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Foreword

Fools rush in where angels fear to tread, the old saying goes. But the 

same is true for heroes. Heroes rush into burning buildings to save 

complete strangers. Heroes rush to places of famine and war and 

epidemic to bring food and shelter and medicine. Heroes rush into 

brewing conflicts to take the risk of making peace. They aren’t fools: 

they know about the danger, disease, crossfire and conflict that will 

surround them. But they have the courage to throw themselves in 

anyway, risking their own safety for the common good.

Today we are blessed with some spiritual heroes who also refuse 

to keep their distance and protect themselves until engagement be-

comes less risky, or maybe even respectable. Fully aware of the risks, 

they rush in—to groups that are aflame with hot and spreading con-

flict, to enclaves of wounded people who have been excluded and 

rejected, to communities torn by contention and dissension. These 

heroes seek to be agents of healing, understanding, reconciliation 

and peace. They don’t worry about the criticism they will receive. 

(Well, they may worry, but they don’t let it stop them.) They know 

they’ll be misunderstood and vilified. They know that some of the 

meanest people on earth are sincere, well-intentioned religious peo-

ple who believe in their religion so fervently they would die for it 

but also would kill for it—literally or metaphorically. Yet these he-

roes still step forward, not shrinking back, driven by a force that is 

greater than self-preservation.
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10	 Love Is an Orientation

In so doing, they are following the same Leader, Jesus Christ, who 

did not seek his own interests, but those of others. He knew what it 

would mean to give himself—to live and die not just for others but 

for sinners—yet he endured the cross, counted its shame as nothing, 

all for the joy set before him: the joy of reconciling humanity with 

itself and with God. I have had the great honor to know many of 

these kinds of heroes in my life. Most of them have been older than 

me, but it’s a great joy now to meet more and more who are younger. 

One of them is Andrew Marin. You’re about to read his first book. I’d 

like to introduce it through this parable.

■  ■  ■

I don’t want to be closed-minded or judgmental, but in good con-

science I simply can’t approve of the lifestyle. I personally believe 

it’s a choice, not something predestined or forced upon anyone by 

anyone. I understand that parental upbringing is undoubtedly a big 

factor and that some people believe genes play a role in predispos-

ing people to this orientation, but I also know that adults are re-

sponsible for their behavior, and the behaviors associated with this 

lifestyle are no exception.

On the one hand, I believe that we live in a free country, and 

people should be free to do what they think is right. But on the other 

hand, I believe freedom has limits—one limit being where others 

are hurt by the chosen lifestyle. And this lifestyle, there can be no 

mistake, is hurting a lot of people. Families are being torn apart by 

it, and churches and denominations too. 

Everybody has an opinion on this controversial lifestyle, but I 

believe God’s opinion is the one that matters most, and there is ab-

solutely no question what God’s opinion is according to the Bible. 

This orientation and the behaviors associated with it are thoroughly 

condemned, especially by Jesus. He was very compassionate toward 

many groups of people, but there is one group he had an absolute 

and uncompromising commitment to confront and expose, and it 

was those who dishonor themselves and others as humans made in 
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the image of God by engaging in this lifestyle and its practices.

When people choose this lifestyle, they often cut themselves off 

from everyone who doesn’t agree with them. They end up being as-

similated and absorbed into closed communities where only their 

own voices and views are heard, and everyone who disagrees is 

mocked and condemned, often with very strong language. They 

often see their community as superior and become incapable of 

speaking respectfully to or of those of us who cannot in good con-

science agree with them. Some of them go so far as to claim that 

God made them the way they are, pushing onto God the responsibil-

ity for their own choices and behaviors. 

