
TURNING THE TIME OVER TO . . . 

HOMOSEXUALITY, MORMON 
DOCTRINE, AND CHRISTIANITY : 

A FATHER'S PERSPECTIVE 

By H. Wayne Schow 

The following essay shares the painful journey 
of an LDS father who struggles with the 
theological implications of his son's homosexuality 
and subsequent deathkom AIDS. While most 
of our readers do not agree with his revised 
theology, all can empathize with his struggle. We 
present this essay only to enhance understanding 
of a growlng challenge for the Church. 

M I N E  1s A Latter-day Saint family 
whose Church roots go back for generations. 
I served a mission to Denmark, my wife and 
I were married in the Logan Temple, and we 
raised four sons in the Church, participating 
in its programs and tlylng diligently as parents 
to create a vision and an example of the Chris- 
tian life. Our boys were obedient and faithful 
to Church standards as they grew up; they 
were good students, good citizens. As young 
men, three of them carried the gospel message 
into the mission field. As a family we have 
enjoyed positive fellowship with our LDS 
brothers and sisters in various wards and 
stakes. 

Ten years ago, when he was twenty, our 
eldest son Brad came to his mother and me 
and told us he was homosexual. We were 
caught by surprise, for neither his appearance 
nor behavior would have suggested this sex- 
ual orientation: he was a muscular, sturdy 
youth, not effeminate, and his social life had 
seemed normal enough. His friends included 
boys and girls equally, he spent many hours 
in mixed company and dated girls after he 
turned sixteen, though not frequently. The 
only unusual trait we had noted was a more 
pronounced interest in serious music, art, and 
literature than characterized others in his peer 
group. There was, however, one sign that 
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devotion. (His personal journals from this 
period reveal a religious youth caught up in 
seminary instruction, who concluded from all 
the implicit messages of home, church, and 
society, that he was flawed and sinful-cursed, 
as it seemed to him-in spite of his wish to 
be otherwise.) Our immediate sorrow was all 
the greater because we realized how deeply 
he had suffered alone, while we, unaware, had 
done nothing to help him. 

Following Brad's declaration, we under- 
stood why he had finally decided not to fill 
a Church mission. Though he had not 
engaged in homosexual relations and was 
presumably worthy to serve, he could not 
square his troubled self-image with his 
understanding of what a missionary should 

something was wrong (easier to recognize be. He knew he could only represent the 
after the fact): he had experienced periods of Church by denying the legitimacy of his inner 
depression, which concerned US at the time self, which seemed to him to be unfair both 
but which we attributed to the general dif- to the Church, because it was hypocritical, 
ficulties of adolescence. and to himself, because it violated his very 

We responded to his declaration with identity. There had been much personal 
incredulity and predictable dismay (1 had integrity evidenced in that decision. 
always had visceral negative feelings about Meanwhile, his mother and I wrestled with 
homosexual people). Surely he was mistaken: demons of our own. What had we done 
since he had had no actual homosexual wrong? Was she domineering or overly pro- 
encounters, he couldn't be sure. We counseled tective? No. Had I overpowered him, had I 
him not to act on his "supposed" feelings, to been distant, absent, had he and I failed to 
date young women seriously, to wait and see. relate well to each other? No, no, no. Had he 
Possibly, we conceded, he could be bisexual been Oedipally attracted to his mother? No. 
and might still opt for a wife, a family, and Did real love exist in our family? Yes. Had we 
a life acceptable to Church and society, a life shared quality time together? Yes. Had his 
less problematic and more fulfilling. "Choose parents' marriage been a good one? Better than 
otherwise," we urged him. average. Ultimately, we concluded that Brad's 

We accepted the Church's view that homosexuality was not a result of failed 
homosexuality is an acquired behavior, a parenting or inadequate family relationships. 
perverse-or at best, mistaken-choice of 
lifestyle. Our decent, loving son had not been 
reared for such a course. A F T E R  finishing his sophomore year at 

