able to express what their attrac-
tions mean to them or ask questions about their identity. If any-
thing, our failure to discuss the topic in meaningful and relevant 
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68 • UNDERSTANDING SEXUAL IDENTITY

ways is one of the things that drives young people toward greater 
isolation and the consolidation of a new sexual identity.

Figure 3. The Competing Communities
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76 • UNDERSTANDING SEXUAL IDENTITY

reduce the shame she felt in the Christian community. On 
the other hand, if she chooses, as a Christian, to remain in the 
church community and does not adopt a Gay identity, it will 
likely be difficult for her to disclose what she truly feels to oth-
ers. Doing so will naturally go against the community standards 
and norms of the church community. Instead of sharing her 
experiences, she is likely to keep them hidden or secret.

Milestone events inform our understanding of how a shame 
script develops. But in addition to milestone events, we should 
also look at the messages and expectations we communicate 
about changing. What does it look like to change? One young 
woman we interviewed shared about her experience in a church 
that held out high expectations of “easy” change:

The very radical Christian church I went to when I started 
changing built up a lot of emotions, led me to believe there 
was a simple change, therefore created a lot of resentment and 
bitterness toward the church.41

SEXUAL IDENTITY
DEVELOPMENT MILESTONES SHAME

Identity Dilemma Attractions (12-14)
I am different in ways 

that go against my 
community’s standards.

Behavior (16-17) My behavior reflects who I am.

Identity 
Development

Identity Label (17-18) Who I am (Gay) is bad.

Disclosure (17-18) I cannot risk letting others 
know me.

Identity Synthesis Relationship (15-18) I am not worthy of intimacy.

Note: In our most recent study, only 26% of Christian sexual minorities en-
gaged in SSB; 11% adopted a Gay identity; 18% reported an ongoing same- sex 
relationship.

Table 4. Sexual- Identity Development, Milestones & Shame
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78 • UNDERSTANDING SEXUAL IDENTITY
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1. In what ways is the identity script as Gay compel-

ling to a young person who experiences same- sex 

attraction?

2. In what ways could specific milestone events in 

sexual-identity development contribute to and 

intensify shame?

3. What is the difference between guilt and shame? 

How have you experienced these differences in your 

own life?

4. How does your approach to ministry change once 

you understand how the formula for shame affects 

those in your youth group who are attracted to the 

same sex?
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HOPEFULLY, YOU SEE THE CHALLENGE FACING THE 
church today more clearly now. Young people are facing con-
flict between their sexual identity and their religious identity. 
They are asking questions, and these questions lead to conflicts 
within, as well as conflicts with their community. Those who 
work with youth need to understand the developmental issues 
young people face. There are normal developmental questions 
that youth ask, questions that are complicated by same- sex 
sexuality.

As this developmental process unfolds, we have seen that 
there are two communities that speak into the life of the young 
person. One the one hand, the mainstream gay community 
offers an emotionally compelling script that answers fundamen-
tal questions about identity and community. The church, on the 
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1. In the spirit of “How would I know?” if someone is 

gay, why is it important to focus on the relation-

ship you have with the teen rather than on trying to 

interpret behavior? 

2. What is an honest answer to the question, “How did 

I come to experience same-sex attraction?”

3. What are the benefits of discussing meaning and 

purpose rather than causes of same-sex sexuality? 

4. What qualities do people possess that make teens 

believe they could talk to them about their sexual 

identity?
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THERE ARE HEATED DEBATES TODAY ABOUT WHETHER 

or not a person’s sexual orientation can change. Some say it can. 
Others say it cannot, certainly not as a result of counseling or 
ministry. Some will say that this is just how people are “wired,” 
while others may believe that sexual orientation is more fluid. 
Still others hold that if a person’s orientation changes, it is prob-
ably not because of any counseling that has been done. On the 
other hand, there are many who believe that we will eventually 
find new ways to bring about change. The important thing to 
realize is that there are good people on both sides of this debate.

Along with this, however, there are also many assumptions 
being made. Counselors don’t always agree about what they 
mean when they refer to sexual orientation. How can you talk 
about “changing” something that you can’t even define? More-
over, does a focus on changing orientation get at the heart of the 
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EXPERIENCE SAME-SEX ATTRACTIONS

Gay as Identity

same-sex behavior
and relationships

are morally 
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Figure 4. The Many Ways to Be a Sexual Minority

Again, my point in sharing all of this is to illustrate that 
there are many ways to be a sexual minority. Pastoral care and 
ministry varies considerably from person to person, based on 
these different ways of being a sexual minority.

