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Quick Overview 

!! What are unhelpful approaches? 

–! Cause debate 

–! Change debate 

!! What are helpful approaches? 

–! Sexual identity  

–! Developmental understanding 

–! Multiple ways to be a sexual minority 

–! Address climate 

–! Youth ministry care 



Unhelpful 

!! Overemphasis on causes 

!! Too much focus on change of 
orientation 



You aren’t the first… 

As he went along, he saw a man blind 

from birth. 2!His disciples asked him, 
“Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his 

parents, that he was born blind?” 
3!“Neither this man nor his parents 

sinned,” said Jesus, “but this 
happened so that the works of God 

might be displayed in him.  

     John 9:1-3 



C.S. Lewis 

I take it for certain that the physical 
satisfaction of homosexual desires is sin. This 
leaves the [homosexual] no worse    off than 
any…person who is, for whatever reason, 
prevented from marrying…, our speculations 
on the cause of the abnormality are not 
what matters and we must be content with 
ignorance. The disciples were not told why 
(in terms of efficient cause) the man was 
born blind (Jn. IX 1-3): only the final cause, 
that the works of God [should] be made 
manifest in him. This suggests that in 
homosexuality, as in every other tribulation, 
those works can be made manifest: i.e. that 
every disability conceals a vocation, if only 
we can find it,  



Causes 

!! No one cause 

!! It is not likely Nature versus Nurture 

!! Think multiple influencing factors that 
are weighted differently for different 

people 

!! Multiple pathways to an endpoint 

(equifinality) 



Change of Orientation 



Change of Orientation 
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Helpful Approaches 

!! Sexual identity rather than orientation 

!! Sexual identity can be considered 
developmentally 

!! Multiple ways to navigate sexual 
identity issues 

!! Address climate 

!! Youth ministry care 



Why Sexual Identity? 

!! A focus on orientation raises 

expectations of heterosexuality 

!! A focus on identity addresses two 

fundamental questions of 
adolescence:  

–! Who am I?  

–! Of what community am I a part?  



Sexual Identity Development 

Cass’ Model of Sexual Identity Development (1979) 

Stage 1 Identity confusion 

Stage 2 Identity comparison 

Stage 3 Identity tolerance 

Stage 4 Identity acceptance 

Stage 5 Identity pride 

Stage 6 Identity synthesis 

!! One of the most widely-cited models was 
postulated by Cass (1979).  This model 
includes six stages, concluding with the 
successful synthesis of a gay identity. 



Sexual Identity Synthesis 

!! Few models take into account 

attributions and meaning-making   

!! Same-sex attractions and orientation 

are synonymous with a burgeoning 
“gay” identity 

!! Models do not allow for outcomes 
(other than gay) that are equally 

desirable and adaptive 



Ways to Navigate  
Sexual Identity 

!!177 Christians who experience same-sex 
attraction 

!!Most common identities:                  

        1. gay Christian  

        2. Christian (no sexual identity label) 



Ways to Navigate  
Sexual Identity 

We also see some younger 
Christians who are 
comfortable with “gay” 
identity even though they 
personally live according to a 
traditional Christian sexual 
ethic. 



What do they share in 
common? 

!!Not choosing to experience same-sex 
attraction. 

!! Some "always knew" they felt different. 

!! Often a sincere struggle with faith, 
theodicy, isolation, shame, uneven 
standards, climate. 



Identity does not just "happen" - 
Developmental process 

!!From initial feelings of attraction       
behavior       questioning       self-defining 
attribution (gay identity) 

!!Typically a 3-4 year process for females;  

!!5-6 years for males 

!!Can range from months to as long as 15+ 
years 



An interesting study (Yarhouse & Tan, 2003) 
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CCCU study 2009 (n=104) 

Yarhouse, Stratton, Dean & Brooke (2009) 
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ACSD study 2011 (n=247) 
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Cultural scripts  



A gay "script" 
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What does the Christian 
community offer by way of 
another script? 



We tend not to talk about it. 





