Companioning Youth on the Coming Out Journey

AAPC 2010 Workshop Notes

Rev. Cody J. Sanders, M.S., M.Div., NCC

 “If psychotherapy with gays and lesbians is truly successful, the outcome will be numerous individuals who no longer attempt to conform to a heterosexual world, but who will instead creatively seek the enhancement of their own identities” 

(McHenry & Johnson 1993, as cited in Morrow, 2000, p. 137).

Why Develop LGBT Multicultural Competency? 
–20% of middle school youth are affected by LGB issues (Rutter, Estrada, Ferguson, & Diggs, 2008)

–Average age of coming out: 16 y/o for males and 17 y/o for females – Sophomore/Junior years

–LGB adults seek therapy at a rate 5X higher (50%) than heterosexual peers (10%) (Palma & Stanley as cited in Rutter, Estrada, Ferguson, & Diggs, 2008)

· HOWEVER, LGB clients report a higher rate of dissatisfaction with counseling due to perception of heterosexist bias, homophobia and counselor lack of understanding of LGB issues!

“Good theology will result in good psychology, and vice versa.  Accordingly, bad theology will have negative psychological consequences” (McNeill, 1996, p. 18).

Listening for Theological Identity (Marshall, 1997) 
1. Theological Action of Naming

a. Listening to the names used to identity themselves and the meanings that are attached.

b. Significance of being named by others as gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender.

c. Claiming the name gay/lesbian can cultivate internal strengths.

2. Embracing Sexuality

a. Recognizing Divine gift of being sexual.

b. Experiencing longing, attachment, communion, and community through sexuality.

c. Continuing questions regarding whether God loves their expression of sexuality.

3. Connecting Spirituality

a. Spirituality and sexuality become connected as experiences are affirmed and blessed.

b. “The intensity of feeling loved sensually, completely, and unconditionally connects spirituality with sexuality” (Marshall, 1997, p. 23).

c. Transcendent connection to an other and an Other. 

4. Moving Toward Liberation

a. Claiming LGBT identity is both painful and freeing.

b. Moving out of bondage of systems (religious and secular) that oppress.

c. Finding strength and renewal in community with other LGBT persons. 

-- CLINICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE COMING OUT PROCESS --

One perspective on LGB Identity Development (Eli Coleman as cited in Ritter & Terndrup, 2002)   


Eli Coleman (1981/1982) developed his model to describe those who enter identity formation at different stages and believed that not everyone experiences every stage.  Additionally, Coleman holds that individuals can experience challenges of more than one stage at a time, yet the final stage (synthesis or integration) depends on mastery of tasks at all previous levels.

1. Pre-Coming Out

· Early childhood feeling of difference from peers

· Keep thoughts and feelings private

· Sense consciously or preconsciously that same-sex attractions would result in rejection and ridicule or family crisis.

· Rarely able to describe confusion 

· Use of defense mechanisms (denial, repression, reaction formation, sublimation, rationalization)

· Same-sex attraction surfaces to consciousness = move to next stage

2. Coming Out

· Acknowledging same-sex thoughts, feelings & fantasies (internally)

· No necessary self-identification or labeling as LGB yet

· Often unable to verbalize feelings

· Developmental task: telling others

· Negative responses = reinforce low self-esteem and may stall identity development.

· Acceptance by heterosexual others = validating to new identity.

· Acceptance by both hetero & LGB persons = buffer against negative family responses.

3. Exploration 
· First sexual & social experiences with others (LGB meaning now applied)

· Task: develop interpersonal skills (for same-sex relationships)

· Task: develop sense of personal attractiveness & sexual competence

· Task: develop positive self-concepts

· Aided by seeing their behaviors within a developmental framework (often work done in therapy) they are able to move to next stage.

4. First Relationships 

· Often intense, possessive and lacking in trust 

· Intense need for intimacy can = desperation

· Partnerships can form before identity consolidation is complete

· May return to exploration stage if failure is perceived in relationships

5. Integration 
· Incorporate public and private identities into one self-image

· Achieve congruence

· Some remain uncoupled and others form relationships/partnerships

· Better prepared to handle tasks of midlife and maturity (rather than continuing to expend energy working through earlier stages of ID development later in life)

Transgender Identity Development (Lev, 2004) 
1. Awareness: internal sense of feeling different often experienced as gender dysphoria (discomfort with birth sex).

