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P R E FAC E

The growing prominence of the ex-gay movement is the result of a strategic shift
within the Christian Right: the new packaging of an old message. The claim

that gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people can be “cured” has more to do
with the Right’s political objectives and its bitter opposition to equal rights than with
genuine caring. This re p o rt examines how the Christian Right has adopted the ex-gay
movement in response to increasing pre s s u re to soften its homophobic rhetoric. 

While a vast array of religious denominations and a growing majority of the public 
is increasingly supportive of equality and fair treatment for lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
and transgender people, the ex-gay movement is gaining media attention and incre a s-
ing legitimacy by promoting a discredited therapeutic practice known as “reparative 
therapy” and by claiming to act in the name of religion. Reparative therapy has been
repudiated by prominent psychological and psychiatric organizations. The re l i g i o u s
principles promoted by the ex-gay movement are part of a fundamentalist Christian
agenda that has caused concern and opposition from within virtually all mainstre a m
communities of faith. 

Our three organizations have come together to raise critical questions about the
motivations, claims, and objectives of the ex-gay movement. We believe the public
needs to see the truth behind the mask of compassion. The new softer face of the
Christian Right merely hides the old, vicious homophobia. The ex-gay movement,
like the Christian Right of which it is a part, is intolerant of anyone who does not
conform to its ideals of family, marriage, moral values, and sexual orientation. It
exploits and misuses the language of faith, presenting a face of Christian caring 
while simultaneously condemning gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people 
outright, and denying them their full humanity and equal rights.

In attacking gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people, the ex-gay movement, 
like its parent, the Christian Right, promotes an agenda for all Americans that is 
p rofoundly anti-democratic and exclusionary. We stand in opposition. 

R e v. Meg Riley U rvashi Va i d Jean Hard i s t y
C o - C h a i r D i re c t o r Executive Dire c t o r
Steering Committee The Policy Institute Political Research Associates
Equal Partners in Faith National Gay and Lesbian 

Task Forc e

How the Ex-Gay Movement Serves the Right’s Attack on Democracy



How the Ex-Gay Movement Serves the Right’s Attack on Democracy

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The ex-gay movement gained national media attention in July 1998 when full-page
ads promoting the movement appeared in major newspapers across the country.
Millions of people were exposed to the ex-gay claim that homosexuals can heal 
themselves of their “lifestyle choice” through a Christian fundamentalist religious 
conversion or through “reparative therapy.” These ideas are refuted by the medical
community and mainstream religious organizations. 

The widespread media coverage garn e red by the ad campaign focused on the “human
i n t e rest” issue: can lesbians and gay men “convert” to heterosexuality? But there is
another side to this story—told for the first time in this re p o rt .

Calculated Compassion is a comprehensive examination of the political character 
and role of the ex-gay movement. And it paints a disturbing picture. While publicly
p o rtraying itself as a haven for “hope and healing for homosexuals,” the ex-gay move-
ment s e rves as camouflage for a retooled and reinvigorated assault by the Christian
Right on the legal protections against discrimination for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and
transgender persons. Furt h e rm o re, the ex-gay movement is an integral part of a bro a d e r
right-wing movement that poses a grave threat to democracy and diversity in the US.

Based on three years of re s e a rch, the re p o rt shows conclusively that: 

• The ex-gay movement provides political cover for a significant new phase
in the Christian Right’s long-running anti-gay campaign. For more than
two decades, a coalition of “family values” organizations have used anti-
homosexual propaganda to organize and mobilize conservative Christian
constituents, re c ruit new followers, and raise money. But vitriol is no
longer working the way it was, because of increasing public distaste for
demonizing rhetoric, growing public  tolerance of homosexuality, and an
i n c rease in the number of state, county, and city ordinances outlawing
anti-gay discrimination. The Christian Right has seized the political oppor-
tunity off e red by the ex-gay movement to repackage its anti-gay campaign
in kinder, gentler terms. Instead of simply denouncing homosexuals as
morally and socially corrupt, the Christian Right has now shifted to a strat-
e g y of emphasizing personal salvation for homosexuals—t h rough the ex-gay
movement. Behind this mask of compassion, however, the goal, remains the
same: to roll back legal protections for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgen-
der people and enforce criminal laws against them. The evidence suggests
that the Christian Right is pursuing this goal with renewed vigor.

• The ex-gay movement is a potent tool for undermining the rationale for
lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender rights. Ex-gay leaders and their Christian
Right partners claim that homosexuals need not be “that way” since theirs
is a voluntary lifestyle choice that can be abandoned through re l i g i o u s
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conversion or therapy. By this reasoning, legal protections for homosexu-
als are not necessary. This latest refinement of the Christian Right’s “no
special rights” argument has already been “field-tested” with ominous 
success. The “ex-gay” message was employed extensively in a re f e re n d u m
campaign that overt u rned Maine’s gay rights law—the first time an exist-
ing state law of this kind had been reversed. Anti-discrimination laws in
other states will undoubtedly now be targeted. 

• Most mainstream religious leaders and religious organizations in the US
do not share the views of the ex-gay movement and the Christian Right
about homosexuality. Ex-gay and Christian Right leaders have ro u t i n e l y
sought to identify their opposition to gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender
rights with broader religious beliefs and traditions. But their perspectives
on the issue do not correspond with the position of mainstream communi-
ties of faith, including the Roman Catholic Church, the National Council
of Churches, the United Methodist Church, the American Jewish Congre s s,
and the Union of American Hebrew Congregations. Furt h e rm o re, by
a s s e rting that homosexuality is a sin that can be overcome, the Christian
Right is at odds with many mainstream faith-based communities which
not only advocate equal rights for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender 
people, but also aff i rm their full religious equality.

• The ex-gay movement is part of a broader social and political movement
that is authoritarian and anti-democratic. The ex-gay movement is an 
integral part of the Christian Right which promotes Christian nationalism,
an ideology that seeks to use government laws and regulations to impose
fundamentalist Christian values on the entire nation. If the Christian Right
has its way, the constitutional walls separating church and state would be
eliminated. The ex-gay movement is also located within the political Right’s
l a rger social change movement, which is pursuing an anti-democratic and
authoritarian agenda of sweeping social, political, cultural, and economic
c h a n g e s .

Tolerance and pluralism are bedrock principles of American society. Yet, as this re p o rt
shows, the ex-gay movement and the Christian Right are attacking these principles 
and furthering a divisive political agenda which offers fundamentalist Christian dogma
and heterosexuality as the only acceptable norms. Challenging the leadership of the 
ex-gay movement is essential if equal rights for all people, re g a rdless of sexual orienta-
tion, are to be defended. To be effective, such a challenge must take into account the
b roader theocratic agenda of the Christian Right which the ex-gay movement is being
used to pro m o t e.
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Calculated Compassion:
How The Ex-Gay Movement Serves The Right’s Attack on Democracy

by Surina Khan

“I see the ex-gay movement rising as an answer to the calamity that has hit
our nation. The ex-gay movement is a way out of this plague that has hit 
our families. It’s time to let faith take over.”1

–R o b e rt Knight, Family Research Council

“This [the national ex-gay ad campaign] is the Normandy landing in the 
l a rger cultural wars.”1

–R o b e rt Knight, Family Research Council,
D e t roit Free Pre s s, July 17, 1998