Or  

"Us" vs. "Them" 



Our data suggest  

another script: 
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KEY Point: 

!! There are multiple ways to BE a sexual 

minority 

!! Best to respond differently to different 

people and how they experience the 
relationship between their faith and 

same-sex sexuality 



Those who do experience same-sex 
sexuality 

It is a sincere 
struggle 

It is a matter of 
justice/advocacy 

Not my problem; 
it’s your problem 

Reflects a genuine conflict 
between religious and sexual 

identity; tend to come to a 
Christian institution because 

the policies reflect their own 
upbringing and present 
values. 

The conflict is with the 
institution (might be with 

Christianity or conservatives 
in the church); want to 

confront and change 
institutional policies that 
they deem discriminatory or 

oppressive. 

No apparent conflict; 
resolved issue for 

themselves; see the problem, 
if there is one, as residing in 

you or the institution; not an 
advocacy posture; willing to 
“live and let live.” 



Those who do experience same-sex 
sexuality 

It is a sincere 
struggle 

It is a matter of 
justice/advocacy 

Not my problem; 
it’s your problem 

Reflects a genuine conflict 
between religious and sexual 

identity; tend to come to a 
Christian institution because 

the policies reflect their own 
upbringing and present 
values. 

The conflict is with the 
institution (might be with 

Christianity or conservatives 
in the church); want to 

confront and change 
institutional policies that 
they deem discriminatory or 

oppressive. 

No apparent conflict; 
resolved issue for 

themselves; see the problem, 
if there is one, as residing in 

you or the institution; not an 
advocacy posture; willing to 
“live and let live.” 

3-tier distinction; what 

weight they give to 
parts of identity; 

coping; social support 

Non-defensive 

regarding policy; listen 
respectfully; identify/

highlight dilemmas; 
superordinate goals 

Offer to listen, to 

discuss their journey; 
how they arrived where 

they are today; 
superordinate goals 



Those who do not experience same-sex 
sexuality 

It is a matter of 
social justice/ally 

It is defending 
orthodoxy 

Unable to 
articulate values 

Identify GLBT issues as the 
social justice issues of their 

generation; may be quite 
outspoken to support those 

they love; find a purpose and 
identity in a cause. 

The conflict is with what 
they experience as a threat to 

orthodoxy; their concern is 
that the campus (church, 

culture) is moving away from 
traditional Christian sexual 
ethics. 

Tend to be conservative but 
do not know how to translate 

the values they were raised 
with in their current social 

and educational setting. Fear 
being branded as intolerant, 
unloving. 



Those who do not experience same-sex 
sexuality 

It is a matter of 
social justice/ally 

It is defending 
orthodoxy 

Unable to 
articulate values 

Identify GLBT issues as the 
social justice issues of their 

generation; may be quite 
outspoken to support those 

they love; find a purpose and 
identity in a cause. 

The conflict is with what 
they experience as a threat to 

orthodoxy; their concern is 
that the campus (church, 

culture) is moving away from 
traditional Christian sexual 
ethics. 

Tend to be conservative but 
do not know how to translate 

the values they were raised 
with in their current social 

and educational setting. Fear 
being branded as intolerant, 
unloving. 

Discuss importance of 

social justice; tease out 
justice and sexual 

ethics/morality; non-
defensive regarding 

policy; superordinate 

goals 

Help them to see the 

people reflected in the 
theological debates; 

what does it mean to 
love someone with 

whom you disagree? 

Identify ways to 

articulate their beliefs/
values more clearly; 

live out  ‘convicted 
civility’ in existing 

relationships 



Negative experiences make for a 
difficult climate as backdrop for 
navigating sexual and religious 

identity issues 



climate 



Project Sojourn 
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Sexual Identity  
in Youth Ministry 

How Do We Respond? 



Terms of inclusion 

          Inclusion if:                             Inclusion if: 

!!- Embrace gay identity.         - Heterosexual 

!!- Part of gay community.      - Marry/have children 
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Creating Redemptive Space 
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!!- Embrace gay identity.               - Heterosexual 
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Creating Redemptive Space 
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In Closing 

Create Redemptive Space 



Questions & Discussion 

_______________ 

Contact information: 

Mark Yarhouse 
Institute for the Study of Sexual Identity 

issi@regent.edu 
________________ 

sexualidentityinstitute.org 
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