2. Seeking Information/Reaching Out: amassing information & reaching out, which can be the most difficult task.

3. Disclosure to Significant Others: internal pressure to come out, external pressure to stay in.

4. Identity Exploration & Self-Labeling: resolution of gender dysphoria and exploring the meaning of transgenderism (roles, clothes & mannerisms)

5. Transition Issues & Body Modification: some begin hormones, surgery prep and electrolysis & some remain “between genders.”

6. Integration & Acceptance: resolve the present and incorporate (pronouns & pictures)

-- EMBODYING JUSTICE: EXPLORING OUR ROLES AND EXPANDING OUR SPHERES OF ENGAGEMENT --
Sue and Sue (2008, p. 293) describe social justice counseling in this way:

Social Justice counseling/therapy is an active philosophy and approach aimed at producing conditions that allow for equal access and opportunity; reducing or eliminating disparities in education, health care, employment, and other areas that lower the quality of life for affected populations; encouraging mental health professionals to consider micro, meso, and macro levels in the assessment, diagnosis, and treatment of client and client systems; and broadening the role of the helping professional to include not only counselor/therapist but advocate, consultant, psychoeducator, change agent, community worker, etc.
Exploring Our Roles:

ž Atkinson, et al. (1993) cited in Sue and Sue (2008, p. 311) provide suggestions for new roles for therapists concerned with issues of social justice: “advocate, change agent, consultant, adviser, facilitator of indigenous support systems, and facilitator of indigenous healing methods.”  

Spheres of Engagement:


Micro: focus on individuals, families, and small groups

ž

Meso: focus on communities and organizations

Macro: focus on the larger society, statutes and social policies
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Religious Organizations:

Affirmation (Mormon)


Website: http://www.affirmation.org/
Al-Fatiha Foundation, USA (Muslim) 

Website: http://www.al-fatiha.org/
Association of Welcoming and Affirming Baptists 


Website: http://www.wabaptists.org/


Contains a link to welcoming and affirming Baptist churches listed by state. 

Brethren Mennonite Council for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Interests


Website: http://www.bmclgbt.org/index.shtml
Common Bond (Jehovah’s Witnesses)


Website: http://www.gayxjw.org/content.php?page=A_Common_Bond
Dignity/USA (Catholic)


Website: http://www.dignityusa.org/

Friends for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer Concerns (Quaker)


Website: http://www.quaker.org/flgbtqc/
Gay Baha’i


Website: http://www.gaybahai.homestead.com/
GayChristian.net: The Gay Christian Network (News, Networking & Support for Christians of Any Denomination)


Website: http://www.gaychristian.net/
Gay, Lesbian and Affirming Disciples (GLAD) Alliance (Disciples of Christ)


Website: http://www.gladalliance.org/

Contains a link to welcoming and affirming Disciples of Christ churches listed by state. 

Integrity (Episcopalian)


Website: http://www.integrityusa.org/

Contains a link to welcoming and affirming Episcopalian parishes listed by state. 

Interweave (Unitarian Universalist)


Website: http://www.qrd.org/qrd/www/orgs/uua/uu-interweave.html
Lutherans Concerned/North America


Website: http://www.lcna.org/

Contains a link to welcoming and affirming Lutheran congregations listed by state, specific Lutheran denomination, synod or district. 

More Light Presbyterians (Presbyterian Church, USA)


Website: http://www.mlp.org/

Contains a link to welcoming and affirming Presbyterian churches listed by state.  

Reconciling Ministries Network (United Methodist)


Website: http://www.rmnetwork.org/

Contains a link to welcoming and affirming United Methodist churches & community groups listed by state.

Soulforce, Inc. (Christian)


Website: http://www.soulforce.org/
Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan Community Churches 


Website: http://mccchurch.org/AM/Template.cfm?Section=Home

Contains a link to Metropolitan Community Churches (all welcoming and affirming) around the world.

World Congress of Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender Jews 


Website: http://www.glbtjews.org/
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