HOW MANY SEXUAL- MINORITY TEENS 
ARE THERE?

This question is not easy to answer. Much depends on the 

language researchers use when they survey adolescents. 

Teens could be asked about same- sex behavior, as in the 

National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health study (Add 

Health). In this study, about 1% of both male and female teens 

(surveyed at ages 16 and 17) reported engaging in same- sex 

behavior, but again, much depends on what kind of sexual 

behavior we are talking about.47 The percentages are likely 

higher for more common sexual behaviors, such as oral sex, 

petting, and mutual masturbation.48

Teens have also been asked about attraction toward the 

same sex. In this case, between 4- 7% of teens acknowledged 
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adjective to describe orientation or to name a person’s reality in 
ways that “same- sex attraction” does not.

The word “gay” can be shorthand for the fact that stable, endur-
ing attractions are there . . . or Gay can mean more than that. It 
can refer to an identity for that person. People who adopt the word 
“Gay” to convey identity will typically describe themselves publicly
by saying, “I am Gay.” But you may also find someone who is sim-
ply trying to tell you about his orientation: He is gay. Some see their 
attractions to other members of the same sex as one of the most 
important parts of who they are. Other aspects of their identity 
seem less important and may even be dismissed. Again, all of this 
gets at the deeper issue of identity. A person’s identity determines the 
choices he or she makes in life. And the more central something is 
to his or her identity, the more it will influence the choices that are 
made. When an identity is centered on more than just sexuality or 
sexual attractions, it leaves a person greater room to make choices 
about his or her behaviors, thoughts, and feelings.

Same-sex 
attraction

Gay identity

Homosexual orientation
(commonly referred to as “gay”)

Opposite-sex 
attraction

Figure 5. A Three- Tiered Distinction

For some of the students in your youth group, experiencing 
attraction to the same sex will be very distressing, especially if 
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learn new behaviors (and could be rewarded for these new and 
better choices) and grow in ways that reflected greater respect, 
obedience, patience, and self- control. Right now, however, there 
were a lot of really awful feelings inside that were primarily the 
result of choices other people had made, choices that had hurt her. 
She was not a “bad seed” (the dominant narrative in her life). 
She was a “hurting child” (the counter- narrative I introduced).

DOMINANT NARRATIVES

Same-sex attractions reflect real 
differences between types of people 
(that is, Gay, straight, and bisexual 
persons).

Same-sex attractions or orientations
are a reflection of a fallen world in
which we live.

These attractions accurately reflect
who you are as a person.

Same-sex attractions or orientation
are an important part of your
experience, but there are many
important facets to who you are, and 
you have choices to make about what
weight you give to these various facets.

Your attractions ought to reside at the
core of your identity, your sense of self.

For some people, choosing a Gay
identity limits other options 
or identities.

If you are Gay (as identity), it makes
sense to follow through and act out
on what you feel (your attractions)—
because you are expressing and
enjoying who you are.

Having same-sex attractions or 
orientation (as gay) doesn’t mean that
a person has to either identify with
them or act on them. Many people with
same-sex attractions aren’t in a same-
sex relationship or have not acted on
them. I can take a broader view of my
sexuality (than just my impulses) and
learn more about myself. 

COUNTER-NARRATIVE

Table 5. Dominant Narrative and Counter- Narrative

So what is the counter- narrative to the Gay- identity script? 
What is the alternative to the story we hear about in the media? 
The counter- narrative is more than just one story— it is many. 
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In fact, there are as many alternative stories as there are people 
who do not adopt Gay as their identity. There are Christians 
who experience same- sex attractions but who choose to read 
from a variety of other scripts, and the church benefits from 
hearing their stories.

One counter- narrative is to use the word “gay” as an adjec-
tive referring to a person’s same- sex sexuality. Some Christians 
choose to describe themselves as gay as shorthand for the fact 
that they are attracted to others of the same sex. They may use 
the term, but it doesn’t indicate the choices they have made about 
their sexual behavior (if they remain celibate, for instance).

