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Can You Change?

Born That Way? A True Story of Over-

coming Same-Sex Attraction with In-
sights for Friends, Families, and Leaders.

By Erin Eldridge (Salt Lake City: De-
serei Book Co., 1994).

Reviewed by Marybeth Raynes,
clinical social worker and marriage
and family therapist in private prac-
tice, Salt Lake City; co-editor, Peculiar
People: Mormons and Same-Sex Orienta-
tion.

Born That Way? asks a question

about the origins of homosexuality,
readily answers it in the affirmative,
then turns to the author's, and the
church's, real thesis: You can change
your same-sex attraction and "life-
style," whatever the origin.

The text begins with Ms. Eld-
ridge's personal story, moves to chap-
ters considering the stages of the
change process through use of gospel
principles and standard psychothera-
peutic techniques, then concludes
with a chapter addressed to friends,
families, and leaders. Appendices of
personal stories, books, and organiza-
tions focusing on the change process
are provided. Although the subtitle
implies the book is geared towards
friends, families, and leaders, this is
considered in only one chapter; the
main focus in the book is on people
who themselves experience homosex-
ual interest.

Overall, the book written in the
standard church book format of
thesis-affirming stories with quotes
from scriptures and general authori-

ties boldly contrasted with negations
of ideas and practices not church ap-
proved. Within this scope, the book is
well written. The author and her co-

writers or co-editors (not specified,
but alluded to on p. 128) have written
a careful story of a woman who was
aware of her attraction to women
from an early age, who was sexually
abused as a child, who became in-
volved in alcohol and drugs as she
battled the split between her "true
self" and her "natural self," and who
finally chose a years-long process of
learning to lean on Christ and follow
church commandments culminating
in an attraction to the opposite sex
and temple marriage. For those Mor-
mons who wish to embark on a pro-
cess to change gender orientation, this
book provides more techniques and
strategies while being less judgmen-
tal than many others on the same
topic.

Some of the ideas in the book ex-

hibit a compassionate step forward in
the Mormon perspective on the com-
plex issues surrounding homosexual-
ity. Same-sex attraction may easily be
caused by biological factors, abuse,
early learning, or a combination of
factors. Indeed, "it is no longer be-
lieved that families cause same-sex
attraction. The cause is most likely a
complicated combination of factors
that are still only partially under-
stood" (141). Any change is a long,
arduous process that is often accom-
panied by depression, behavioral set-
backs, suicidal feelings and attempts.
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Fear of judgment from other church
members as well as abuse or insensi-
tive treatment at the hands of church
leaders occur at times. Friends, fami-
lies, and leaders are encouraged to be
compassionate and non-judgmental,
and the crushing pain of the spouse of

a gay person is acknowledged. Addi-
tionally, this book has many good sug-

gestions for any number of changes a
Mormon might want to make in his or

her life. The chapter on repentance is
well done, providing a good balance
between strict obedience and com-

passion for self in the forgiveness
process.

When the whole issue of homo-

sexuality is broadened, however, Ms.
Eldridge's focus is too narrow. Indeed,
the author states, "This book cannot
change minds and does not attempt
to. This book is for those who believe,
somewhere deep within, that homo-
sexual behavior is sin and should be

overcome" (back cover). How then
should this book be viewed if other
factors are considered? What if one is

happy with his or her gender orienta-
tion? What if one experiences a conti-
nuity of the Spirit despite ongoing,
persistent same-sex feelings and ac-
tions? What if a person has persis-
tently made whole-hearted efforts to
change, even for decades, and has not
succeeded? Maybe this book is just
not for them, and should be disre-
garded.

It should not be ignored, how-
ever, for at least two sets of people -
those who either are or know of some-

one who is Mormon and homosexual,
and those who are interested in the
whole area of Mormonism and sexu-

ality. Because the church has its unof-
ficial imprimatur on this book,
having been published and heavily
advertised by Deseret Book, the con-

tents can easily be read not only as the
church's current statement on homo-

sexuality, but also as the church hier-
archy's current attitudes about
sexuality in general.

Given these broader concerns,
there are some important limitations
to this book. First, the author adopts a

number of sealed premises - pre-
mises which are completely true re-
gardless of any other evidence -
thereby disqualifying the reader from

dissent. A sample: The "natural self"
is inclined to sin, and only repentance
and living the commandments de-
velop the "true self." No matter what
etiological evidence emerges, homo-
sexuality is wrong because God has
revealed it. Any continuing forbidden
sexual thoughts or platonie relation-
ships with others sympathetic to ho-
mosexuality (defined as emotional
dependency, pp. 98-99) are sinful and
idolatrous. It is impossible to have ho-
mosexual thoughts, feelings, or ac-
tions and have a relationship with
Christ. All scriptural interpretations
that do not condemn homosexuality
are wrong, i.e., "People can present
convincing arguments contrary to
mine, but they are cleverly mixing
philosophy and scripture. But it
comes down to eternal truths" (51).

Second, Ms. Eldridge's long battle
with abuse recovery, drugs, alcohol,
and depression are integrated into
her change from same-sex attraction.
In her view homosexuality is clearly
classified as an addiction. An author

who focused only on the same-sex is-
sue would have been better able to ac-

complish the church's mission in
publishing a book designed to de-
nounce homosexuality and encour-
age church members to change.