Nevertheless he was convinced that the college, Brad returned from Salt Lake City and 
orientation of his sexual feelings was not discussed his situation with us. He had made 
voluntary, and he produced a folder full of contact with the gay "underground," and was 
articles whose authors, some of them planning to move with a close friend to Los 
homosexual, some of them Latter-day Saints, Angeles. Moreover, he had virtually dropped 
concurred with him. (These were the first of out of the Church. Since gay people could not 
many books and articles we would sift live openly in Idaho and Utah, he had to go 
through, trying to make sense of the chaos of where he could feel his essential identity was 
theories about sexual orientation.) Theories acceptable. 
aside, we had to confront the reality of Brad's These decisions were deeply upsetting to 
unequivocal sexual feelings for males, feelings his mother and me. We feared the dangers 
he had known since his early years in grade of that city; we knew that the ballast he 
school and which had become clearer in needed for stability was now lessened con- 
adolescence. siderably. But from my present vantage point, 

In retrospect, we reahe that Brad's periods I see it was a risk he had to take: for the sake 
of depression reflected the identity crisis he of his own self-esteem he had to discover and 
was experiencing. He told us he had prayed test the truth of his unique identity. He had 
fervently over a long period that God would emerged from his teen years with his self- 
help him to reorient his sexual feelings, and worth severely undermined. Our culture had 
in return he promised God extraordinary encouraged him to hate himself, and the 
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Church's attitude toward homosexuality had 
contributed substantially to that despair. 

When Brad left for California, we were 
concerned about what we could do to help 
him. Clearly, he had to establish his 
independence and we had to allow him to 
determine his own course. We tried not to 
be intrusive while keeping our lines of com- 
munication open-we did not want to jeopar- 
dize the good relationship we had always had 
with him. 

In Los Angeles Brad had to rely on his own 
resources, earning a living, making his own 
decisions. Inevitably the values of his Idaho 
upbringing clashed with the aesthetic 
hedonism of West Hollywood. He wanted the 
best of both lives, but could not reconcile 
them. To us he praised h s  new world, yet 
it seemed he protested too much. His rela- 
tionship with a lover came to an end. After 
two years, he began to sense the desperation 
that lay beneath the frenzied life he was par- 
ticipating in. After the third year he saw how 
self-destructive many of his gay friends were. 
Theirs was the behavior of people who do not 
accept themselves because society does not, 
who have little joy or hope in contemplating 
the future. 

It was not easy to leave an accepting com- 
munity, but Brad knew he needed to orient 
himself in a more positive direction. He felt 
a need to escape the isolation of the gay ghetto 
and renew contact with the mainstream. And 
he realized he must pursue an education for 
a meaningful career. But where to go? A return 
to Idaho or Utah would renew his earlier 
experience of cultural alienation and revive 
the tension between himself and the Latter- 
day Saints. On the other hand, he felt that his 
deeply-loved mountain environment and 
nearness to his family might steady him. His 
decision to enroll in a nationally recognized 
program at a university in Utah was a 
calculated risk: would he be saved by the 
moral influence of his cultural roots, or would 
he suffocate in a closed environment? 

Brad returned and for two years pursued 
this experiment in personal growth and pro- 
fessional education. On the positive side, he 
left behind the promiscuity that had become 
part of his life in Los Angeles, and he was 
advancing toward a career. On the other hand, 
he felt terribly isolated in that Utah com- 
munity, angry at the smugly religious people 
surrounding him, concerned lest his homo- 
sexual identity be discovered, fearful of the 
price if it were. 

At this stage Brad contemplated the future 
with great ambivalence. There were so many 
things in life that he loved-the beauty of the 

natural world, great achievements in human 
arts and culture. Yet those deep pleasures 
were undermined by the ever present 
awareness of being an outsider, permanently 
cut off from what his rehgion had taught him 
to desire. The family and children he had 
always wanted were inaccessible, for he now 
felt he could never in good conscience ask a 
woman to many him. With reduced possi- 
bilities before him, he sometimes wondered 
if clinging to life was really worth the effort. 
Nevertheless, he was coping; he had separated 
himself from the extremes of nihihsm and self- 
destructive behavior. 

W H A T  happened next seems a cruel 
irony. When he cake home in the summer 
of 1985 to help build our new family home, 
he was clearly not well. Apparently incubating 
in his blood since his time in Los Angeles, 
the AIDS virus had now begun its deadly 
work. His homecoming would last for the 
remainder of his life. His condition worsened 
over the summer and fall; in November he 
nearly died from pneumocystis pneumonia. 
A brief period of remission, during which he 
gamely attempted to continue studying part 
time at our local university, was followed by 
inexorable decline. He died 5 December 1986. 