Overview
On July 13, 1998, a full-page advertisement promoting the “ex-gay” movement ran 
in The New York Ti m e s.2 Featuring Anne Paulk — billed as a wife, mother, and a 
f o rmer lesbian, and pictured wearing a sparkling solitaire diamond engagement ring
with a wedding band — the ad claimed that homosexuals can become heterosexual by
accepting Jesus Christ and repenting their sins. The New York Ti m e s ad was followed
by similar ads, in USA To d a y featuring professional football player Reggie White, and
in The Washington Post featuring a group of ex-gay leaders.3 The $206,000 ad cam-
paign sparked a media fire s t o rm which resulted in the largest public exposure that the
ex-gay movement has ever re c e i v e d .4

The ads were purchased by a well-coordinated and well-financed coalition of fifteen
Christian Right and ex-gay organizations, including the Family Research Council, the
Christian Coalition, Concerned Women for America, Kerusso Ministries, and the
American Family Association. They re p resent a re-framing by the Christian Right of
its long-standing condemnation of homosexuality and opposition to gay/lesbian/
bisexual/transgender rights. By elevating the ex-gay movement, the Christian Right
has shifted its message to a model of preaching personal salvation for homosexuals.5

“Calling homosexual behavior sin is not anti-gay, it’s pro-life,” reads one ad.
“Thousands of homosexuals can celebrate a new life because someone cared enough
to share with them the truth of God’s healing love,” reads another. But behind this
mask of compassion, the anti-gay and authoritarian agenda of the Right re m a i n s
unchanged. This re p o rt locates the ex-gay movement in the context in which it
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belongs: as part of the Right’s larger social change movement, which promotes an
agenda of sweeping social, political, cultural, and economic changes.

The ex-gay movement is an international network that claims gay men and lesbians
can be “converted” to heterosexuality through “submission to Jesus Christ” or
t h rough secular “reparative therapy.” During the past two decades, the ex-gay 
movement has operated as part of, but separate from, the Christian Right. For years,
ex-gay leaders had difficulty convincing churches and Christian Right organizations 
to support ex-gay ministries, since ex-gay leaders still carried the stigma of homosexu-
a l i t y. The Right’s position of outright condemnation of homosexuality kept it fro m
c o m f o rtably embracing anyone who had been g a y / l e s b i a n / b i s e x u a l / t r a n s g e n d e r.

P rograms of psychotherapy that attempt to “cure” homosexuals, known as “conver-
sion therapy” or “reparative therapy,” date back several decades, but only in the 
last few years has the Christian Right fully accepted the ex-gay movement and subse-
quently catapulted “gay conversion” onto the screen of national public debate.6 It did
so when outright condemnation began to fail as a political message, creating the need
for a new and more effective way to reach people. Christian Right organizations had
not realized the political opportunities that a partnership with the ex-gay movement
would bring, especially the political benefit of borrowing the notion of re p a r a t i v e
therapy from the secular Right, which has long been a proponent of conversion 
therapy for homosexuals.

Reparative therapy has been widely repudiated by the American Psychological
Association and other mainstream mental health organizations. However, Christian
Right leaders are undeterred in their zeal to use the ex-gay movement for political
gain. This re p o rt details the political agenda that a partnership between the Christian
Right and the ex-gay movement promotes. It also refutes the claim by the Christian
Right that its views on homosexuality reflect those of most Christians and Americans
of other faiths.

The re p o rt reviews extensive evidence that:

• By re-framing its attack on homosexuality in kinder, gentler terms, 
the Christian Right is putting forth a softer face that cloaks a hard line
agenda, which includes rolling back lesbian and gay civil rights, enforc-
ing criminal laws against gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender people, and
p romoting a broader theocratic agenda based on a literal interpre t a t i o n
of Biblical Scripture. Each aspect of this right-wing political agenda
re p resents a grave threat to democracy and diversity in the US.

• The ex-gay movement lends political cover to the Right’s hostile politi-
cal campaign against gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender people. In fact,
using the ex-gay movement is just the latest strategy in the Right’s
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decades-long attack on the gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender community,
and the ex-gay movement must be analyzed in this historical context.
If homosexuality is a “choice” that can be overcome, then, it is
a rgued, a “gay lifestyle” is voluntary and there f o re does not deserv e
p rotection under the Constitution.

• In asserting that homosexuality is a sin that can be overcome, the
Christian Right is at odds with many mainstream communities of
faith which advocate equal rights for lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender
people and also aff i rm their full religious equality. 

A complex movement with many sectors, the Right has a multitude of infrastru c t u re
o rganizations, including publishing houses, legal organizations, mass-based org a n i z a-
tions, think tanks, and funding organizations that consistently provide the basic
resources needed for the movement to survive and prosper.7 These infrastructure
organizations are able to respond quickly to political opportunities, such as the 
emergence of the ex-gay movement. Collectively, infrastructure organizations on the
Right have formed an effective communications network and a structure of support
for the movement.8

In furtherance of its agenda, the Christian Right seeks to impose universal standard s
of conduct based on its narrow interpretation of Biblical scripture — which would
denote the only legitimate and acceptable form of behavior for all citizens.9 T h e
Christian Right is attempting to pre s s u re the Republican Party to enact this agenda
t h rough legislation, state regulations, and through media campaigns which re p resent 
a crusade for “coercive purity.”1 0 If the Christian Right has its way, the result will be 
a form of Christian nationalism that would tear down the walls separating church 
and state. This vision is authoritarian, anti-democratic, and inconsistent with the
American tradition of pluralism, tolerance, and respect for diff e rence. The ex-gay
movement subscribes to and serves the Right’s broader vision.
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Methodology
The findings in this re p o rt are based on an extensive analysis of ex-gay and Christian
Right organizations. Research was conducted from 1995 to 1998; the author
reviewed primary and secondary source materials, attended two ex-gay confere n c e s
(Exodus Intern a t i o n a l ’s annual conference in 1995 and the Parents and Friends of 
Ex-Gays annual conference in 1998), and interviewed selected ex-gay leaders,
Christian Right leaders, and former ex-gay individuals.

P r i m a ry source material was collected from a number of ex-gay and Christian Right
o rganizations by requesting to be put on mailing lists, subscribing to publications,
o rdering materials, and monitoring web sites. Ex-gay groups studied in-depth include
Exodus International, Parents and Friends of Ex-Gays (P-FOX), Homosexuals
Anonymous, Courage, the National Association for the Research and Therapy of
Homosexuality (NARTH), Regeneration Books, Kerusso Ministries, and Love in
Action. Christian Right organizations studied include Concerned Women for America,
The Family Research Council, Focus on the Family, Coral Ridge Ministries, American
Family Association, Americans for Truth About Homosexuality, Christian Coalition,
and the Center for Reclaiming America.

In addition, the author reviewed literature analyzing the Christian Right’s historic 
and strategic attack on lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender civil rights, beginning with
Anita Bry a n t ’s opposition to gay rights in 1976 in Dade County, Florida and including
right-wing attacks on lesbian and gay “special rights” in the 1980s and 1990s.

In an attempt to track the financial support for ex-gay organizations, several re q u e s t s
for information were filed. Form 4506-A (requesting IRS exemption applications),
F o rm 990, Form 990-EZ and Form 990-PF were filed by the DataCenter on behalf 
of Political Research Associates. Information was requested on P-FOX, NART H ,
Exodus, and Kerusso Ministries. The DataCenter was also contracted by PRA to con-
duct a complete literature search of mainstream media converge of ex-gay movement
o rganizations. The facts contained in this literature guided us in determining the
s t rong political ties between the Christian Right and the ex-gay movement and the
b roader theocratic agenda this partnership seeks to impose.
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What is the Ex-Gay Movement?
The ex-gay movement is an international network that claims gay men and lesbians
can be “converted” to heterosexuality through submission to Jesus Christ, or thro u g h
secular “reparative therapy.” Although the ex-gay movement is firmly rooted in the
p redominantly Protestant Christian Right, right-wing Catholic ministries and secular
o rganizations make important contributions to the movement and share its vision.
Movement leaders assert that a gay man or lesbian can leave the gay life and become a
“whole person again”— the person who existed before homosexual feelings appeare d .

