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INTRO:  NONFICTION VERSUS FICTION IN GAY MORMON STORYTELLING

This presentation is about two gay Mormon novels published last year that feature young adult characters.  The first is Jonathan Langford’s No Going Back, published by Zarahemla Books, a small press whose motto is “we publish provocative, unconventional, yet ultimately faith-affirming stories that yield new insights into Mormon culture and humanity.”
  As is probably obvious, the question of what is “faith-affirming” when it comes to homosexuality in Mormon culture is highly contested and so the reception of Langford’s book has been lively.  The second novel is my novel, Ockham’s Razor, which I self-published, and though its reception has been minimal so far, I believe its narrative adds important dimensions to the gay Mormon stories that are out there at this time.
First, I think there is a question of “why fiction,” when nonfictional accounts of being gay and Mormon are arguably more authentic and needed.  Authenticity is a complex topic.  Langford suggested to me that gay Mormon fiction has difficulty finding its intended audiences because Mormon culture is “in an early phase in discussions of homosexuality that is dominated by first-person nonfiction narratives”—an atmosphere of “competing authenticities” where fiction is deemed less important and often less accurate.  Yet, fiction is just as important as nonfiction.  Nonfiction is read as though the narrator is revealing an authentic “self” in which the “I” is assumed to correspond to the author.  The danger of this uncritical correspondence between narrator and author is in its threat to difference.  While the nonfiction writer often wants to erase difference between herself and the reader in an appeal to a “dream of communion,” in the case of gay Mormon narratives, this dream often backfires.  A narrative might be dismissed by readers based solely on its moralistic assertions.  For example, a reader might dismiss a gay Mormon narrative in which the author does not distinguish between attraction and behavior when uttering the word “gay”; the narrator and by extension, the author, might be regarded as not “authentically Mormon,” a “bad Mormon” or simply “misinformed.”  Conversely, another reader might dismiss a different narrative that does separate attraction from behavior, finding this move to be about church policy and oppressive rhetoric and less about the actual experience of being gay and Mormon.  There are dominant discourses by which the authenticity of gay, Mormon narratives are judged, which in turn inform the reader’s understanding of the applicability of the narrative in both its moral and representational dimensions.
In fiction, the authentic “self” lies between the reader and the narrative.  The reader reads against fiction at the same time she reads with it.  The reader is sensitive to fiction’s duplicity.
  Although fictional narratives are also judged based upon whether they live up to moral and representational ideals, they also have a shield in which the distance between the story and the author is unknown, allowing the reader to construct meaning born from suspicion.  If a story employs an unreliable narrator, such as a young person or a person who is an ideologue, the story can teach the reader to be critical and open to difference in ways that nonfiction cannot.  While a gay Mormon novel can still ultimately be dismissed as morally unhelpful, this is less about the author’s worldview and more about the story and its readership.
NO GOING BACK


Jonathan Langford’s target audience for No Going Back were “doctrinally orthodox Mormons who are relatively liberal in their reading tastes.”
  As a believing Mormon, Langford has argued that his story is “timely” given that kids are “coming out” at younger and younger ages.  In an interview with Zarahemla Books publisher Christopher Bigelow, Langford stated:  “We’re still playing catch-up from when most LDS kids who experienced same-sex attraction were in denial until after their missions.  …How many Mormon parents are prepared for their twelve-year-old coming up to them and saying, ‘Mom, Dad, I’m gay’?”


Langford’s protagonist, 15-year-old Paul, is a Mormon who lives in a fictional Western Oregon town amidst a statewide same-sex marriage campaign.  Paul’s high school has a gay-straight alliance (GSA), which Paul decides to attend because he identifies as “gay.”  On his website, Langford wrote:  “within my book, Paul uses the term ‘gay’ to describe himself because as a teenager his views have been influenced by the world around him and he hasn’t yet worked through all the issues involved with rejecting society’s view of homosexuality as an essential part of himself.”
  


Paul is subjected to prejudice in the story on two fronts.  First, from his church peers who call him a “faggot” and a “sissy,” and second—when the political climate heats up over same-sex marriage—from his friends in the GSA, as seen in the following excerpt:


“So if you’re lesbian or gay, you’re just out of luck, right?”