AIDS is a devastating antagonist. It 
dismantles a person ounce by ounce, nerve 
by nerve. Brad fought this horrible disease 
courageously, with the independent, self- 
reliant spirit he always had, and he never 
attempted to evade responsibility for what 
was happening to him. At the same time he 
sought some deeper religious significance in 
his physical and spiritual suffering (as we did). 
To the end of his life he struggled to find a 
faith that could comfort him-the last stage 
in his spiritual odyssey. After rejecting fellow- 
ship in the LDS church, believing it had left 
him, Brad looked at oriental religions, born- 
again Christianity, and pantheism. But he 
could not accept easy explanations that were 
incompatible with reality as he perceived it. 
We will never forget our conversations with 
him during that last year, conversations in 
which we shared our convictions and our 
uncertainties. 

The final year of Brad's life was the most 
difficult our family has known, a year of 
perplexity and grieving. Paradoxically, it was 
also the most profoundly meaningful year of 
our lives. Sharing his ordeal enlarged our 
awareness of the human condition. We 
learned so much from the way he faced his 
illness and his life. We are grateful to him; 
we are proud of him. He was such a fine 

young man. At this point we can say we feel 
blessed to have had a son who was homo- 
sexual. 

I have lingered over these narrative details 
partly because they are engraved so indelibly 
in my mind, but also to make a point: the 
meaning and morality of homosexuality can- 
not be assessed in the abstract. It involves 
more than theology. It requires that we con- 
front real people, their uniqueness, their Fun- 
damental integrity, their hopes and dreams; 
it requires that in the process we accept, not 
distort, their unique reality. An encounter with 
homosexuality jars us out of our complacence 
because we find that conventional explana- 
tions don't adequately account for what is 
really happening to people. 

I suppose many of our LDS friends, in 
extending their sympathies, have grieved for 
us, thinking we have lost a son for eternity; 
they see Brad as disobedient to God's law and 
thereby cut off from any celestial reward. But 
to us who knew Brad well, who knew the 
intensity of his quest and the honesty of his 
response, that conclusion is unthinkable. We 
find his life to have been lived well; it was 
a life of great value for us and others. We con- 
clude that it must have value also in God's 
eyes, and that the possibility for a renewal of 
progress now lies open before him. 

The unavoidable challenge that we faced 
during the past ten years has been to under- 
stand our son (and others like him) and 
evaluate his life experience fairly-all in the 
context of our religious philosophy. This has 
been difficult, indeed, for our acceptance of 
LDS moral authority on the one hand and our 
loyalty to our son and respect for his integrity 
on the other seemed irreconcilable. 

As we understood it, the LDS church's 
position in regard to homosexuality was (and 
is) as follows: 1) The practice of homosex- 
uality is held to be unnatural because it is 
biologically unfruitful; 2) Only within 
heterosexual marriage may sexual desires be 
expressed with full intimacy; 3) Homosexual 
inclination must be suppressed, either 
through celibacy or through reorientation of 
sexual feelings within heterosexual marriage; 
4) Suppression or reorientation is possible 
because homosexual inclination and practice 
are learned behaviors and lie within the con- 
trol of personal choice; 5) Indulgence in 
homosexual acts is a grave sin, punished by 
excommunication. This position has been 
reiterated by modem prophets. Confronted 
with these teachings, how were we to account 
for what had happened to Brad - and to us - 
when it seemed he had pursued his life with 
such honesty and courage? We gradually 
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realized we would have to be open to the 
lessons of experience and would have to sort 
out a great many intricacies in the light of the 
central tenets of Christianity as we understood 
them. 