Ex-gay leaders hold positions that are ideologically consistent with the contemporary
Christian Right. They uphold heterosexuality as God’s creative intent for humanity,
and consequently view homosexual expression as contrary to God’s will.1 1 The ex-gay
m o v e m e n t ’s philosophy is based implicitly on a hierarchical stru c t u re in which God is
a heterosexual male, and heterosexual men, created in the image of this God, are
superior to women.

The most prominent organization in the movement is the Seattle-based Exodus
I n t e rnational, an ex-gay re f e rral network of ministries founded in 1976 that now
claims more than 100 ministries in the US, Canada, and 20 other countries.1 2 E x o d u s
states its primary purpose is “to proclaim that freedom from homosexuality is possi-
ble through the power of Jesus Christ.” Exodus cites homosexual tendencies as one of
the many social disorders in a world that has fallen from God’s grace. Choosing to act
on these tendencies through homosexual behavior, taking on a homosexual identity,
and becoming involved in a homosexual “lifestyle” are considered destructive and sin-
ful, because these actions distort God’s intent for the individual.1 3 Exodus attracted
media attention in 1978 when two of its founders, Gary Cooper and Michael Busee,
left the ministry after falling in love with each other. Together they went on the talk
show circuit in the early 1990s to tell their story. Busee and Cooper repeatedly called
ex-gay ministries a fraud that promote homophobia and self-hatred. They told stories
of people who went through the Exodus program and had emotional breakdowns or
committed suicide. After interacting with hundreds of people, Busee and Cooper said
they hadn’t met one person who successfully changed their sexual orientation fro m
gay to straight.1 4

Exodus Intern a t i o n a l is only one of many ex-gay organizations. Others include
Homosexuals Anonymous, a Christian fellowship that follows a 14-step process based
on the Alcoholics Anonymous model; Tr a n s f o rming Congre g a t i o n s, a movement of
c h u rches founded by the Rev. Robert Kuyper of Trinity United Methodist Church in
Bakersfield, CA; Regeneration Books, an Exodus International ministry dedicated to
p roviding “the best Christian books dealing with the healing of the homosexual;” 
The National Association for Research and Therapy of Homosexuality (NART H ),
founded in 1993 by Charles Socarides, MD, a Fellow of the American Psychological



6 How the Ex-Gay Movement Serves the Right’s Attack on Democracy

The pre m i se that 
h o m osexuality is 

c a u sed by ea r l y - c h i l d-
hood experiences is a
common theme that

runs through the 
e x- g ay movement 

and is used by both 
the secular and 

religious arms 
of the move m e n t .

Association, and Joseph Nicolosi, Ph.D., author of Reparative Therapy for Male
Homosexuals: A New Clinical Appro a c h ( N A RTH was founded to counter the
American Psychological Association’s removal of homosexuality from its roster of
mental disorders); P a rents and Friends of Ex-Gays (P-FOX), a “Christ-centered” 
o rganization founded in 1995 to counter Parents, Family and Friends of Lesbians and
Gays (PFLAG); C o u r a g e, a Catholic ex-gay ministry that provides “spiritual support
for men and women striving to live chaste lives in accordance with the Catholic
C h u rc h ’s pastoral teaching on homosexuality;” and the St. Augustine Sexual Healing
B o o k s t o re, the first ex-gay Christian bookstore which opened in Febru a ry 1998 in
Washington, DC and has more than 100 titles on how homosexuals can have “sexual
healing” and change to hetero s e x u a l i t y.

The ex-gay movement is characterized by a few re c u rring themes. Leaders of the ex-
gay movement claim that people are not born homosexual because homosexuality is 
a mistake, and God, in whose image all people are created, does not make mistakes.
They argue that homosexuality usually stems from not having the “correct” re l a t i o n-
ship and bonding with the same-sex parent. Authors and ex-gay leaders Bob Davies
and Lori Rentzel, in their book, Coming Out of Homosexuality: New Freedom for
Men and Wo m e n, write: “While a breakdown in the bond with the mother deeply
a ffects both male and female babies, sexual identity seems to be more noticeably
shaped by disrupting bonding with the same-sex parent: little girls lacking an intimate
attachment to Mom, boys feeling detached and alienated from Dad.”1 5

Another re c u rrent theme is that childhood sexual abuse and molestation causes homo-
s e x u a l i t y. Ex-gay leaders believe that, especially for girls, sexual abuse can be a signifi-
cant factor in their future identification as lesbians. “While the family dynamics, tem-
perament, and peer pre s s u re strongly shape a person’s sexual identity, the single factor
that most powerfully propels a girl toward a lesbian identity is sexual abuse: incest,
rape or molestation,” write Davies and Rentzel. At the second annual P-FOX (Pare n t s
and Friends of Ex-Gays) conference in March 1998 one “ex-lesbian,” Cyndi Dollof,
said she has come to believe that because she was separated from her mother for the
first three days of her life in the hospital, she missed that important bonding and this
contributed to her being in the “lesbian lifestyle.”1 6 D o l l o f’s story serves as an example
of how broadly “correct bonding” with same sex parents can be interpreted. The
p remise that homosexuality is caused by early-childhood experiences is a common
theme that runs through the ex-gay movement and is used by both the secular and
religious arms of the movement.
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Reparative Therapy: Idealized Heterosexuality
Reparative therapy has deep roots in the history of psychology. Prior to the American
Psychological Association’s 1973 decision to remove homosexuality from its roster 
of mental disorders, homosexuality was re g a rded as a mental illness and therapy for
homosexuals included not only psychotherapy but also aversion therapy and shock
t h e r a p y, both of which were practiced with re g u l a r i t y.1 7

Over the past four decades, several psychologists and psychiatrists have contributed 
to the notion that homosexuality is caused by childhood circumstances and can be
u n l e a rned. In 1962, Irving Bieber’s book, Homosexuality: A Psychoanalytical Study 
of Male Homosexuals—a work that was instantly hailed within the psychiatric pro-
fession and is still cited today by ex-gay leaders—begins with the assumption that
homosexuality is pathological. Bieber, like his colleagues Joseph Nicolosi, Charles
Socarides (whose son is gay) and Jeff rey Satinover, insists that homosexuality in men 
is a result of a particular family configuration—dominant mothers and distant fathers.

The lead organization advocating secular reparative therapy is the National
Association for the Research and Therapy of Homosexuality (NARTH). NARTH 
was founded in 1992 by Charles Socarides, Benjamin Kaufman, and Joseph Nicolosi
in preparation for the 20t h a n n i v e r s a ry of the 1973 decision by the American
Psychological Association to remove homosexuality from its Diagnostic Manual, 
the official APA manual that lists all mental and emotional disord e r s .1 8 N A RT H ’s 
statement of policy idealizes heterosexuality as the norm and the organization clearly
values social conformity above the needs of the individual:

Homosexuality distorts the natural bond of friendship that would nat-
urally unite persons of the same sex. It works against society’s essential
male/female design and family unit. Yet today children from kinder-
g a rten through college are being taught in school that homosexuality is
nothing but a normal, healthy option. It is our policy as psychoanalyti-
c a l l y - i n f o rmed individuals to dispel the misinformation that surro u n d s
the subject of homosexuality. Our task is to discuss issues misre p re-
sented by social-activist groups who have portrayed sexual deviancy as
a normal way of life. We seek to further the re s e a rch and treatment of
this disord e r, while protecting the patient’s right to tre a t m e n t .