“I—” Paul hesitated.  “I think the idea is that no one is really gay, deep down.  I mean, yeah, some people are gay in this life, but no one is really gay forever.”


Several people were staring at him. “Sorry, but that makes absolutely no sense,” put in Penny.


Paul tried again.  “Even if people are gay in this life, we don’t believe they have to be gay in the next life.”


“You mean, like, reincarnation?”


“No.  I mean that the person we really are, the person I am at the most basic level, isn’t really gay at all, no matter what it might seem like in this life.  After we’re dead and then resurrected, even if we’ve been gay in this life, we’ll have the opportunity to be normal and straight later on.”


To Paul’s surprise, Ms. Allington spoke.  “That sounds unhealthy, denying your feelings that way.”


Paul bristled. What the heck is she doing butting into this conversation?


“It’s not a matter of denying my feelings,” he responded sharply.  “It’s a matter of believing that there’s more to who I am than whether I’m attracted to guys right now.”

In this scene, we see Paul lay out a belief that is now common in LDS culture:  that is, that “same-gender attraction” will be “repaired in Heaven.”  This scene is pivotal to Langford's storytelling for two reasons:  first, because it lays out the theological or ideological justifications for Paul’s choices, and two because these justifications give Paul a way to not float between the GSA and the Church, which was the underlying dynamic of Langford’s story.  As Paul feels more and more cornered at the GSA, he feels “something warm begin to burn through his body, starting in his chest and spreading outward through his arms and legs…the peaceful feelings he’d had when he was being ordained a priest and receiving his patriarchal blessing, except stronger.”
  Paul asserts to his peers:  “So I guess you’re all in favor of personal choice until someone makes a choice you disagree with.  Is that it?”  He leaves the GSA, thinking calmly to himself:   They're just ordinary kids.  But their beliefs are different from mine.  ...There’s half of me they don’t understand and can’t understand.  [And] not understanding that part means they don’t really understand the rest of me either.


Despite Langford’s portrayal of a strong-willed, faithful LDS teenager, his characterization has perturbed some of his intended audience:  orthodox Mormons.  In a highly critical review titled “It’s a No Go,” Janice Graham for an anti-gay educational non-profit Standard of Liberty stated:

The publisher of this book, Chris Bigelow, has said that his fellow Church members must soften their ‘rigid and extreme’ (does he mean ‘steadfast and immoveable?’) orthodoxy concerning homosexuality or the Church risks loss of membership… Young readers who are socially underdeveloped, whose sexuality is moving in unhealthy directions, and who may be emotionally troubled (all of which apply to the book’s protagonist) are left without direction or assistance in getting to the roots of and overcoming a sexuality dilemma that could destroy an otherwise bright future.


In an email response to Graham, Langford stated that “[kids] aren’t waiting until they’re older before they start to believe that they’re gay and publicly identify themselves as gay—which (like you) I view as quite alarming.  One of the things this means is that we in the Church can’t wait until they’re older before we address this issue with them.”  Langford further stated:  

It seems clear to me that there are those in middle school who are genuinely same-sex attracted, just as there are those who may experiment with these behaviors but outgrow them.  Both categories of children need our help, especially since it isn’t always obvious who fits into which category.

The debate here exemplifies competing dominant discourses about homosexuality in Mormon culture at this time.  For Graham, there is no difference between youth who are “genuinely same-sex attracted” and those who “experiment with [homosexual] behavior.”  Graham considers it to be “false theology” that “LDS homosexuals can be chaste,” because the “truth,” she says, is that “homosexual lust falls outside of God’s law of chastity.”
  For Langford, some affordance must be given to the possibility of “same-gender attraction” as “a core characteristic of a person’s identity” (to use language some church leaders have used); narrative space must open up accordingly, which includes depicting scenes where young Mormons are joining high school GSAs to find acceptance they do not find at church.  

The question of “homophobia” in Mormonism looms large here.  While Langford subjects Paul to being called names by church peers to illustrate homophobia in Mormon culture, Standard of Liberty dismisses these instances as “making a case for homophobia.”  Indeed, Langford’s story makes a bold statement about what homophobia is and how the concept of “same-gender attraction” might be taken up by this generation of Mormon youth.  