Others make choices about their identity, choosing not to 
adopt Gay as an identity or to use gay as an adjective. They might 
use other words to express their sense of identity. I have mentioned 
several of these, phrases like post- gay, “in Christ,” or overcomer. 
Others might prefer to think of themselves as a man or a woman 
(rather than reference their attractions). Others will identify more 
with their role as a daughter/son or wife/husband. Still others 
might decide to drop identity labels altogether as a way of remind-
ing themselves and others that they are more than the sum of their 
attractions. In all of these cases, we need to realize that these are 
individuals who are making meaning out of their experiences in 
ways that run contrary to the existing Gay script.

What does this look like for teenagers who are experiencing 
same- sex attraction and asking questions? Here is a flowchart of 
the choices that exist:

Is it a choice?

ATTRACTIONS

No. Yes.

IDENTITY

Yes.

BEHAVIOR

Table 6. Is it a Choice?
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1. As a youth minister, if you had to describe yourself 

(your identity) in a few sentences, what would you 

say? Comment on different parts of who you are— 

your roles both now and in the anticipated future.

2. How would you apply what you learned in answer-

ing the first question to your ministry to youth who 

experience same- sex attraction?

3. In your own words, how you would you describe 

the dominant narrative that exists around same- sex 

attraction today?

4. What are some practical steps you could take 

to help a young person develop a meaningful 

counter- narrative?
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A COUPLE OF YEARS AGO I WAS ASKED TO TEACH AN 

intensive course in Denver, Colorado. I was there for a week, and 
in my off- time, I drove up to an isolated spot in the mountains 
to hike. If you have done much hiking, you know that it is not 
always wise to hike by yourself. You never know what can go 
wrong. A freak storm, a slip on the trail, or suddenly getting lost. 
All I could think about, as I hiked the mountain paths, were 
those episodes of I Shouldn’t Be Alive that I had seen.

As youth are navigating the terrain around questions of sex-
ual identity, the same rule applies. It isn’t wise to hike alone. 
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1. Ask yourself these questions: What would be the 

benefits of sharing my experiences with someone I 

trust? What would be the risks of sharing?

2. In your ministry, how do you foster greater intimacy 

and transparency among your youth?

3. When you encourage teens to talk to one another, 

how is encouraging personal transparency balanced 

against sharing “too much too soon”?

4. How do you talk with all of your youth about the 

friendships they have, and what guidelines do you 

offer when attraction and arousal are present in a 

friendship?
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PEOPLE WHO DO SERIOUS HIKING— HIKING THAT 

involves scaling the face of a mountain or ascending an icy 
peak— need to set up a base camp. When we think about this 
journey of sexual identity, the base camp represents the parents 
of the students in your youth group. Parental involvement is a 
necessary component of this process. Parents are essential to the 
well- being of the young people to whom you minister.

Just as a base camp is essential to a successful climb, having 
good relationships with parents is important to the development 
of an adolescent. Many of the young people we have surveyed 
said that homosexuality was not talked about in their family. 
The perception of most of the sexual- minority youth we talked 
with was that families were either closed to the discussion or 
essentially silent on the matter. This lack of conversation sets the 
stage for difficulties and conflict when communication about 
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1. What makes parents so important in the lives of 

teens who are navigating sexual- identity questions?

2. How might Christian subcultural shame affect a par-

ent’s ability to be supportive of his or her teen?

3. How would you describe the relationship between 

ambivalence and polarization to a concerned 

parent?
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THERE IS NOTHING LIKE GETTING LOST ON THE SIDE OF 

a mountain. Even if you aren’t a believer in God, getting lost 
in the wilderness can get you to pray! My wife and I were once 
participating in a think tank that met in Lourdes, France. I was 
busy “thinking,” so she and her friend took a rail car to the top 
of a mountain on the outskirts of the city. Even though their 
driver indicated that he would wait for them to return, soon 
after they began hiking they heard his bell ring signaling that he 
was leaving. Hurrying back, they found that he had left them, 
alone! (As an aside: If you are hoping to draw more tourism dol-
lars to a region, do not leave people on the side of mountains.)

My wife and her friend instantly realized that no one was 
coming back for them. They were going to have to make it down 
the mountain by themselves. They tried to get the lay of the 
land and make a plan, but they also spent a fair amount of time 
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1. As someone who provides ministry to youth, what 

questions do you want to ask God about sexuality 

and same- sex attractions?