N A RT H ’s presence in the psychotherapy profession is small but significant. NART H
members are licensed psychotherapists, psychiatrists, and medical professionals who,
by virtue of their credentials, have some influence within certain psychotherapy and
medical institutions. In addition, these credentials give their ideas the appearance of
legitimacy when marketed to the public. Last year, Charles Socarides, Benjamin
Kaufman, Joseph Nicolosi, Jeff rey Satinover, and Richard Fitzgibbons co-authored 
an op-ed in The Wall Street Journ a l advocating reparative therapy for gay men:
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Suppose that a young man, seeking help for a psychological condition
that was associated with serious health risks and made him desperate-
ly unhappy were to be told by the professional he consulted that no
t reatment is available, that his condition is permanent and genetically
based, and that he must learn to live with it? How would this man
and his family feel when they discovered years later that numero u s
therapeutic approaches have been available for his specific pro b l e m
for more than 60 years? What would be his reaction when inform e d
that, although none of these approaches guaranteed results and most
re q u i red a long period of treatment, a patient who was willing to fol-
low a proven treatment regime had a good chance of being free fro m
the condition?2 0

In response to the aggressive marketing of reparative and conversion therapy to both
the public and the psychotherapy profession, the American Psychological Association,
in August 1997, reiterated its long-standing official position that homosexuality and
bisexuality are not mental disorders and there f o re do not re q u i re treatment: 

Lesbians and gay people are the targets of considerable prejudice, dis-
crimination, and even violence in our society. This is true in families,
schools, churches, friendship networks, workplaces—all institutions in
our society. All people, particularly young people, legitimately fear this
p rejudice, discrimination, and violence. For some the fear appears to
be so powerfully internalized as shame and guilt that they wish to
alter themselves to avoid it. Furt h e rm o re, there are powerful coerc i v e
f o rces operating in some institutions. While we respect the choice of
some individuals to remain celibate due to their religious beliefs, it is
i m p o rtant to recognize that celibacy is a behavior choice not a re f o r-
mation of a person’s sexual orientation. For example, in certain re l i-
gious organizations homosexual people who are members of those
o rganizations feel it necessary to change sexual behavior in order to
retain their membership.2 1

The assessment of the American Psychological Association is echoed by other major
medical and psychiatric institutions including the American Psychiatric Association,
the American Academy of Pediatrics, and the American Medical Association.2 2

H o w e v e r, leaders within NARTH continue to promote reparative therapy despite 
its repudiation by virtually the entire mental health establishment. In his book,
Homosexuality and the Politics of Tru t h, Jeff rey Satinover advocates medication 
for homosexuals. “Although re s e a rch on the use of medications to change homosex-
uality would be quite difficult to accomplish in the current environment, there are
nonetheless some indications that such an approach might help.”2 3

Although NARTH has conducted a study analyzing its success rate with re p a r a t i v e
t h e r a p y, it is difficult to give an accurate rate of success since it is unethical to contact
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clients once they have terminated therapy.24 However, as Dr. Joseph Nicolosi notes,
reparative therapists cite a 33 % success rate. Nicolosi states that one third of patients
experience no change, one third experience some change, and one third are cured. 
But by “cure” he doesn’t mean that people don’t experience homosexual feelings, but
rather “the intensity of the attractions and the frequency of the attractions diminish 
to the point of being insignificant. The treatment goal is to teach these people how to
identify the things that are going on in their lives that set them up for homosexual
a t t r a c t i o n s.”2 5 In other words, reparative therapists attempt to teach gay men and les-
bians to re p ress their sexual identity, yet have a dismal failure rate of 67% in trying 
to reach this goal, even by their own questionable standard s .

Advocates of secular reparative therapy for gay men and lesbians play an import a n t
role within the ex-gay movement and the homophobic agenda of the Christian Right,
b l u rring the lines between clinical and political issues. In his J o u rnal of Homosexuality
a rticle “I’m Your Handyman: A History of Reparative Therapies,” Jack Dre s c h e r, MD
notes, “The evolution of one branch of psychoanalytic theory into an antihomosexual
political movement illustrates the permeability of boundaries between clinical issues
and political ones. In their open support of antigay legislation, reparative therapists
have moved from the traditional psychoanalytic center and have been embraced by
c o n s e rvative religious and political forces opposed to homosexuality.”2 6
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The Ex-Gay Movement and the Christian Right: 
A Shared Agenda
The contemporary gay rights movement was born in the 1950s and erupted into
national view on June 27, 1969, when police made a routine raid on the Stonewall
Inn, a gay bar in Greenwich Village. For the first time, patrons rebelled in protest 
and that night is now commemorated as the beginning of the US movement for 
lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender liberation. Stonewall, as it has come to be known,
was followed by a severe backlash, organized by Christian Right leaders in the 1970s
and succeeded by a coordinated eff o rt by several right-wing organizations in the ’80s
and ’90s.27 

The organizations that collaborated to place ads promoting the ex-gay movement 
in national newspapers in July 1998 are the architects of a profound assault on les-
bian/gay/bisexual/transgender rights. They are part of a large, coordinated, and well-
funded movement that has been active for the last two decades, promoting a “family
values” agenda that emphasizes traditional gender roles and the submission of wives
and children to the father as head of the family. In the late ’70s and ’80s several right-
wing leaders began to understand the appeal of anti-homosexual propaganda as a
means to organize and mobilize conservative Christian constituents, re c ruit new fol-
lowers, and raise money. Several anti-homosexual campaigns conducted during this
period, including Anita Bry a n t ’s anti-gay campaign and the Briggs Initiative in
C a l i f o rnia, used language that demonized and scapegoated lesbians and gay men. 
In 1989, Traditional Values Coalition president Rev. Louis Sheldon wrote: “Going 
to a behavior-based status, as opposed to a true ‘discrete and insular’ minority opens
up minority status to all behavior-based groups like smokers, bikers, adultere r s ,
pedophiles, thieves, prostitutes, basketball players, outdoorsmen, etc. ‘Gay rights’
activists have parasited the civil rights movement thereby causing society to accept 
the behavior of same-sex sodomy on equal standing with those born to a certain 
race or color.”2 8

In the 1990s the Christian Right has continued its attack on lesbians and gay men,
often slandering them by painting the “gay lifestyle” as unhealthy and obsessed with
sex. Throughout the 1990s, the Right used ballot measures at the state level and legis-
lation at the federal level in an attempt to deny civil rights legal protections to gay/
lesbian/bisexual/transgender people, and to repeal existing laws granting those pro t e c-
tions. In the early part of the decade, right-wing leaders vilified gay men and lesbians
t h rough their publications as well as through vehicles such as The Gay Agenda, a
twenty minute video featuring sensational scenes from pride marches and interv i e w s
with homophobic doctors. The Gay Agenda was followed by Gay Rights, Special
R i g h t s, produced by the Traditional Values Coalition in conjunction with Jere m i a h
Films, an organization that specializes in producing videos promoting Christian ort h o-
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d o x y, conspiracy theories, and apocalyptic warnings. Gay Rights, Special Rights h a d
one explicit goal: to convince conservative people of color that gay men and lesbians
w e re trying to co-opt the civil rights movement in order to secure “special rights.”2 9

For years the Christian Right has used homophobic rhetoric to raise money and
re c ruit followers.3 0 “ We are at war in America today…We don’t want our childre n
taught that the sin of homosexuality is an acceptable lifestyle ‘choice,’” wrote Beverly
LaHaye, former president and current chairman of Concerned Women for America in
a 1992 fundraising appeal. “Young boys and girls must not be taught that for a man
to love another man is as normal as the relationship between a man and a woman in
m a rr i a g e.” By picking on a group of people for whom the general public often shows
little sympathy, organizers of the Christian Right found a profitable target, a symbol
for the so-called liberal attack on the traditional family.3 1

C u rre n t l y, prominent Christian Right organizations continue to be in the fore f ront of
opposition to gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender rights. Now the Christian Right has
f o rged a formidable alliance with the ex-gay movement and its leaders, and, in con-
junction with the ex-gay movement, has reinvigorated its old message of “no special
rights” for homosexuals, casting these rights as the illegitimate demand of an unde-
s e rving gro u p .