Some, after giving themselves over completely to the lifestyle, 

have a crisis of conscience. But when they want to leave, their lead-

ers and peers depict their changing perspective as a betrayal and 

pressure them to stay, often using fear tactics to intimidate them 

and keep them in their community. Special ministries have formed 

to help people exit the lifestyle, recover from the abuse and pain the 

community has been known to impose, and be reoriented to a 

healthier life and perspective. But even with professional therapy, 

many people feel they have been wounded for life by what they’ve 

experienced, and many, looking back on their years “inside,” com-

pare the lifestyle to an addiction.

Spokespeople for the lifestyle can seem very educated and schol-

arly. They claim that their position has a long history behind it. 

They often quote scientific studies and back up their assertions 

with emotional anecdotes. Sometimes they seek to gain sympathy 

by claiming they are being mistreated and persecuted for being out-

spoken about their views. But they tend to ignore other strands of 

history and scientific research that contradict their position, and 

they ignore anecdotes that don’t fit with their predetermined con-

clusions, and they minimize the persecution they inflict on others. 

Advocates are eager to recruit others into their “love” as they call 

it. Many organizations raise huge sums of money to recruit youth 

and children into their chosen way of life, and they have been ex-
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12	 Love Is an Orientation

tremely adept at using media—radio, TV and now the Internet—to 

gain an aura of credibility and legitimacy. They organize huge 

events and mass rallies to celebrate their growing clout and demon-

strate that they are proud of who they are and what they stand for. 

Everyone knows how much influence they have in our political sys-

tem, and how one political party in particular panders for their 

votes. But look at the countries where this lifestyle runs rampant, 

and you’ll get an idea what our nation will be like if some of us don’t 

have the courage to stand up and speak up. Wherever this lifestyle 

spreads, a whole host of social problems inevitably follows.

Yes, activists may use the word love to justify their behavior, but 

those who disagree with them are seldom treated with love. Many of 

us have already faced the scorn of the activists who promote this 

chosen lifestyle and defend it as legitimate and even godly. For do-

ing so we have received hate mail peppered with a wide range of 

threats and abusive speech, with many calling for our damnation. 

But even so, we have learned that we must not respond to hate with 

hate; we must love these people and seek to help them, even though 

we do not approve of their behavior.

■  ■  ■

You’ve probably realized by now that this parable isn’t talking about 

“the gay lifestyle” but rather “the judgmental lifestyle,” the kind of 

“take-the-splinter-out-of-your-brother’s-eye” religiosity that Jesus 

talked about in the Sermon on the Mount. (If you didn’t realize it, try 

going back and rereading it in that light.) As someone born and 

raised in a strict, conservative church—actually, the term funda-

mentalist would have fit us perfectly—I’ve seen a good bit of judging 

and condemning and dividing and excluding in my lifetime, and I 

know how good and holy and utterly righteous it can feel to indulge 

in. Having served as a pastor most of my adult life, I’ve seen the 

judgmental lifestyle at work in quite a few parishioners too, and I 

was more than once on the receiving end of their attempts at splin-

ter removal. But more personally, I must admit I’ve practiced more 
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than my share of the judging lifestyle too—although I have gener-

ally been careful to call it “discerning” when I’ve been the one doing 

it. I guess I could say, with songwriter Joni Mitchell, that I’ve known 

judgment “from both sides now.”

And that’s one reason Andrew Marin’s book seems to me to be so 

important, and why I’m so glad this emerging leader has been given 

the courage to write it. As you’ve probably heard (note UnChristian), 

among young adults in the United States, the terms evangelical and 

born again are now most strongly associated with the characteristics 

of being anti-gay and judgmental. Whatever your opinion on same-

sex orientation, you have to admit that Jesus didn’t say, “They’ll know 

you are my disciples by your firm stance on divisive social issues.” 

No, he said we’ll be known as his disciples for another reason . . . and 

that’s what Andrew is pursuing in these pages.