2. How do you think God feels toward the kids in your 

youth group who experience same- sex attraction?

3. What does a person’s experience of same- sex 

attraction lead you to believe about God and his 

character?
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A FEW YEARS AGO I WAS SPEAKING TO A GROUP OF 

Christians about sexual- identity concerns. They came from a 
somewhat more charismatic background and were focused on 
healing as the primary way of responding to homosexuality. As 
I was trying to connect with them and share a little of my own 
perspective, I mentioned that I frequently pray for people when 
I minister to those who are hurting. Typically I do this in the 
context of the Life Group/Cell Group I co- lead or in our corpo-
rate worship gatherings, when people come forward to receive 
prayer. I told them that I believe in the importance of praying 
for our needs and the needs of others and that I believe God can 
both heal and provide for our needs.

To stretch the group a bit, I shared about a study I had con-
ducted of people who had attempted to change their sexual orien-
tation. This was a study we had recently concluded that tracked 
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SHAME REDEEMING 
SHAME

Also painful
at times

Jesus will never
abandon me

I am flawed
(deficiencies as
core to identity)

I am bad (global
attribution)

Painful emotion
of shame

I will be rejected
(fear of rejection

by others)

Guilt before a
gracious,

merciful God

Identity in Christ

Figure 6. Shame and Redeeming Shame

First, we have an identity in Christ that is based on faith 
in him (Ephesians 2:10; Colossians 1:21- 23). This counters the 
experience of deficiencies as core to our identity. While we are 
all fallen creatures in need of redemption, we recognize that God 
loves us and gives us value and worth by virtue of that love 
(Ephesians 1:7). So we may do things that are wrong and feel 
guilt for those choices; we all live our lives before a gracious and 
merciful God who understands (Hebrews 4:15). However, we 
need to experience this reality in actual relationships with fellow 
Christians, whose love for us manifests this belief in an emo-
tional and spiritual encounter with God’s grace and mercy.

In other words, we need communities of grace. Terry Cooper 
talks about how inadequate it is to make personal declarations 
of our worth apart from experiencing that worth in community:

I do not think that any of us has the power to completely accept 
ourselves in isolation. Once the suspicion of inadequacy has set 
in, I cannot pull myself up by my psychological bootstraps and 
declare myself acceptable. The dark forces of rejection are too 
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MINISTRY BETWEEN MIRACLES  • 163

1. What questions or concerns do you have about 

helping a teenager “unpack” his or her feelings of 

same- sex attraction, even if it is just to understand 

them better?

2. How would you respond to a youth who has been 

“shutting down” his feelings of attraction? What 

might be helpful in shutting down feelings? What 

might be an unintended consequence?

3. Are there any areas in your life in which the use of 

radical acceptance could be helpful? How would 

your personal use of radical acceptance inform your 

ministry to youth?

4. Can you describe several different testimonies of 

how God could be at work in the life of a Christian 

who experiences same- sex attraction?
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BASED ON THE INTERVIEWS AND SURVEYS WE HAVE 

conducted over the years, I’ve concluded that young people 
today definitely want to talk about sex.

They want to be informed, and they want a place where they 
can be honest about the questions they have. In our work, we 
have asked sexual minorities about this, and they have repeat-
edly indicated to us that they wish this topic was discussed more 
frequently in their local churches. Since youth are thinking 
about sex, and many of them are already talking about it with 
their peers, you might as well jump in and have a voice in shap-
ing the discussion!

To do this effectively, you can begin by reflecting on your 
own attitudes about sex. Your attitudes will be conveyed to 
youth when you speak about sexuality in general— you can’t 
hide what you think. As someone who ministers to youth, you 
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HOPE 
FOR CHANGE

Emphasis on changes in three areas:
• Behavior
• Identity
• Orientation

FREEDOM
FOR IDENTITY

Emphasis on changing two areas:
• Behavior
• Identity

CELIBACY &
FRIENDSHIP

Primary focus on changes in one area 
while fostering spiritual friendships:
• Behavior

Figure 7. The Ministry Landscape

The downside of this approach is that fewer people actually 
experience the dramatic changes that are anticipated. What hap-
pens to them when their hopes are not met? People can swing to the 
other side of an emotional pendulum to a place of great confusion, 
frustration, or worse. “Failure” here is the kind of experience that 
can end up driving people toward a Gay- identity script if the lack of 
change or success signals to them that they really are a categorically 
different kind of person (Gay) than they initially thought.