Christian Right organizations are increasingly using the ex-gay movement in their
anti-gay campaigns, lending credibility and legitimacy as well as organizational and
financial support to ex-gay organizations and leaders.3 2 T h e re are several examples 
of ex-gay leaders and Christian Right leaders working together, often within each
o t h e r’s org a n i z a t i o n s :

• R e c e n t l y, Focus on the Family hired ex-gay leader John Paulk, a former drag
queen and current chairman of the board of Exodus International, to serve 
as its legislative and cultural affairs analyst.3 3

• Focus on the Family’s sister organization in Washington, DC, the Family
R e s e a rch Council (FRC), has provided organizational and financial support 
to Parents and Friends of Ex-Gays (P-FOX) and Tr a n s f o rmation Ex-Gay
Ministries in Washington, DC. In October 1996 FRC sponsored a press 
c o n f e rence to launch P-FOX.3 4

• R o b e rt Knight, Cultural Director for FRC, sits on the board of P-FOX.

• Michael Johnston, president of Kerusso Ministries, which sponsors the annual
“National Coming Out of Homosexuality Day,” is also on the steering com-
mittee for the National Campaign to Protect Marriage, a Cincinnati-based
coalition of approximately twenty organizations working to oppose same-sex
m a rriage legislation.3 5
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• Tony Marco, a key architect of Colorado’s anti-gay Amendment 2,3 6 a n d
author of an influential 1992 paper titled “Special Class Protections for Gays:
A Question of Behavior and Consequences,” is also a co-author of John
P a u l k ’s 1998 book, Not Afraid to Change: The Remarkable Story of How
One Man Overcame Homosexuality.3 7

In addition, Exodus and other ex-gay organizations get re f e rrals from, and maintain
close links with, many major Christian Right organizations, including the Family
R e s e a rch Council, Focus on the Family, Promise Keepers, Rev. Pat Robert s o n ’s 700
Club, Campus Crusade for Christ, Rev. D. James Kennedy’s Center for Reclaiming
America, Concerned Women for America, the American Family Association, Minirt h -
Meier Clinics, and Coral Ridge Ministries.3 8

S u p p o rt from high-profile Christian Right leaders has been an invaluable tool in
bringing the ex-gay movement to prominence. Donald Wildmon, president of the
American Family Association, summarized the importance of a partnership with the
ex-gay movement in a press release: “The homosexual rights movement in America 
is bringing us to a very significant cro s s roads. Indiff e rence or neutrality toward the
homosexual rights movement will result in society’s destruction by allowing civil ord e r
to be redefined and by plummeting ourselves, our children and grandchildren into 
an age of godlessness. A national ‘Coming Out of Homosexuality Day’ provides us a
means whereby to dispel the lies of the homosexual rights crowd who say they are
b o rn that way and cannot change.”3 9

In Not By Politics Alone: The Enduring Influence of the Christian Right, author 
Sara Diamond gives an example of how the Christian Right frames the issue of
(ex)gayness, by recounting a 1994 Focus on the Family cover story on ex-gay
Christians. In the story, one of the testimonies was by a woman named Jamie
B reedlove, who had first “fallen into” homosexuality after the tragic death of her
boyfriend, whom she had hoped to marry. After his death, the grief-stricken Jaime
had an affair with her female Bible College roommate. While she remained a
Christian, Jaime went from one lesbian relationship to another. Her parents were
c rushed and their devastation led Jaime to struggle with the question of whether she
would be kept out of heaven because of her sin. She then met her future husband,
who knew she was a lesbian but still wanted to date her. Jaime married Ben and gave
up her lesbian lifestyle. Together they started His Heart North, a Colorado ministry
for homosexuals seeking change.4 1

“Left unexamined,” writes Diamond, “are questions of what ‘lifestyle’ Jaime might
have chosen had she not been stigmatized by her own parents and by a re l i g i o u s
dogma that would keep her from entering heaven. Might she have avoided years’
w o rth of painful guilt, started another kind of family, and still, also become a helpful
c o u n s e l o r?”4 2 By tapping into people’s fears and insecurities, the Christian Right is
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advancing a rigid definition of personal and family identity, claiming that the only
path to personal happiness is a heterosexual identity.

The broader goal of the Christian Right is to impose its narrow worldview which
mandates a rigid set of values for men and women. Many Christian Right leaders
advocate Christian nationalism, an ideology that seeks to use government laws and
regulations to impose fundamentalist Christian values on the entire nation.4 3 R e v. D.
James Kennedy, president of the Center for Reclaiming America, envisions the US as 
a Christian nation. “I am sure that only a Christian-controlled country is going to be
able to stand up to the impending threat and avert the approaching disaster that our
nation is facing.”4 4
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Selective Christianity
T h rough their well-publicized proclamations on the subject, the leaders of the ex-gay
ministries and their Christian Right partners have tried to create the impression that
their abhorrence of homosexuality and their opposition to gay/lesbian/bisexual/trans-
gender rights on religious grounds is widely shared by other Americans of faith. This,
in fact, is not the case.

Just as the ex-gay movement’s methodology and data are rejected by pro f e s s i o n a l
o rganizations of psychologists and psychiatrists, some of its key theological pre m i s e s
a re rejected in mainstream religious communities. When the ex-gay movement operated
outside the political arena, many religious leaders—s t rong believers in religious fre e-
dom for all—took a neutral stance. However, its recent marriage to the anti-gay polit-
ical agenda of the Right brings it into sharp conflict with many religious leaders w h o
publicly support equality under American law for people of all sexual orientations.

As mentioned, Christian ex-gay ministries have as their first premise that hetero s e x u a l i t y
is God’s creative intent for humanity. That premise is being widely debated among the-
ologians today, and seriously challenged by a number of Biblical scholars and re l ig i o u s
leaders. Archbishop Desmond Tutu has said: “We make [homosexuals] doubt that
they are the children of God, and this must be nearly the ultimate blasphemy.”4 5

In 1997 the US Catholic Bishops wrote a public letter on the issue of homosexuality
in which they state, “God loves every person as a unique individual. Sexual identity
helps us to define the unique persons we are. One component of our sexual identity 
is sexual orientation…God does not love someone any less simply because he or she 
is homosexual.”4 6

In testimony before the US Congress, the Rev. Dr. Herbert Valentine, Moderator of
the 203rd General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, (USA, observed) notes that
homosexuality is not a prominent Biblical concern. “If you sat down to read what the
Bible had to say about homosexuality, you would find it short re a d i n g … You have to
really hunt for relevant passages. They are not mentioned in the ten Commandments
… t h e re is not a single statement in any of the four Gospels. Homosexuality is not a
big Biblical issue. If Jesus had an opinion in this matter, he didn’t express it.”4 7

The Union of American Hebrew Congregations has also weighed in on the subject of
homosexuality: “In accordance with the teaching of Reform Judaism that all human
beings are created ‘Betselem elohim’ (in the divine image), Reform Judaism…stands 
in the vanguard of support for the full recognition of equality for lesbians and gays 
in society.”4 8

C l e a r l y, the premise that heterosexuality is God’s creative intent for humanity is 
c o n t roversial within the religious community. Even more controversial is the second
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p remise of ex-gay ministries: that when a person has a correct relationship with God,
that person will have a heterosexual orientation. This premise is marginal among
p rominent theologians, many ministers, and lay people, as well as within denomina-
tional bodies, just as it is marginal within the professional psychological and psychi-
atric communities.