Third, the author uses the words
"gay" and "gay lifestyle" in ways
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which promote stereotyping, not un-
derstanding. For example, she main-
tains that people have homosexual
urges or actions, but no one can have
the identity of being "gay" or "homo-
sexual." Also, she frequently alludes
to the homosexual "lifestyle," by im-
plication unidimensional and sexually
promiscuous, ignoring the broader
truth that homosexuals have as varied

lives and sexual patterns as heterosex-
ual people.

Fourth, although she states that
the book is only for people who want
to change, Ms. Eldridge clearly asserts
that homosexuality or any attendant
behavior is sin and that change is al-
ways possible. Therefore, one could
not read this book and come away
feeling that a choice to remain homo-
sexual is a legitimate option. Indeed,
there are numerous people who have
also made years-, even decades-, long
whole-hearted efforts to change their
gender orientation without ever en-
countering substantial change. I am
assuming that they are as honest as
the author of this book. So if change
does not occur, what then? The failure

seems to rest on the person's shoul-
ders with no other recourse offered,
and with implied blame for not seek-
ing Christ and the commandments
first, even if a person has and does.

Heterosexuality and homosexual-
ity are not either /or phenomena, but
rather form a continuum. This is illus-

trated by the Kinsey scale, which
ranges from 0 (totally heterosexual
thoughts, feelings, behavior) to 6 (to-
tally homosexual thoughts, feelings,
behavior). Research since the 1970s
documents that those who are most

likely to change are those who have
preferences for both genders, there-
fore appearing in the middle of the
continuum (3 or 4). A closer look at

what factors are in favor of change
and if those changes are durable over
time is crucial, but a good analysis is
too lengthy for this review. Briefly,
there is consistently a minority of peo-

ple who are a 6 on the Kinsey scale
and who report a change of gender
orientation at the end of a structured,
long-term therapy program. These
range from a little less than 50 percent

downward. However, these figures
deteriorate markedly over time. In
five-year follow-up studies only 12
percent report durable change, and
the numbers continue to decline to

around 5 percent for longer than five
years. The church has had a program
to help people re-orient for several
years; unfortunately they have never
released outcome statistics. In light of
the statistics available, Ms. Eldridge
is to be believed in her personal ac-
count. But there is an enormous differ-

ence between a 5-12 percent likelihood
of success and the almost 100 percent
chance of success that she promises.
Although the author quotes biologi-
cal and social science research about

causation of homosexuality, nowhere
does she quote any research out-
comes about change of orientation.

This leaves a certain percentage
of active, believing people within the
church in their isolated, painful, frus-

trating position. Bishops as well as lay
readers will, from this book and other
materials from the church such as a

pamphlet titled Counseling Persons
with Homosexual Problems , released to

church authorities in 1992, believe that

change is always possible. Therefore,
all responsibility for lack of change
rests on the unfaithfulness of the per-
son with the same-sex attraction.

For those 88-95 percent of exclu-
sively homosexual Mormons who
probably will not change gender ori-
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entation even with significant effort, I

see nowhere in the church whereby an

acceptable integration of the sexual
and spiritual sides of themselves can
occur. All the options are excruciat-

ingly difficult and result in choosing
one side or the other. Given this Hob-

son's choice of no good alternatives, I
hope that not too many will receive
false hopes in the pages of this book.

Unanswered Questions

The Millenarian World of Early Mormon-

ism. By Grant Underwood (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1993).

Reviewed by Jessie L. Embry, in-

structor of history, Brigham Young
University, Provo, Utah.

Joseph Smith looked forward to
a millennium when, according to the
11th Article of Faith, "Zion (the New
Jerusalem) will be built upon this the
American continent and Christ will

reign personally." But Smith was not
the only nineteenth-century Ameri-
can anticipating the Second Coming.
How did his beliefs compare with oth-
ers? Grant Underwood asks this ques-
tion. First, he examines eschatological
thought through the Bible to the early
nineteenth century. With this back-
ground, he places early Mormon be-
liefs in context. As the dust jacket
boasts, it is the "first comprehensive
linkage of the history of early Mor-
monism and millennial thought."

Underwood then explores how
Mormon millenarians used the Bible,
the Book of Mormon, and Smith's rev-

elations. He uses church periodicals,
personal journals, and other nine-
teenth-century Mormon writings to
show how early Latter-day Saints
used the scriptures to support their
millennial views. Underwood shows

how the early Saints focused on the

Bible. When they used the Book of
Mormon, they directed their study to
the restoration of Israel. This allowed

them to expand the definition of Israel
to include themselves.

After describing Mormon millen-
nial thought, Underwood compares it
with other groups. He argues Mor-
mons were moderates and not the
economically deprived usually associ-
ated with those looking for a better
life. He contrasts the Mormons and

the Millerites. By not setting a date for

the Second Coming as did William
Miller, Joseph Smith did not set him-
self up for failure. Underwood also
presents interesting contemporary re-
actions of the Mormons and Miller-
ites to each other. Underwood then

explains the religious conditions in
England during the 1830s and 1840s
and how Mormon thought, especially
views of the Millennium, attracted
spiritual seekers. In a short epilogue,
the author then explains that while
Mormons still expect a thousand
years of peace, church leaders have
not focused on it such 1920. "Though
Latter-day Saints still talk about the
end times, for many Mormons these
doctrines have a detached and text-

bookish quality" (141).
Underwood provides an over-

view of Mormon millennialism. An

underlying theme is that Mormons