When you come to the last page, Andrew won’t ask you to agree 

with his opinions about the gay orientation or lifestyle. In fact, he 

won’t indulge in a lot of opinion polemics. Instead he will try to help 

you understand what he has learned by listening with an open and 

compassionate heart to gay women and men. And he will try to help 

you respond to gay people in your world in a more mature and com-

passionate way too. And in the end, he’ll ask you to agree with him 

on one main thing: that the orientation and lifestyle of love is the 

right and only way for true followers of Jesus.

He’ll do so because he has surrendered himself wholeheartedly 

to that orientation of love. It’s not just superficial tolerance he’s af-

ter, and it’s not just the ever-popular “love in word only” that uses 

the word but doesn’t suffer the consequences. No, the love to which 

Andrew has surrendered himself is the amazing, unfathomable, 

give-your-all love of God. That love could never be captured in a 

word or even in ten thousand words. Ultimately, it was best shown 

in a life, and in a death, and in a resurrection.

This love reaches out to all of us—those who experience rejection 

and those who reject, those who react and those who are reacted 

against, those who are stereotyped and those who stereotype, those 
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14	 Love Is an Orientation

who fear and those who are feared. It isn’t elicited by the loveability 

of its object, but rather it flows from the all-generous and holy, holy, 

holy orientation of its Subject, God. And it is into this generous, holy 

orientation that we are about to be invited in a new and deep way, in 

the nitty-gritty of one of today’s most vexing and contentious sub-

jects. May the Spirit of the living, loving God use the words of this 

courageous young writer to draw us deeper into the orientation and 

lifestyle of divine love. May we, each in our own way, become heroes 

in the cause of love.

Brian McLaren

Christmas, 2008

P.S. I’d like to ask you to do Andrew a favor, OK? When you turn the 

last page, some of you will be disappointed that Andrew didn’t go 

further. And others of you will be concerned that Andrew went too 

far. Between here and the last page, you’ll have your checklists in 

mind, waiting to see if he says and doesn’t say the things you want 

him to. If Andrew simply fulfilled your script, or someone else’s, 

this book would hardly be worth reading; it would just say things 

that have been said before. So why not let Andrew share what’s 

uniquely on his heart? Why not listen, and appreciate, and learn?
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Introduction

When My Friends Came Out

It’s Tuesday evening at 7 p.m. As I have done each Tuesday evening 

for the past year, I am sitting in the first booth next to the front door 

at my favorite diner, talking with a man whom I love as a brother. 

The diner is in a storefront located in the heart of a rainbow-flagged, 

sex-shop-filled, bar- and club-laced, gay-inhabited ten-block neigh-

borhood on Chicago’s North Side known as Boystown. 

Sitting across from me is a forty-six-year-old Orthodox Jewish 

man with AIDS on a unique life-ending quest: to figure out who 

Yeshua is and discover what God’s original plan was for his life be-

fore it got derailed with this horrible disease.

My friend became infected with HIV almost thirty years ago, and 

all his friends who acquired HIV at the same time are now dead. He 

has been alone for a long time, one last survivor from what many 

originally thought of as God’s final judgment on the gay community. 

In the hospital a few years earlier he was lying in his own death- 

bed—sunken eyes and cheeks, jaundiced skin and a weight of one 

hundred pounds—waiting to meet the same fate as everyone he once 

knew. His family flew in from the East Coast and Israel to say goodbye 

to their shamed grandson, son, brother, uncle and cousin. The hours 

passed, the goodbyes were spoken, and the wait for death began. 
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16	 Love Is an Orientation

In what his doctors called a miracle, my friend was healed. Life 

came back to his eyes, color came back to his skin, and his weight 

rapidly increased. Could it have been the cocktailed pills that 

healed him? Was it the IV that pumped potent medication into his 

blood twenty-four hours a day that pushed him back to life? Or 

was it rather a wake-up call that God had something more in store 

for him? 

So here we are, every Tuesday night, meeting to intentionally seek 

our Father’s face as we journey to discover why this man’s fate is life 

and not an early death. 