In their 1997 letter, the US Catholic Bishops noted that there seemed to be no single
cause of a homosexual orientation and that, in fact, experts commonly believe that
multiple factors are involved. “Generally, homosexual orientation is experienced as a
given, not as something freely chosen. By itself, there f o re, a homosexual orientation
cannot be considered sinful, for morality presumes the freedom to choose.”4 9

The linkage of ex-gay ministries with right-wing political groups leads to a third
p remise: that because sexual orientation can be changed, no civil rights should be
a c c o rded to those homosexual or bisexual people who do not become hetero s e x u a l .
This premise is widely rejected by a majority of Christian and Jewish theologians, 
ministers, rabbis, and lay people, as well as denominational and interfaith bodies. 

M a i n s t ream religious leaders overwhelmingly support legislation aff i rming the rights
of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people. One simple example indicates how
s e v e rely out of step the political and religious Right is within the mainstream faith
community re g a rding gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender rights: numerous churches 
and religious organizations from the American Jewish Congress and the American
Jewish Committee to the National Council of Churches, the United Church of Christ,
and the United Methodist Church have endorsed the proposed Employment Non-
Discrimination Act, which would prohibit workplace discrimination based on 
sexual orientation.5 0

Opinion polls show that this opposition to discrimination on the part of mainstre a m
religious leaders is shared by their congregations. A “Faith and Fairness” poll con-
ducted by the Human Rights Campaign, a national lesbian and gay org a n i z a t i o n ,
found that: “By a margin of 3 to 1, Christians believe that Americans should be pro-
tected from discrimination based on sexual orientation in the workplace. Evangelicals
s u p p o rt protecting gays and lesbians from workplace discrimination by an impre s s i v e
m a rgin of nearly two to one…Most people of faith understand that sincere re l i g i o u s
d i s a g reements over the issue of sexual orientation are not grounds for discrimination,
and that these deeply felt divisions ought to be checked at the workplace door—j u s t
as other religious diff e rences already are. The following polling results help illustrate 
that religious Americans realize that they do not have to choose between faith and
f a i rn e ss—and that, in fact, faith demands fairness of us all.”

To conduct its surv e y, HRC asked the question, “In general, do you think gays and
lesbians should be protected from discrimination in the workplace?”5 1
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S u p p o rt for equality for gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender people is widespread within 
communities of faith. Intolerance also is widespread, but the commitment among 
the vast majority of people of faith to compassion and acceptance is exactly why
political groups that use demonizing rhetoric, such as the Family Research Council,
have needed to unite with softer, more pastorally-focused ex-gay ministries. They are
looking for a way to push forw a rd their political agenda without looking exclusive 
or non-compassionate.5 2
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Legal Implications
The ex-gay movement poses a significant new threat to eff o rts to secure civil rights
legal protections for gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender people. Potentially, it is the 
most damaging manifestation of an ongoing backlash against this community. 

This backlash has been spawned by heightened media visibility of lesbian/gay/bisexual/
transgender people; increased coverage of same-sex marriage; the pro g ress toward
passage of the federal Employment Non-Discrimination Act; and the growing number
of city and county ordinances outlawing anti-gay discrimination.53 

The Christian Right has mobilized against these gains with a renewed legal assault on
lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender rights. Its Congressional supporters won passage of
the Defense of Marriage Act in 1996, which forbids states from granting legal re c o g-
nition to same-sex marriages approved in another state. The Defense of Marriage Act
is an attempt to nullify the impact of a ruling in Hawaii, where a Circuit Court judge
ruled that same-sex marriage partners are constitutionally entitled to the same legal
recognition and rights accorded to heterosexual married partners. The state has filed
an appeal to the Hawaii Supreme Court .

The ex-gay movement offers a vehicle for publicly questioning the very sexual and social
identity of homosexuals and, by extension, undermining their claim to civil rights legal
p rotections. After all, the argument goes, if lesbian and gay people need not be homosex-
uals, because with God’s help or through reparative therapy they can “heal” themselves,
then civil rights for gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender people are not needed.

This is a repackaging of the Right’s “no special rights” theme, an idea that casts civil
rights as limited to people of color. Christian Right leaders claim that gay/lesbian/bisex-
ual/transgender people are out to get “more” rights than those guaranteed to every o n e ,
and that somehow these rights would come at the expense of the civil rights of people
of color. The “special rights” theme relies on the argument that sexual orientation is
not a basis for discrimination and that gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender people simply
want to win legitimacy for their “deviant” behavior by putting it on a par with
immutable characteristics such as skin color.5 4

The ex-gay movement puts a veneer of Christian caring and compassion on the “no
special rights” rationale, excising it of its former drumbeat stridency. The potential
appeal to conservative Christian voters of this strategic combination of re a s o n e d
“fact”—“gays” don’t need to be that way, it’s just a “lifestyle choice”—and hopeful
s o l u t i on—“all they need to do is to embrace the power of Christ”—has already been
demonstrated. In Febru a ry 1998, the Christian Right and the ex-gay movement were
p rominent in a successful re f e rendum campaign by “family values” forces to re s c i n d
M a i n e ’s anti-discrimination law. It was the first time an existing state law pro t e c t i n g
lesbians and gay men from discrimination had been reversed. 
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In a press release from the Family Research Council heralding the victory, FRC pre s i-
dent Gary Bauer paid tribute to organizations involved in the campaign, including 
P-FOX (Parents and Friends of Ex-Gays).5 5 The Christian Right strategically used the
ex-gay movement to promote its anti-gay agenda in Maine. One television commerc i a l
f e a t u red several men who said they were “former homosexuals who had been saved
by Christ.”5 6 Anthony Falzarano of P-FOX led a “Truth To u r,” in which he and other
ex-gays held themselves up as living, breathing examples of gays who claim to have
changed. Their message clearly challenged gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender rights by
asking the question: if people can leave homosexuality, why should they be pro t e c t e d
legally? If they choose to be gay, they must accept the consequences. Given the out-
come of the Maine vote, it seems likely that the Christian Right will attempt to utilize
the ex-gay movement and its message to challenge gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender
rights laws in other states, exactly the kind of political maneuvering that the Christian
Right and the ex-gay movement are teaming up to accomplish. 

