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By Brady McCombs
The Associated Press

M
ormon leaders told gay and les-
bian members in late October
that attraction to people of
the same sex is not a sin or a
measure of their faithfulness
andmight never go away, but

reminded them that having sex violates
fundamental doctrinal beliefs that will not
change.
The recently unveiled “Mormon and

Gay” church website includes articles,
teachings, videos and stories from church
members who identify themselves as gay
and lesbian. It is a remake of a site cre-
ated almost four years ago that marked
the religion’s most significant outreach to
gays and lesbians.
The website is designed to encourage

compassion and acceptance for LGBT
people and strike a softer tone on an issue
that recently has led to criticism of the
conservative Utah-based Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints.
TheMormon church is one of many

conservative faith groups staunchly
upholding theological opposition to same-
sex relationships amid widespread social
acceptance and the U.S. Supreme Court’s
decision legalizing gaymarriage, while
attempting to foster an empathetic stance
toward LGBT people.
“There is no change in the church’s

position of what is morally right,” church
leader Dallin H. Oaks said on the website.
“But what is changing— and what needs
to change— is helping churchmembers
respond sensitively and thoughtfully
when they encounter same-sex attraction
in their own families, among other church
members, or elsewhere.”
Kendall Wilcox, a gayMormonman

involved in church focus groups during
the creation of the website, said the web-
site might seem “pitiful” to non-Mormons
supportive of gay rights victories, but is
a positive step for LGBT Latter-day Saints.
The acknowledgment of the pain and

conflict gay and lesbianMormons endure
is comforting and should help hetero-
sexual Mormons better understand gay
and lesbian experiences, Wilcox said.
Mormons who are in same-sex relation-
ships are considered apostates, and can
be excommunicated.
But the church fell short by focusing

exclusively on gay and lesbian LGBT
Mormons who are not in same-sex rela-
tionships so they canmaintain full-fledged
churchmembership, avoidingmention of
gayMormons who try to maintain a con-
nection to the religion while in relation-
ships, he said.
“There are active churchmembers who

experience same-sex attraction and never
choose to identify themselves using a
label. Our primary identity will always be
as a child of God,” the website says.
JohnGustavWrathall, in a relation-

shipwith his husband for 25 years and
who attendsMormon church services in
Minneapolis, applauded thewebsite’s tone
and authenticity of the stories presented
but said stories like his weremissing.
“The loneliness and heartache that

comes from being denied that kind of a
relationship is very hard,” saidWrathall,
president of Affirmation, a Mormon LGBT
support group.

PROP8BACKLASH
ANDAMOREEMPATHETIC TONE
The church received backlash in 2008

for helping lead the fight for California’s

Proposition 8 constitutional ban on gay
marriage, and spent several years carefully
developing amore empathetic LGBT tone.
That was interrupted last year when

the church adopted new rules banning
children living with gay parents from
being baptized until age 18, triggering
outrage frommembers pushing for more
acceptance.
L.Whitney Clayton and VonKeetch,

members of the religion’s second-tier
world leadership, said the doctrinal belief
inmarriage only betweenmen andwomen
is so fundamental to the religion’s salvation
plan that it will never change, though the

faith believes in continuing revelation.
The website is intended to serve as

a resource and provide hope for LGBT
members, their families and friends,
Clayton said.
“We hope it will help peopleminister to

one another,” he said. “That it will increase
love, that it will help increase hope.”
The church acknowledges on the web-

site that suppressing feelings about being
attracted to the same sex can lead to
shame and negative internal dialogue.
But it advises people to “prayerfully”

consider who they tell if they decide to
come out. The church also recognizes that
feelings of same-sex attraction never go
away for some people.
“Many people pray for years and do

all they can to be obedient in an effort to
reduce same-sex attraction, yet find they
are still attracted to the same sex,” it says.
“A change in attraction should not be
expected or demanded as an outcome by
parents or leaders.”
That message and a tip sheet for par-

ents, encouraging them to be understand-
ing and loving when children come out as
gay, are steps in the right direction, said
ErikaMunson, a heterosexual Mormon
and co-founder of theMormons Building
Bridges support group.
“It’s a nice counter to the ‘pray the gay

away,”’ Munson said. “You hear that less
and less in Mormonism, but it’s still a big
part of our culture.”