T H E  crux of any humane assessment of 
homosexuality is the question of whether 
such homosexual preference is learned 
behavior, and therefore alterable, or whether 
it is deeply, indelibly imprinted in the 
phys io l~ca l  inheritance of the individual. 
We began with the assumption that it lies 
within the realm of free choice, that to choose 
it is at best unwise, at worst sinful. But 
gradually our view changed. For eight years 
we studied the scholarly literature, we learned 
to know more homosexual people than we 
previously knew existed; we listened carefully 
to their personal accounts. Above all, we 
watched our son to learn what we could of 
the sources of his feelings. From these obser- 
vations we are persuaded that for many, 
probably the majority of gay people, it is not 
a choice-a conclusion consistent with recent 
scientific work which suggests that homosex- 
ual inclination is a matter of biochemistry and 
therefore originates outside the arena of moral 
choice.' 

More compelling than the scientific 
research, however, are the pragmatic 
arguments that homosexuality is not freely 
determined. Because our culture and our 
church are so predominantly opposed to 
homosexuality I doubt anyone would volun- 
tarily choose such a painful situation. Like our 
son, many gays of LDS upbringing truly wish 
to be accepted according to Church teachings, 
and honestly want to live a heterosexual, 
family-centered life. Having come to know 
numerous homosexuals who agonize in their 
desire to be other than what they are, we can 
no longer believe that for them it is simply 
a matter of misdirected agency. 

Once we accept the likelihood that homo- 
sexuality is an involuntary, biochemically 
imprinted dimension of personal identity, 
suddenly the ontological implications of the 
condition shift dramatically, and we must see 
it in a different moral perspective. Suddenly, 
we must acknowledge that to be homosexual 
is not ipsofacto to be unnatural but rather part 
of a natural minority with some distinctly 
separate possibilities and challenges. Not to 
allow that difference may be to violate the pre- 
sent framework within which members of this 
natural minority must work out their salva- 
tion and progression. If homosexuality is not 
learned behavior, we must give up attempt- 

ing to "curen the "illness" and instead concen- 
trate on helping the gay person express his 
or her natural sexuality in positive ways. 

There remains, of course, the point of view 
that whether chosen or not, this condition- 
most certainly its expression-is necessarily 
condemned by most religions. According to 
this view, the biblical denunciations of 
homosexuality are undeniable, and it must 
therefore be sinful. I see two issues to be dealt 
with here: 1) What kind of moral authority 
is represented by those scriptural passages 
and pronouncements based on them? and 
2) What precisely in the essence of homosex- 
uality would make it sinful? 

The scriptures record the spiritual history 
of important groups within the human family. 
They demonstrate clearly a gradual growth in 
spiritual stature among the "chosen peoples" 
as higher principles have been revealed and 
understood. In the Bible we encounter 
numerous examples of attitudes (and com- 
mandments associated with them) that have 
been altered as humankind progressed on its 
quest for higher truth. The Mosaic law became 
outmoded in many respects; its cruel 
punishments and retributions were no longer 
seen as compatible with Christian love. 
Gradually it became clear that Jehovah was 
more than a tribal god, and that the gospel 
was essential for all humankind, not just the 
Hebrews. Paul's disparaging attitude toward 
marriage has been revised. In the contem- 
porary LDS church, Blacks enjoy the equal 
status formerly denied them. Continuing 
revelation and spiritual evolution have 
accomplished these changes. 

Might not homosexuality be an analogous 
case, an issue which because of its complex- 
ity is as yet inadequately understood? Isn't it 
possible that the biblical passages relating to 
homosexuality are rooted in cultural biases 
rather than eternal truth, that they derive from 
homophobia based on ignorance and fear of 
nonconformity, which in turn produce 
intolerance. I don't believe biblical cultures 
were-nor are we today-exempt from this 
kind of injustice. Clearly, the continual perfec- 
tion of God's revelation is accessible only as 
we develop the capacity to receive it perfectly. 
In the Church we leam line upon line, precept 
upon precept. Even prophets, whom we 
regard as neither infallible nor omniscient, feel 
the influence of cultural contexts. The Church 
does not lose credibility by acknowledging 
that we are even now in the process of seek- 
ing a more perfect perception of meanings and 
applications of divine love. 

It follows that to condemn homosexuality 
as sinful simply on the basis of appeal to 

biblical authority is insufficient. We must 
undertake a more painstaking moral assess- 
ment based on its effects. The highest criteria 
against which Latter-day Saint Christians 
should measure behavior (including homo- 
sexual behavior) were given us by Christ. He 
taught us to evaluate attitudes and actions not 
by their conformity to the letter of a general- 
ized law, but rather according to their com- 
patibility with the spirit of love and the degree 
to which they promote self-development. In 
this light, sin is behavior that weakens our 
capacity for love, impedes our growth toward 
divine characteristics, and undermines our 
worth and dignity as offspring of God. 