This is the neighborhood I live in and the world I have been called 

to. These are the stories that have become my everyday life. 

Beginnings

I am a straight, white, conservative, Bible-believing, evangelical 

male. I was raised in a Christian home in a conservative suburb of 

Chicago and grew up in a large evangelical church. And I wanted 

absolutely nothing to do with the gay, lesbian, bisexual and trans-

gender (GLBT) community. 

Looking back on my upbringing, I don’t remember hearing any-

thing explicitly defaming the GLBT community from either my 

church or my parents. Homosexuality just grossed me out, and I 

sure wasn’t about to have an in-depth conversation with my pastor 

or my parents about the subject. I just knew that my beliefs were 

right. I saw gay people on TV. I saw pictures of cross-dressers in 

newspapers and magazines. For the first nineteen years of my life I 

was the biggest Bible-banging homophobic person I knew. I used 

derogatory language about gay people without ever thinking twice 

about what I believed or said. I didn’t care about the gay community 

nor did I ever want to care about them. “Don’t ask, don’t tell,” “Don’t 

see, don’t care,” “Out of sight, out of mind”: those philosophies all 

worked great for me—until, that is, the summer after my freshman 

year in college. 

That June one of my best friends, who went to the same univer-
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sity I did, told me that she needed to talk. It sounded serious but I 

didn’t think anything about it; best friends have deep conversations 

all the time. She invited me over to her apartment for dinner. As I 

sat on her beat-up futon in the living room I kept hearing her drop 

things in the kitchen. This was not at all like her, and I asked repeat-

edly what was bothering her. She finally came into the living room, 

sat right next to me, gave me one of her big hugs that I loved so 

much, snapped her head directly in line with mine and abruptly told 

me, “Don’t tell anyone, but I’m a lesbian.” 

Out

Is she serious?! I tried to pull myself together and look cool, like I had 

known all along, but I knew I was breathing heavy—I was totally 

flustered. The horror, pain and dumb-foundedness I felt shook me. 

She didn’t look like a lesbian . . . I knew she had boyfriends . . . I’d 

even met them! What is going on? I looked her dead in the eyes and 

panicked. Is there a right response? 

I took a shaky breath and promptly said, “OK then, what’s to eat?” 

The next morning I woke up feeling strange, almost like there 

had been a death in my family. But I thought, If I can pretend long 

enough that she didn’t come out to me, I can actually keep my best 

friend. 

The next month I received a call from another one of my best 

friends. She too had something to tell me. It was dusk when I got to 

her apartment where I was greeted by a barrage of hugs from some 

of our other friends. That night we all hung out and had a great 

time. When just about everyone else was asleep she pulled me into 

her room where her roommate was sleeping. She sat me down, 

grabbed my arms, looked at me with a warm gaze and, in a whisper 

faint enough that only I could hear, said, “I’m gay. I’m a lesbian. I’ve 

always been this way.” 

I kept quiet because I didn’t want to cause a scene in front of 

everyone, but inside I kept thinking, No, no, no. Not her too! I felt 

queasy, and questions rapidly exploded in my mind: How could she 
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18	 Love Is an Orientation

be a lesbian? What the heck was I missing? Did my other best friend 

know about her? Did she know about my other best friend? Were they 

together? Do I have a stamp on my forehead that says, “Gay? Need a 

best friend?” 

I just couldn’t take it; my stomach churned, my head hurt, and I 

felt like I was going to throw up. All I could do at that point was lie 

down and go to sleep. 

As the sun rose I woke up, said my goodbyes and drove home in 

tears. I knew what the Bible says. My friends knew what the Bible 

says. They knew that I knew that they knew what the Bible says. How 

could I get past the gigantic pink elephant in the room and keep be-

ing friends with these lesbians? 