The novel also makes a bold statement about how a Mormon youth might be excluded from the average high school gay-straight alliance.  In a later scene with Paul’s best friend Chad, the two boys talk about the “root” of the problem of trying to be both Mormon and part of the GSA:


“Dude,” [Chad said], “I’m telling you.  Open-mindedness about other people isn’t really what the GSA is about.  What they’re looking for is open-mindedness about themselves.”  He shook his head.  “You just—you’ve been living in a dream world, man.”


“What do you mean?”


…“You’re straddling the line, man.  I think you have this kind of fantasy that you can be gay with your gay friends, but not really, and then be Mormon the rest of the time.”  He shook his head again.   “That’s not the way things work.  …[Y]ou gotta make a choice.”


One of my concerns in reading the story is that while Langford’s fictional account clearly depicts a Mormon community that is less than ideal (and, from the reader’s perspective, could be improved upon in simple ways), the GSA is depicted as a site that is ultimately fundamentally at odds with Mormonism.  Langford has stated:

It has seemed to me…that one of [the gay community’s] fundamental assumptions is that if you are homosexually oriented, you won’t achieve true happiness or satisfaction unless you strive to achieve whatever your romantic aspirations may be within that context.  …Choosing to walk away from that identity, for religious or other reasons, is presented as a road leading to frustration and disappointment.

However, the gay rights movement has not historically been about anyone necessarily satisfying romance through the same gender; it’s about everyone having the freedom to do so if they choose, and to live in a world in which that choice is morally accepted.  How would Paul’s story have played out had the GSA been more accepting of his beliefs and more respectful of his choices?  What questions would arise for Paul in a world in which he feels both welcome at church and with his gay friends?  If Standard of Liberty is correct, and Langford’s crafting of homophobia was merely to “make a case for homophobia” at church—and I would add at the GSA, as well—what would happen to Paul in an “ideal” world?  In a personal exchange, Langford had stated that “the story doesn’t really engage with the realities of what it means to live Church standards long-term while being same-sex attracted.  As a teenager, Paul can’t even realistically envision the options that he knows are in front of him.  …[But] so long as the Church’s position on homosexuality remains as it has been, and there are same-gender attracted LDS teenagers who accept and believe the Church’s teachings, there will continue to be people like Paul who feel torn between the Church and their own feelings.”  


In a review titled “What the Church Really Offers Gay Male Mormons,” ex-Mormon Carol Hanson summarized her sense of the field:

In this book, homosexuality is an integral (and involuntary) part of certain people’s character.  …I feel like Langford was almost too honest for Mormon comfort about the price [versus] the rewards of staying in Mormonism.  He describes spiritual experiences that are deeply meaningful to Paul, but they hardly seem to compensate for the gratuitous cruelty of a church that tells him that he can’t spend his life with someone he’s in love with.  And not because he’s been called to a higher, more respected calling than marriage—as is the case for Catholicism’s celibate priests and nuns—but because he’s taught that his “in-love” feeling is inferior to that of others.

In response, another ex-Mormon stated:

The depiction seems simultaneously too honest and not honest enough.  It’s too honest for comfort among people who have very simplistic ideas about homosexuality, and not honest enough to encourage meaningful change.  Saying, “Let’s look closely at this person’s suffering” while refusing to say, “Let’s look closely at the hypocrisy, misogyny, rigid gender roles and defenses of patriarchy that enable this suffering” is to be dishonest and blind.

A few other negative responses to No Going Back from non-Mormon gay readers make similar arguments:  that what the Church asks of its gay members is immoral and thus Langford’s story is overall unhelpful.  Yet, I would argue that No Going Back does foster a kind of critical work:   by positing a depiction of the “way it is” for Mormon youth today, Langford coaxes his readers to construct a world that could be, and to act to make that world a reality.