Freedom for Identity
The freedom for identity approach tends to downplay the strong 
emphasis on changing attractions or orientation— though it 
remains open to the possibility of change. Instead, the focus is 
on finding freedom from having same- sex attractions become 
the defining features of a person’s identity.67

While this seems to be a more mediating, realistic approach, 
it is still unclear exactly what constitutes “change” in this perspec-
tive. Is it change of orientation? Of identity or behavior? For many 
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about a person’s behaviors, attractions, orientation, or identity. 
They may find a home with the more recent approaches which 
some see as an alternative to the focus on orientation and identity 
change. They may wish to identify as a celibate gay Christian.70

Although this may not appear to be a ministry movement, like 
we see with the other approaches I’ve described, as individuals, 
these folks tend to be more visible or “out.” The upside of this 
approach is greater access to support through existing friend-
ships. These individuals are less likely to look to parachurch 
ministries that focus on “contending” against a “struggle.” They 
are conservative Christians with regards to sexual morality, but 
they have come to terms with their same- sex sexuality as a part 
of their lived experience and, in many cases, as part of who they 
are as a person.

HOPE 
FOR CHANGE

• Behavior
• Identity
• Orientation

FREEDOM
FOR IDENTITY

• Behavior
• Identity

CELIBACY &
FRIENDSHIP

• Behavior

Figure 8. The Ministry Landscape as a Process

So for many reasons, these folks are more comfortable using 
the word “gay” to describe themselves. They experience their 
same- sex sexuality as a distinct part of who they are as people. 
What is different about them, as evidenced in their same- sex 
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with the shame- based messages that result from our silence and 
“us versus them” way of relating through the culture wars.

UNHELPFUL FOR FOSTERING
VOCATION/STEWARDSHIP

HELPFUL FOR FOSTERING
VOCATION/STEWARDSHIP

• I am acceptable to God only if I am good
in every way.

• Life should be easy, fair, and make me
happy, even during the most difficult
times; if it is not, then I am being
punished for my weak faith.

• God wants to meet my every need
perfectly, so if life is tough it must be
because of my sin and defective faith.

• Good Christians do not feel angry,
fearful, or down, nor do they feel sexual
desires.

• I should hide my imperfetions so I do
not disgrace God.

• I am a child of God, made in God’s image,
and loved by God.

• The goal of life is not necessarily to be
happy, but to love God and to become
Christ-like in the way God intended.

• My sexuality and sexual experiences are
not unknown to God; rather, they can be
a means to serve Kingdom purposes.

• God wants me to be honest about my
emotions and to foster a healthy view
of myself as a sexual person.

• God’s instruction is a trustworthy guide
for living in all areas, including my 
sexuality.

Figure 9. Unhelpful and Helpful Thoughts 
for Fostering Vocation/Stewardship

But there is hope— realistic, biblical hope. Not a hope based 
on a heightened expectation of heterosexuality, although mean-
ingful movement along a continuum may be experienced by 
some people. But a hope that is based on identifying meaning 
and purpose in our lives— of living a story in which we learn 
what it means to delight in the purposes of God. This involves 
learning what it means to walk faithfully before God. The hope 
we want to offer youth is based on finding their identity and 
community in the Body of Christ, on finding meaning and pur-
pose in stewarding their sexuality and their vocation. And this 
hope is based on models that others have developed, those who 
are a few steps ahead of them, who have storied their lives in a 
way that relies on God’s mercy and grace, even as they navigate 
sexual identity.

It is a hope that begins with compassion.
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1. How would you describe the benefits and draw-

backs to each of the three approaches to ministry 

described in this chapter? How might the ministry 

approaches be related to one another?

2. How would you like these ministry approaches to 

inform your work with youth who are navigating 

sexual- identity concerns?

3. Where would you like your teaching and ministry to 

“land” as it pertains to hope?

4. What are some practical ways you could promote 

to your youth the idea of stewarding our sexuality? 

How about the vocational aspect?
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