The very next month I was sitting with another good friend in his 

car the night before he was to return to his university downstate. We 

had been friends since second grade; we grew up in the same ele-

mentary school, middle school and high school. We had gone to the 

same church, had the same friends and played the same sports. He 

said he needed to talk to me, and jokingly I said, “Let me guess. Now 

you’re going to tell me you’re gay, right?” As soon as I uttered those 

words he began to cry, nodding his head yes. What more was there 

to say? Tears started flowing down my face, and we sat in his car 

and cried together.

Three best friends, three consecutive months. I started to ask 

God why he would give me three friends in the one community that 

I had purposefully spoken against all of these years! I spent the next 

few weeks searching for anything that I could get my hands on that 

would offer reason to that unreasonable summer. Then it came. I 

felt the Spirit tell me, “If you want to find the truth, you have to seek 

it for yourself.” I knew exactly what that meant. I called my three 

best friends and told them we needed to get together. 

When we were finally able to talk I could not hold back my emo-

tions and my feelings. In one fell swoop of nervous energy I blurted, 

“I believe that being gay is a sin. It’s a choice. You can change. You’re 

going to hell. You’re going to start obsessively drinking and doing 
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drugs. You’re going to be promiscuous. You’re going to be butch and 

flamboyant and you’re going to get HIV/AIDS or STDs at some point.

“Now give me something that explains what I feel! Help me 

understand! 

“Oh yeah, and all three of you are gay.” 

We talked until the early hours of the morning. Each shared about 

their lives—what life was like trying to deal with these thoughts and 

feelings on their own, what it was like to have me as a best friend, 

how they weren’t sure whether they were right or wrong, weird or 

normal, sinful or not sinful, whether this was nature or nurture, 

their fault or God’s fault. Each of them had their own answers, but 

we all realized that a journey had just begun. 

Immersion

People tell me the decision I made at that point was the strangest 

decision they have ever heard. In order to completely answer the 

Holy Spirit’s call, I decided to fully immerse myself in the GLBT 

community. My ultimate goal was to become, as I put it back then, 

“the most involved, gayest straight dude on the face of the earth.” I 

sought out only GLBT friends, went exclusively to GLBT events and 

functions, and spent my time hanging out at GLBT bars and clubs to 

talk, learn and listen. 

I began this immersion during my sophomore year in college. I 

would go to Boystown with my best friends upwards of four nights 

a week. I would go to a GLBT bar or club, order a Pepsi, find a corner 

to sit in and wait for someone to talk to. Every time I would walk 

into one of the establishments, heads would turn and the whispers 

would begin. I’ll never forget the very first time I went to a gay club. 

No more than five minutes after entering, I was approached by 

someone who asked me if I was gay. When I said no, they smiled, 

turned around to a waiting group of friends, pointed at me and 

yelled, “I told you so! Pay up!” 

I have since discovered that the GLBT community has an ex-

tremely accurate “gaydar.” They can pick out a straight guy from ten 
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miles away! The unique side effect to their gaydar was that I became 

a walking icebreaker by doing nothing other than stepping into a 

world I knew nothing about. A flow of people would approach me 

asking why I was there—what I was doing and why I would even care 

to visit. Nightly, I ended up in life-altering conversations for hours 

upon hours. 

After a while I started to notice two very specific trends. One, 

people would inevitably end up in tears telling me their life story. 

Two, the tears were usually brought on by a story about a negative 

experience with Christians or a church. The weird thing was, I never 

told any of them that I was a Christian. 

I started to realize that there was something happening within 

the GLBT community regarding God, faith and religion. I didn’t 

know what to do with this new information, so I just stored it away 

and waited for the Lord to move next. 