Homosexual expression should be 
evaluated according to this Christian teaching. 
I believe Christ would not condemn gay 
people abstractly for a condition that, from 
no fault of their own, places them outside the 
majority and its establishment standards. 
Rather, 1 believe he would recognize that they, 
too, have been given God's gft of sexuality 
for their potential benefit. To that end, he 
would judge the expression of homosexuality 
by standards similar to those we apply to 
heterosexuals: is it committed and loving in 
a larger context rather than promiscuous, 
selfish, and merely sensual? "By their fruits ye 
shall know them," he taught, and the fruits 
of homosexual life vary considerably, even as 
do the fruits of heterosexuality. Perhaps the 
appropriate question is not whether but how 
one is homosexual. 

Would Christ find homosexuality sinful 
because it is biologically infertile? I think not. 
Conceiving, bearing, and rearing children in 
this life may be a blessing, but it is not a sine 
qua non for salvation and continuing growth. 
Many married people do not produce off- 
spring, and we do not regard this as evidence 
of moral failure. If homosexuals are bio- 
chemically unsuited for the psychological 
demands of heterosexual cohabitation, that is 
sufficient reason not to many. 

Would Christ find homosexual expression 
sinful on the premise that sexual intimacy out- 
side mamage is forbidden? I doubt he would 
look at the matter that simplistically. The God- 
man who said that "the Sabbath is made for 
man, not man for the Sabbath" would prob- 
ably say something similar about marriage. He 
would recognize that for most of us, whatever 
our sexual preference, a fulfilled life is more 
likely if an individual is sustained by the love 
of another person within the bonds of car- 
ing, committed intimacy. He would recognize 
that marriage, through sharing and commit- 
ment, provides stability and mutual support 
conducive to maximum growth of the part- 
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ners. What sanctifies mamage is not its legal 
formality but rather the holy enterprise of 
bonding and complementing which is intrin- 
sic to it. 

I believe that Christ would recognize that 
homosexuals have the same righteous needs 
for loving commitment to realize this kind of 
human progress. Would he deny them oppor- 
tunities for growth that are compatible with 
their nature and with righteous love? I think 
not. That means, of course, that gays would 
enter into monogamous, faithful relationsh~ps 
analogous to our ideal of heterosexual mar- 
riage. Ultimately, Christ would, I believe, judge 
each human relationship on its own ments. 

I T  is a painhl irony that Christ's church. 
which ought to assist all individuals in realiz- 
ing their maximum development, offers no 
positive support for gays. Instead of helping 
heal those troubled in spirit, thereby con- 
tributing to their growth and self-acceptance, 
the Church is itself one powerful cause of the 
condition that requires a physician. Without 
self-acceptance there can be no self-love, and 
without a true love of self as God's creature, 
there can be no true love of God and thus no 
fruitful progression toward divine perfection. 

Consider the psychological burden borne 
by Mormon homosexuals m particular. From 
their youth they hear from both adults and 
pees the deprecating epithets, the scornful 
aspersions, the biased misinformation about 
gays which cause them to feel contemptible. 
They stmgle to undestand their difference 
in a setting which demands conformity. They 
hide their feelings, even from loved ones, and 
hate themselves for this deception. They 
discover that there are laws against homosex- 
ual intimacy. They read books confirming 
their fear that they are flawed or mentally 111. 
And when they desperately need to tum to 
the Church for comfort and assurance, it pro- 
claims its "love for the sinner" and its "con- 
demnation of the sin" by counseling them to 
deny their own nature Ironically, the more 
orthodox the individual, the more he believes 
he is wicked, and the more he suffers from 
this institutional repudiation of his identity. 
How compatible is such a mental state with 
the self-love essential for spiritual progress. 