For the majority of Langford’s readership, the reception of the book has been positive.  His story has been described as “ultimately faith-affirming” and has been praised for not depicting a “sanitized” Mormon community.  A balanced review, that best represents my feelings about No Going Back, came from the LGBT roundtable of the American Library Association:

Some readers will be disappointed in Paul’s decision to put the church first.  But it is an appropriate ending for the market for which No Going Back is intended.  …So, what should librarians do with No Going Back?  Just as we fight for LGBT [young adult] books to be in our libraries, so that LGBT youth can find themselves and their lives on the shelves, we should consider material that suggests to youth another choice, so that those who decide to choose [their] faith will also find themselves there.  Libraries located in communities or states where there is a sizable Mormon population should consider this book.

OCKHAM’S RAZOR

Now onto my self-published novel, Ockham’s Razor, a story that takes place in Tacoma, Washington, and focuses on a relationship between 21-year-old Micah and 17-year-old Brendan, both with Mormon backgrounds.  Ockham’s Razor is the theory that “the simplest answer is usually the correct one” which refers to Micah’s feelings about being gay.  Towards the beginning of the novel, Micah is explicit about his sense of the Church and homosexuality:

When I was little, I would lie in bed at night and imagine God giving out awards to all those gay spirits who could see past the ignorance of the Church and live their lives on Earth freely. …[T]here’s no falseness about being gay.  The falseness is when you’re gay and choose to believe that who you are is false.

As the novel progresses, this viewpoint is problematized.  As one reviewer portrayed the dynamic between Micah and Brendan:

[For Micah], it’s joy and pain:  he thinks Brendan can understand him, that they can walk a path together, towards the truth and far from the Church; [the] problem is that Brendan has no intention of leaving the Church…he is searching with all his own to find a way to stay inside the Church being gay.

Thus, Micah has to make sense of why Brendan would want to remain part of a church Micah considers homophobic.  He cannot place all the blame on “internalized homophobia,” since Brendan is engaging in a romantic relationship with him.  Whereas Micah feels he chose to leave the Church because of his sexuality, Brendan treats their relationship as “outside the Church” merely as a definitional matter.


At first, Micah tries to persuade Brendan that coming to terms with himself means that he must come to terms with his “being gay.”  Brendan characteristically rejects this position throughout the novel.  “The secret to keeping me,” Brendan tells Micah somewhat cryptically, “is letting me make choices.”
  One of the ways in which Micah comes to understand Brendan’s worldview is through conversations at his workplace:  a detoxification center.  There, his interactions with nurses and clients lead him to question his assumption that he was “born gay,” such as in the following excerpt:


“You ever been addicted to anything?”


I stare at a giant calendar overlooking the desk.  “Mormons believe homosexuality is an addiction.”  I grimace at him and then go back to writing in his folder.  He’s a black guy; maybe we can bask in being minorities together.

He grabs the arms of the chair and leans back slowly, more disorientated than anything else.  “Ha!” he says, and nods, as he bites his lower lip.  “Funny you mention them.”


“Why funny?”


“Well, they have it right.  I have some buddies who did that shit and they say it’s hard to quit.  But the Mormons, man…”


“What about them?”


“I used to go to all different kinds of churches, you know, just to see what they’re about.  I’d walk in and sit down.  But the Mormons, man.  They ain’t got no [black people].”

In this scene, Micah’s initial assumption that race and sexuality are similar—and that he might relate with another “minority” on his terms—is put into question.  Micah’s sense of what it means to be “gay” changes as a result of this and other scenes.  As he narrates later in the book:  “I’m not gay because my genes say I am.  I’m not straight because the Church says my soul is.  I love who I love because I love.  And I love Brendan.”
  Taking this position back to Brendan, the two find common ground:


“I don’t know about you,” [Micah says], “but I decided that I actively choose to be gay.”


He lifts his head, dazed.  “Why would you choose to be gay?  Life is so much harder for gay people.” 


I lean down to kiss him and he lets me.  His lips are soft, and his tongue pokes out to meet mine.  “I get to be with you,” I say.  “Who wouldn’t choose that?  Besides, being Mormon is a difficult path, too, right?  And it’s a choice.  I’m sure you understand why a person would choose to be Mormon.”