By Douglas Kindschi
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Yes, it has been a difficult time
in American politics, but
now is the time to remember

and affirm our basic values. It is
time to come together and real-
ize the strength that comes from
our diversity.
Political campaigns, by their

very nature, pit people and ideas
against each
other. Democracy
— as opposed to
dictatorships—
require citizens
to take a stand,
express their
preferences and
vote to determine
who will lead us,
who will make the laws and, in
some cases, who will become
judges or serve on school boards
and various commissions.
It is by nature a competitive

process and it inevitably leads to
division.
Our media can exacerbate the

divisions by polling based on

other divisions. We continually
hear howwomen vs. men are
voting, minorities vs. whites,
educated vs. less educated, etc.
We are even told how various
religious groups are voting: the
evangelical Christian vote in
contrast to members of more lib-
eral or mainline churches; how
Catholics, Protestants, Jews and
Muslimsmight vote.
The religious issue has been

more apparent this year because
of the fear of terrorism and the
tendency of some to identify such
atrocities with all members of a
certain religion.

TENDENCYTOFORMTRIBES
All of this division builds on

the human tendency to form
tribes of people “just like us.” It is
a part of our biology. We cannot
survive as isolated people. Babies
and young children require fami-
lies, and we soon identify with
our larger kin group as well. This
continues as we group together
with those who have similar
national, racial or religious heri-

tage. This group identity easily
becomes a tribal identity that
can lead to demonizing people or
groups that are not a part of “our
tribe.”
The preamble to the U.S.

Constitution states: “We the
People of the United States, in
Order to form amore perfect
Union, establish Justice, insure
domestic Tranquility, provide
for the common defense, pro-
mote the generalWelfare, and
secure the Blessings of Liberty
to ourselves and our Posterity,
do ordain and establish this
Constitution for the United
States of America.”
Our recent tribalism has chal-

lenged whether we can recover
the “we the people” spirit, let
alone the domestic tranquility
and general welfare.
The campaign rhetoric also

has been disheartening with
respect to another cherished
American value, namely, the
freedom of and respect for reli-
gion in all of its diversity.
Article VI of the Constitution

states; “No religious Test shall
ever be required as a Qualifica-
tion to any Office or public Trust
under the United States.”
When those running for

the highest office state that no
Muslim should ever be presi-
dent of the United States, or that
Muslims should be banned from
entering our country as refugees
or immigrants, one wonders if
our constitution is understood or
respected.

DIVERSITYMAKESUSSTRONG
From an interfaith perspective,

we should be vigilant in opposing
the demeaning of other religious
groups. Our diversity is what
makes us strong and the alien-
ation of religious or racial groups
makes us weak and unsafe.
Our faith communities and our

scriptures have made clear our
responsibilities to the “stranger.”
“When a stranger lives with

you in your land, do not ill-treat
him. The stranger who lives
with you shall be treated like the
native-born. Love him as your-

self, for you were strangers in the
land of Egypt.” (Leviticus 19:33)
“Come, you who are blessed

bymy Father; take your inheri-
tance, the kingdom prepared
for you since the creation of the
world. For I was hungry and you
gaveme something to eat, I was
thirsty and you gaveme some-
thing to drink, I was a stranger
and you invited me in.” (Matthew
25:34-35)
“Be kind to parents, and the

near kinsman, and to orphans,
and to the needy, and to the
neighbor who is of kin, and to
the neighbor who is a stranger.”
(Quran 4.36)
Let us all trust and pray that

the divisiveness of this election
campaign will not continue as we
move past Election Day. The fear,
distrust and hatredmust not
continue as we seek to build our
“more perfect union.”
Let us all look to our found-

ing documents and scriptures to
rediscover what can indeed be a
new vision for our country.
— interfaith@gvsu.edu

MixedMormonmessage

CanAmericamove beyond our divisions to a new vision?
INTERFAITH INSIGHT

People gather for a mass resignation from the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in Salt Lake City a year ago. The Mormon
church is offering a message that’s part of its “Mormon and Gay” website, launched Oct. 25 with dozens of articles, teachings, videos
and stories from Mormons who identify themselves as gay. (AP files)

Elder L. Tom Perry,
left, of the Church
of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints
Quorum of the
Twelve Apostles,
shakes hands with
Equality Utah Exec-
utive Director Troy
Williams during a
news conference
at the Utah State
Capitol in Salt
Lake City in March
2015, after Utah
lawmakers intro-
duced a landmark
anti-discrimination
bill. (AP files)

Church preaches love for the LGBTmembers, but offers no doctrinal shift toward acceptance
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