Meanwhile, at the federal level, the Christian Right has a new tool, the logic of the
ex-gay movement, to persuade the right wing of the Republican Party that gay men
and lesbians do not need legal protections because their homosexuality is a lifestyle
choice, not an immutable trait. Propelled by the Christian Right’s Congressional allies,
in July 1998, the House of Representatives voted to deny federal funds to municipali-
ties that re q u i re city contractors to provide domestic partnership benefits to same-sex
couples. This bill targeted San Francisco, which has such a law, and serves as a warn-
ing to other cities considering similar legislation.5 7

Although the GOP was unsuccessful in its attempt to repeal President Clinton’s execu-
tive order banning discrimination in federal employment, in August 1998 the House of
R e p resentatives voted to ban same-sex couples from adopting children in the District 
of Columbia. Several other homophobic measures around the country are still pendi n g :
in Hawaii a re f e rendum authorizing the legislature to ban same-sex marriage is the first
major ballot test of that issue, although twenty-nine state legislatures have already
passed bans on such marriages; another homophobic marriage re f e rendum is on the bal-
l o t in Alaska; and in Fayetteville, Arkansas and Fort Collins, Colorado citizens will be
v o t i n g on the repeal of their laws protecting gay men and lesbians from discrimination.5 8

The long-term goal of the Christian Right in using the ex-gay movement to convince
people that lesbian, gay, and bisexual people can become heterosexual is to create a
restrictive legal environment in which equal rights are only accorded to hetero s e x u a l
men and women. Attacking rights in the legal arena is an important outgrowth of the
p a rtnership between the Christian Right and the ex-gay movement and, if unchal-
lenged, could have serious ramifications for the civil rights of gay/lesbian/bisexual/
transgender people in the US.
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Media Visibility 
The 1998 ex-gay newspaper ad campaign was the brainchild of Janet Folger, national
d i rector of the Center for Reclaiming America, an advocacy group started by Rev. D.
James Kennedy. Kennedy is the founder of Coral Ridge Ministries, a multimedia evan-
gelical organization. Before joining the Center for Reclaiming America, Folger was a
lobbyist for the Ohio Right to Life Society and was the major force behind Ohio’s
becoming the first state to ban late-term abortions. She rallied state legislators by
re f e rring to the pro c e d u re as “brain suction abortion” and displaying gory posters. 

Folger came up with the idea to place national ads promoting the ex-gay movement
after public comments by Senator Trent Lott likened homosexuality to kleptomania
and alcoholism, and football star Reggie White called homosexuality a sin. In a con-
f e rence call to conservative strategists on June 24, Folger proposed taking out full-
page newspaper ads that would showcase “former homosexuals” who “overc a m e ”
their sexual orientation through prayer and with the help of ex-gay ministries.5 9 F o l g e r
raised $400,000 and placed the ads in national newspapers including The New Yo r k
Times, The Washington Post, USA To d a y, The Chicago Tribune, The Wall Stre e t
J o u rnal, a n d The Los Angeles Ti m e s .

The national ad campaign generated an impressive wave of media coverage for the 
ex-gay movement. For the most part, the media has been generous to the movement,
covering it as a human interest story and neglecting to unmask the political and legal
implications of the ex-gay movement’s partnership with the Christian Right. 

The debate about homosexuality currently being showcased in the media has centere d
a round n a t u re vs. nurt u re. While some gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender activists say
homosexuality is not a choice, activists of the Christian Right say it’s a result of 
negative childhood experiences. But both sides miss the point that sexual identity —
whether it be homosexual, bisexual, transgender, or hetero s e x u al—is a human
right. Under a human rights paradigm, all people have the right to control their
bodies and everyone has the right to name their own sexual identity, whether it is
chosen or not.

Media coverage of the ex-gay movement has included national network television, 
as well as articles about the ex-gay ad campaign in Newsweek, Time Magazine, 
The New York Times, The Boston Globe, USA To d a y, a n d The Washington Post,
among other publications. With this kind of extensive media coverage, the ex-gay
movement is successfully raising its public profile, furthering its chances of con-
vincing people that gays need not “be that way,” while it re i n f o rces the work of
Christian leaders and activists who oppose civil rights for lesbian/gay/bisexual/
transgender people.
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In addition, the ex-gay ad campaign is currently being used as a fundraising tool 
by certain Christian Right organizations. “CWA is making Headlines & America is
Waking Up!” asserts a Concerned Women for America fundraising appeal sent out in
August 1998. The appeal features pictures of the ads and gives a chronology of when
and where the ads were placed. “With your financial support, Concerned Women 
for America constantly monitors the pro g ress of the radical homosexual movement. 
CEO Jim Woodall and President Carmen Pate meet monthly with re p resentatives 
f rom various pro-family groups. To g e t h e r, this coalition has been dedicated to stop-
ping the tide of homosexual activism which is seeping into the nation’s mindset,
t h reatening to undermine the traditional family.”6 0

Colorado for Family Values mailed a similar fundraising appeal, enclosing a copy of
the ex-gay advertisement placed in The New York Ti m e s. “In the days of Amendment
2, we saw intense, hard-hitting, unwanted attacks on people of stature like (Coach)
Bill McCartney and (Senator) Bill Arm s t rong. Today we are seeing the same intensity
of smears and attacks on people of stature such as All Pro Reggie White, Senator
Trent Lott, and re c o rding artists like the Winans sisters,” notes the letter. “The thre a t
today is even more serious than it was in 1992. We face a very intense campaign to
f o rce homosexuality onto our cities, states, and nation.”6 1

Prior to the ad campaign, the visibility of the ex-gay movement, and with it the forc e
of the political backlash, were quietly growing within mainstream news media, on the
I n t e rnet, and in society at large. CBS’s 60 Minutes a i red a segment about ex-gay 
ministries in March 1998. Exodus International, the leading ex-gay organization, 
had also received mention in other national media, including The Washington Post,
National Public Radio, H a rd Copy, the J e rry Springer Show, and the Sally Jesse
Raphael Show. Exodus had also been featured in several Christian publications,
including New Man magazine, Christian Single, Charisma and Christian Life, 
Gospel To d a y, Focus on the Family Magazine, and To d a y ’s Christian Wo m a n. In 
1996 Exodus claimed it received 600 requests for information each month. In August
1998, Exodus Update noted that the recent media interest is the largest media expo-
s u re it has received in its 23-year history.6 2

This visibility, enhanced by the organizational and financial support of Christian
Right organizations like the Family Research Council, furthers the goals of the
Christian Right and strengthens the ex-gay movement. And in the process, thousands
of gay men, lesbians, bisexuals, and transgender people who are struggling with com-
ing out and struggling with reconciling their religious beliefs with their sexuality, are
being exploited for political gain. 
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The Race Divide
Homosexuality has, for years, posed a threat to the dominant culture which perc e i v e d
it as differing significantly from the threat posed by demands for racial and gender
e q u a l i t y.6 3 The elevation of the ex-gay movement to mainstream consciousness has 
re i n f o rced the Christian Right’s message that anyone can be a homosexual or engage
in homosexual behavior, but people cannot pick the color of their skin—t h e re f o re it
would be wrong to extend civil rights legal protections to homosexuals. The tactic of
using racially charged arguments to create hostility toward homosexuals within com-
munities of color often leaves gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender people of color more
isolated within their own communities. Since the early ’90s, with the release of G a y
Rights, Special Rights, a video aimed at conservative communities of color, the
Christian Right has used the “no special rights” theme to imply that gay rights would
diminish the value of legitimate protections against racism. 

The ex-gay movement has borrowed this organizing tactic. On July 15, an ad featuring
African American professional football player Reggie White appeared in the sport s
section of USA To d a y. With the headlines, “In Defense of Free Speech” and “To w a rd
an open debate on homosexuality,” the ad cleverly utilizes anti-censorship language
coupled with an image that resonates for millions of people. In the ad, White is quoted
as saying, “I’ve been called homophobic. I’ve been called stupid. I’ve been called unin-
telligent, and I’ve been called a nigger by so-called gay activists.” In an attempt to
defend its homophobic attacks in the name of free speech, the ad continues, “Just
because we disagree doesn’t make us homophobic.”