If my critical assessment is correct, the 
Church not only fails to comfort many of its 
own members who need a particular kind of 
assistance, it also fails to promote tolerant 
understanding in the greater society. Think 
how many are adversely affected in that 
greater society-perhaps as many as ten per- 
cent of the human family, and no fewer than 

five percent by the most conservative 
estimates. Within the Church alone, there 
could be as many as 500,000 homosexual 
people who are struggling to overcome self- 
hatred and accept themselves against the grain 
of the Church's moral authority. This estimate 
does not include the many family members 
of gays whose self-esteem and peace of mind 
are sorely troubled by prevailing attitudes. 

As I contemplate Brad's short life, I am 
haunted by awareness of lost opportunities 
and by a vision of what might have been. 
How much happier his teen years could have 
been, how much more productive his young 
manhood, had he not been burdened with an 
enervating ambivalence about the value of his 
life. I think of how much more his parents 
and teachers could have supported and 
assisted him if only their vision of homosex- 
ual potential had been freer, more informed, 
less fearful. I wonder, had he experienced in 
Idaho or Utah a community that accepted and 
encouraged a Christian expression of 
homosexual love, would he have found a lov- 
ing companion with a shared cultural 
background and thus avoided the extremes 
of life in the gay ghetto that finally destroyed 
his health and took his life? How might the 
Church have helped all of us, his family and 
hends, to cope with the challenge of dijerence, 
if it had emphasized more the positive, 
liberating side of its doctrines instead of the 
negative, constricting side. 

Indeed, I believe Latter-day Saint theology 
can accommodate the phenomenon of 
homosexuality in a positive, harmonious way. 
For example, I see possibilities of com- 
patibility under the doctrine of eternal pro- 
gression. We Latter-day Saints believe that 
individual development is ongoing, that it will 
continue over a very long period, much longer 
than can be contained within a bnef mortal 
lifetime. Could it be that we are not all leam- 
ing in a lockstep sequence, that God's children 
may vary in their personal approaches to eter- 
nal progression? Some may learn one 
discipline or gain certain experiences now, 
while others may choose to defer the same 
experiences, or leam the same truths by a dif- 
ferent set of mortal conditions. Or perhaps not 
all of us experience this mortal life at the same 
stage of eternal development. From this 
perspective, isn't it possible that some may 
have chosen to encounter the challenges of 
homosexuality in this mortal life, perhaps 
because its demands are great and its poten- 
tial rewards valuable or even, at some point, 
indispensable. From such a perspective, 
homosexuality might actually be based on 
agency and not mistaken choice at all. There 

is so much possible under our general 
philosophy, and yet so much we don't 
understand, that I think we must withhold 
judgment and remain open-minded. 

Undoubtedly Brad grew from his suffer- 
ing, and we that knew him have similarly 
benefitted from the challenging circumstances 
of his life. I suppose we all can profit from 
adversity if determined to do so. But that fact 
should not be interpreted as a justification for 
our causing pain to-others, failing to ease their 
burdens when we can, failing to lift up and 
encourage and speed them along the path of 
their learning. It is perverse to cause suffer- 
ing needlessly. 

-when I multiply Brads experience, and 
ours, many times over, and think of all those 
who need consolation, love, a chance to over- 
come alienation, a chance to talk openly 
without being condemned - needs that exist 
in so many among us-I sincerely hope the 
future will not continue to find Latter-day 
Saints and their church deficient in openness 
and charity toward this significant minority. 
Certainly, it seems to me, if we err as a church 
on this particular issue, it would be better to 
err on the side of love, acceptance, and 
positive encouragement to those of our 
brothers and sisters whose identities and 
experiences fall outside the typical pattern. 

I trust it is clear that I am neither scien- 
tifically expert on the causes of homosexuality 
nor able to speak with confident certainty 
about Gods will. I only know that elements 
of my life that matter greatly to me-my son, 
my responsibility as parent, my commit- 
ment to the Church, my faith in the moral 
vision of Christianity-have been thrust into 
confrontation in a way that challenges my 
deeply held convictions about life and its 
meaning. Ultimately, it seems to me, one's 
belief and the lessons of one's experience can- 
not exist in separate compartments. One must 
bring both into a compatible, complementary 
relationship - or face absurdity. What I have 
written here, unorthodox as it mav seem. is 
an unavoidable attempt at such a recon- 
ciliation. B 
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