“It’s supposed to be easy,”  [he says].  “Once you’re okay with the doctrine, that is.  It’s supposed to feel natural, like you were always Mormon to begin with.  And then you feel happy because of it.” 


…“So, you’re saying you don’t believe in freewill anymore?  Always already Mormon[?]”


…“Are you saying you do believe in freewill now?  By choosing to be gay, instead of always already being gay?”


Despite the fact that I suspect Ockham’s Razor will not be picked up many orthodox Mormons (given, let’s just say, its “worldliness”), the story is nevertheless important to Mormon culture at this time.  Gay young adult fiction often employs a singular moralistic view, one in which a youth is “true to himself,” exposing the “hypocrisy” or “bigotry” of those who won’t let him be this “self.”  Micah feels this way about the Church initially, but his relationship with Brendan nuances this view.   


By the end of the story, Micah and Brendan part ways as Brendan returns to the Church, and I deliberately crafted Brendan’s choice to not necessarily be an unfortunate one.  Similar to Paul’s move to more conservative Utah at the end of Langford’s No Going Back, the choice makes sense for that character.  One reader has stated that Paul is “returning to the closet,” which makes the title of Langford’s book “ironic,” and a reader has similarly found the ending of my novel “almost tragic” because Brendan takes a path that will not “give him the happiness he hopes for.”  But there are ways in which Paul’s story and Micah and Brendan’s story trouble the narrative of the closet.  The reader of my novel admitted that he was “applying [his] own experience to the story,” and that Brendan’s life is not predetermined.


“Troubling the closet” is rooted in the idea that “coming out” and having pride in being gay is not totalizing force for queer politics and storytelling.  The reason pride has been necessary in gay politics is because of the ways homosexuality has historically been disparaged.  In Mormon culture, more and more people take pride in being “same-gender attracted,” some finding a subduing of their attractions also to be a source of pride.  In Langford’s review of my novel, he found the character Micah to be prideful about being gay, but the character Brendan to not exhibit a kind of “faithful” pride, seemingly acting only in accordance to social expectations.  Langford has thus reviewed Ockham’s Razor to ultimately be another story about why gay people should leave the Church.
  For Langford, gay Mormon literature is overripe with these kinds of narratives.  Yet, this reading demonstrates a kind of reductionist zeal when it comes to the political potential of prideful storytelling.  For example, Langford’s story about a faithful Mormon youth has been received by some to not offer enough faithfulness to compensate for either Paul’s “sexuality dilemma” or “the gratuitous cruelty of a church that tells him that he can’t spend his life with someone he’s in love with”—to re-quote both conservative and liberal reviewers.  In other words, as is the case in fiction, readers have read against Langford’s narrative.  Likewise, my novel might also be received in such a way that the characters offer the reader insight into complex social dynamics, assisting the reader to be more self-determining, to make choices different than, or for different reasons than, the characters make.
I will conclude with a discussion that followed a review of my novel titled “Let’s Talk About Our Relationship” by ex-Mormon Carol Hanson.  Christopher Bigelow, publisher of Zarahemla Books and of No Going Back, stated:

I personally don’t think all the emotions of homosexuality can as easily be chalked up to vice, even from a Mormon perspective.  That’s a big part of the reason why this issue is so complex.  No doubt there is some virtue in many of the emotions, although if and when they lead to same-gender sodomy, then obviously (from a Mormon POV) these emotions are not virtuous.  Sodomy outside of hetero marriage will NEVER be acceptable to the LDS Church, and even sodomy within hetero marriage is “don’t ask, don’t tell.”

Hanson then asked:  “So you’re saying that oral sex isn’t necessarily a sin or vice if it’s man and wife?  What if it’s the wife pegging her husband with a strap-on?”  In other words, why does the Church respect the privacy and intimacy of some sodomizers while referring to the privacy and intimacy of others as “a serious sin?”  Critical questions like this arise from the complex and ever-developing relationships between procreation and desire, gender and marriage, theology and secularity, playing out not only in Mormonism, but also America at large.  Both No Going Back and Ockham’s Razor provide realistic depictions of this arena and how Mormon youth today might make sense of themselves within it as they live their lives and imagine their futures.
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