The Bible Study

I attended college on a baseball scholarship, and the semester previ-

ous to my friends coming out, at the urging of some of my team-

mates, I had started a Bible study for athletes. One of my lesbian 

friends eventually asked if she could come. Of course I said yes, but 

inside I was puzzled as to why a lesbian would want to come to a 

Bible study. I couldn’t understand why people who are gay would be 

interested in studying a book that condemns their life. But she 

showed up and really liked it, and ended up telling some of her gay 

and lesbian friends about it. Those friends started asking me eter-

nally significant questions and then went on to tell their gay and 

lesbian friends, and the process continued to repeat itself. Soon I 

was receiving random phone calls from GLBT people all over the 

city of Chicago and its suburbs—all ages, races and demographic 

backgrounds. Within six weeks the Bible study went from seven 

straight baseball players to me and thirty-six GLBT people meeting 

in smaller groups throughout the week; all the straight people left 

because they were too weirded out by what was happening. 
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The totality of the group grew to over one hundred people who 

were either gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender, and me. One week 

two older men pulled me aside and told me that they had left their 

gay-affirming church and were treating our time together as their 

church. Humbled and yet confused, I walked in front of everyone 

and asked two questions: “Why do you come? Why do you tell others 

to come?” 

Their profound answers, along with many new concepts and 

questions, will be thoroughly unpacked within the following chap-

ters as we move forward and learn how to elevate the conversation 

in order to build peaceful and productive bridges with gay, lesbian, 

bisexual and transgender people. 

Building Bridges

Evangelical churches, families and individuals all across the coun-

try are being challenged by the GLBT community. The dichotomized 

relationship between evangelicals and the GLBT community has a 

traumatic history and continues to grow further apart. Each group 

talks past the other rather than to the other group. The result is 

that, by and large, evangelicals know gay people only in a narrowly 

focused, two-dimensional light, and the GLBT community is left to 

search for God without the body of Christ to assist them, encourage 

them and validate their human existence as children of God.

Some of what you are going to read is not going to be easy to hear 

or grasp; it will challenge everything you ever thought about the 

GLBT community. Believers need to hear, understand and fight 

through their own hesitations and learn about the GLBT commu

nity’s arguments, theories and stories as valid to their experiences 

in this world. Their lives are as real as ours, and our faith in Jesus 

Christ requires us to meticulously seek honest transparency not 

only within the GLBT community but in ourselves as well. 

For much of the last decade I have journeyed to the threshold of 

everything I thought was true. My organization, The Marin Founda-

tion, has been all over the country working to elevate the conversa-
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tion between conservative Christians and the GLBT community. 

Learning how to build bridges with a GLBT family member, friend, 

coworker, congregant or local GLBT community can be the most dif-

ficult task ever brought to your doorstep. This book will challenge 

how you think about and relate to gays and lesbians. We will explore 

the principles and techniques that The Marin Foundation has found 

invaluable, keeping aware of our very real differences but also of 

the hurdles that unnecessarily complicate our conversations and 

relationships. 

Along the way we’ll consider the psychology of sexual identity, 

the social challenges of being gay in a straight culture, the history of 

evangelical-GLBT dialogue and the current state of affairs. We’ll also 

look at how the question of homosexuality has shaped different peo-

ple’s reading of Scripture and revisit the question of what, ultimately, 

the good news of the gospel is. Finally, we’ll explore a distinctive set 

of practical commitments to help these two divergent communities 

work together toward something supremely important to both: the 

love of God and the spiritual yearning in our souls.

My experience at The Marin Foundation has also been informed 

by our unique research project—the largest of its kind—looking into 

the religious convictions and experiences of the GLBT community 

throughout the United States. Gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgen-

der people across the country have told us their stories about reli-

gion and described their understanding of God; evangelicals will be 

surprised to learn that when the ambient noise of genetics, psychol-

ogy and politics is tuned down, the GLBT community is ultimately 

like every other: compelled by the gospel as they taste and see that 

the Lord is good. 

____________________________ 

 

Taken from LOVE IS AN ORIENTATION by Andrew Marin. ©2009 by 

Andrew Marin. Used by permission of InterVarsity Press, P.O. Box 

1400, Downer's Grove, IL 60515-1426.  www.ivpress.com
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