The Reggie White ad prompted a response from the National Black Lesbian and Gay
Leadership Forum (NBLGLF). “Reggie White’s quote saying he has been called a ‘nig-
g e r’ by gay activists seems a despicable attempt to obscure the homophobia in this ad
campaign by playing the ultimate race card,” noted NBLGLF chair, Willa J. Ta y l o r.
“Why is the religious right—which is predominantly white—using black stars and
spokespersons to spew its antigay rhetoric in the press? This is just the Right’s latest
outrageous attempt to split the black community along gay and straight lines.”6 5

Exploitative placement of people of color on the front lines of this debate continues.
On August 10, 1998 the Family Research Council issued a press release alerting the
media that it would hold a press conference bringing together conservative re l i g i o u s
leaders from diff e rent faiths and ethnic backgrounds to discuss what the Bible and the
Koran say about homosexuality.6 6 This is one of the more public expansions of FRC’s
coalition to embrace people of Islamic faith, in an eff o rt  to present the misleading
i m p ression that individual leaders of any faith speak for the entire faith.6 7 By utilizing
people of color to advance its homophobic agenda, the Christian Right attempts to
suggest that “homosexual activists” are trying to rob people of color of their civil
rights protections, implying that there is only a limited amount of civil rights.
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Ex-Ex-Gays: The Makeover Myth
C l e a r l y, going “straight” is not so easy. Apostates of the ex-gay movement, so-called
“ex-ex gays,” are coming forw a rd to call the ex-gay movement a dangerous fraud.
John-David Schramm, a gay playwright, spent several years in ex-gay ministries and 
is now highly critical of the movement. Schramm maintains that the few people who
have been able to sustain an “ex-gay” lifestyle are people who are in leadership posi-
tions in ex-gay ministries.6 8

In the late 80’s, Schramm’s sister, a born-again Christian, sent him literature about
Exodus. Schramm had been open about his sexual orientation to his immediate family,
but he was closeted in other parts of his life. Tired of living this dual existence,
Schramm started attending an Exodus support group. Three years later, he joined
Love in Action, a live-in ministry where he stayed for six months. Schramm describes
an environment in which Christian counselors told him he must immerse himself in 
a full-time regimen of Christian activities—Bible study, church services, praise and 
w o r s h ip—to push the “sin” out of his life. When he had sex with another man, the
m i n i s t ry demanded he ask God’s forgiveness. Had he done so, says Schramm, he
could have remained in Love in Action, but he realized that his homosexuality was
not a sin. And he now insists that homosexuality is not something that can be
changed. “They try to teach you how to manage your behavior. But it’s not a behavior
that needs to be changed,” says Schramm. “I don’t believe that ex-gay org a n i z a t i o n s
s u p p o rt God’s plan and vision for us.”6 9

Schramm and other former ex-gays paint a disturbing picture of ex-gay groups as
filled with paranoia, and controlling their members through indoctrination and fear.
Many of these stories have been compiled on a website called Ex.Ex. operated by for-
mer ex-gay Doug Upchurch, who assails the movement’s “emotionally damaging and
unsuccessful process of ‘sexual re o r i e n t a t i o n . ’ ”7 0

U p c h u rch desperately wanted to be a heterosexual and, to that end, tried every t h i n g
f rom exorcism and fasting to ex-gay ministries. In his home state of Texas, he became
involved with the Christian Coalition for Reconciliation, an affiliate of Exodus
I n t e rnational. Finally, after 12 years of trying to change, Upchurch, in 1993, embraced
his sexual identity and became critical of the ex-gay movement. “They teach that it’s
all dependent on the individual—how much you pray, read the Bible, go to counsel-
ing. It’s all directed at you actively trying to change the way God made you, and when
that doesn’t happen, it leaves you depressed and vulnerable. There were several times
I strongly contemplated suicide.”7 1

U p c h u rch and Schramm insist that homosexuality cannot be changed. And even ex-
gay leaders admit they can’t guarantee a complete change in homosexual desires. On
the surface, ex-gay leaders claim they can “convert” people to hetero s e x u a l i t y. But a
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review of ex-gay literature reveals that by “conversion,” ex-gay leaders do not mean
that same-sex attractions will not occur, only that they should not be acted on. Perh a p s
it is best stated in their own words. In his book D e s i res in Conflict: Answering the
S t ruggle for Sexual Identity, author and ex-gay leader Joe Dallas plainly states, “So 
let me emphasize from the outset that I don’t pretend to know a universal ‘cure’ for
h o m o s e x u a l i t y. Nobody does.”7 2
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Conclusion
Tolerance and pluralism are bedrock principles of American society. The ex-gay 
movement and the Christian Right are attacking these principles and furthering a 
rigid moral agenda which offers Christian dogma and heterosexuality as the only
acceptable norm. While Americans generally support equal treatment for gay and 
lesbian people, gay men and lesbians still remain among the most disliked groups of
people in the nation.7 3 Working through the ex-gay movement, the Christian Right 
has tapped into the fear that many people have of homosexuality in order to furt h e r
its theocratic agenda.

The ex-gay movement is in many ways a typically American phenomenon. Schramm
and Upchurch tried for years to become straight so that they would fit into society.
Many people, no matter what their diff e rences may be—skin color, language, body
size, and sexual orientation—a re encouraged to change in ways that promote success,
to “be all that you can be.” It’s hardly a surprise, then, to see the ex-gay movement
g rowing in popularity. If you’re a gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender person, mask
your identity, or better yet, change it completely if you can.

American culture promotes certain acceptable images of men and women. A dominant
h e t e rosexual culture mandates that people strive to get married to a member of the
opposite sex, buy a house, have kids. Those who stray from these models of pre s c r i b e d
n o rmalcy inevitably begin to see themselves as “other,” and begin the difficult journ e y
of trying to conform to society’s definitions of what is acceptable and what isn’t. And
some people will go to great lengths to mask their diff e rences in order to fit in.

At the center of the ex-gay movement is a long-standing struggle between sexual 
identity and religious identity. Many lesbian/bisexual/gay/transgender people stru g g l e
to reconcile their sexual identity with their religious faith. The ex-gay movement has
tapped into this insecurity and is exploiting it for political purposes.

H u n d reds of people turn to ex-gay ministries in an honest search for truth and mean-
ing in relation to their sexual identity and their faith in Christianity, and this sincerity
must be recognized in responding to the ex-gay movement and its followers. However,
ex-gay movement leaders re c ruit men and women based on one set of messages, and
then reveal a very diff e rent one once they are organized into ex-gay ministries. The
goal is not exclusively to convert homosexuals to heterosexuality but to re c ruit people
into the Christian Right in order to promote a broader theocratic agenda. Challenging
the leadership of the ex-gay movement must include an understanding of this bro a d e r
agenda in order to defend equal rights for all people, re g a rdless of sexual orientation.

The partnership between the ex-gay movement and the Christian Right re p resents a
serious threat not only to lesbian/bisexual/gay/transgender people, but to democracy
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and diversity in the US. By appealing to people’s fear of homosexuality, the Christian
Right is manipulating political forces within the Republican part y, as well as the
media and the general public, in promoting a false image of homosexual conversion
that is at odds with mainstream psychological, psychiatric, and religious institutions.
By exploiting the pre s s u res many people feel to conform to the dominant culture, the 
ex-gay movement is taking advantage of, and flourishing in, this restrictive enviro n m e n t.
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