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Zackary Carpenter’s mother laughed 
when he came out to her and his 
father. She thought he was kidding. 
When his parents learned he wasn’t, 

they imposed rules to keep their son’s sexual 
orientation a secret. 

Zackariah Nolan’s moms cried when they 
found out he was gay, not because they were 
disappointed in their son’s sexuality, but because 
they knew !rsthand the obstacles he would face. 

 But coming out makes some bonds stronger. 
When Elisabeth Sobczak told her teenage 
daughter about her feelings for another woman, 
she replied that she already knew. It was pretty 
obvious, she said. No judgment, only acceptance. 

Jess Asher’s mother fought alongside her 
against a prejudiced high school. 

LeMari Porter’s mom didn’t have the initial 
reaction he had hoped for but loves him just the 
same.

People’s willingness to come out and share 
their personal stories has helped shift societal 
views. Poll after poll shows that how a person 
views gay rights and marriage equality is directly 
related to whether they know someone who is 
gay. It’s much harder to be critical of your son or 
neighbor than it is to make blanket statements 
about a nameless, faceless community.

The realities of the LGBTQ community 
can’t be simpli!ed to a single story. It is not 
a mass entity with uniform characteristics. 
Coming out is not a one-and-done experience. 
And, despite changing perceptions, coming out 
still can mean confronting violence and hate. It 
means risking rejection from those you love. It 
means putting everything on the line to be who 
you are and to live freely.

Columbia directly confronted that hostility 
when the Westboro Baptist Church came to 
MU in February in response to Michael Sam’s 
announcement. But we also witnessed how 

positively people can respond to bravery. Sam 
shared his sexuality on the front page of The 
New York Times and received an outpouring 
of support. But if Sam’s story is illustrative of 
anything, it’s how complex and multifaceted 
the process of coming out is. Many members of 
the MU and Columbia communities knew the 
football player was gay well before Sam even 
told his father.   

Coming out is a more varied and diffuse 
process than the phrase “coming out” could 
ever encapsulate. It happens again and again, to 
different people from different spheres. Adriana 
Saladrigas is studying to become a physical 
therapist. She knows she risks making clients 
uncomfortable when she honestly answers 
questions about her love life, but she feels she 
wouldn’t be true to herself if she weren’t open 
with others. 

The word “gay,” used as an umbrella term 
here, doesn’t fully capture the range of these 
experiences. Mason Kerwick says that, though 
it’s often easier to let people assume he’s gay, 
he still isn’t comfortable with the term. To him, 
being called gay has a negative connotation, as if 
there’s something wrong with him. 

There still are people in our community, 
two of whom were willing to share their stories 
with Vox, who live in an ambiguous space. One 
anonymous young man’s parents still don’t know 
he’s gay. He fears they might never talk to him 
again if he tells them. And he’s not willing to risk 
that yet.

 In these pages, there are 16 stories from 
individuals in mid-Missouri telling their coming 
out experiences. These men and women share 
their stories in their own words. They tell of hurt 
and shame and struggle, but also of acceptance 
and truth. Above all, they speak of courage.

     
— CLAIRE LANDSBAUM

THEIR VOICES,THEIR COURAGE:
16 PORTRAITS OF COMING OUT
PHOTOS BY SARAH ROTHBERG
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When someone asks me about my coming 
out story, I always think about the 10-year 
process of coming out to my mom. But I 
can’t tell that story without a little bit of 
context. 

I was raised in a small town with 
a population of roughly 9,000. My 
family attended a small rural Southern 
Baptist church in an even smaller town 
of about 200 people. This church 
was built with my extended family 
solidly at the foundation. Being 
openly gay in that environment was 
unthinkable. That’s not to say that 
the church was comprised of red-
faced bigots preaching hell!re to 
any queer person who strolled by. For most of my life, I 
truly felt embraced and welcomed in that small church 
community. It was my second home. When I !rst 
became aware of my attraction to other men, I resisted. 
I didn’t want to lose that community, which brings me 
back to my mom. 

In high school, I dated a lot of women and a 
handful of men. I slowly began to accept my sexual 
orientation, even if I wasn’t ready for the world to 
see that part of me. At one point, while I was dating 
a woman, I decided to tell my mom I was bisexual. 
This didn’t go over well, largely because it was a 
half-truth on my end and because my mom did not 
take the news well. I was devastated. It was the era 
of Will & Grace, and I wrongly assumed she would 
be okay with it. We avoided the subject for years. 

Ten years and two college degrees later, I 
!nally found the courage to de!nitively come 
out to my mom. We were in a rented Ford 
Focus. Her car was in the shop. My rationale 
was that if there were a scene, at least it would 
go down in a car that we didn’t own. I started 
crying and eventually told my mom I was 
gay. She was calm and accepting of the news 
that I’m sure wasn’t actually news to her 
at that point. We continued to talk and 
navigated the changes in our relationship 
with everything in the open. A decades-old 
tension left my body. I felt closer to my 
mom than I ever had before. 

I don’t blame her for reacting how 
she did when I was in high school. She 
had to come out as well — to !gure out 
what it means to be the mother of a gay 
man in her Southern Baptist community. 
Today, my mother hugs my boyfriend 
whenever she sees him and says she 
loves him with all the generosity of 
spirit that I know she loves me with. 
I’m happier than I ever could have 
imagined. And while I still miss the 
church community of my childhood, 
I deeply value the community I’ve 
been able to create for myself by 
living as authentically and openly as 
I possibly can.

ADAM CALLAHAN, 27

ZACKARIAH NOLAN, 20

Both my moms came out in their early 20s. I came out in 2009 
when I was 15. People often react strangely when I tell them that 
I’m gay and also have gay parents. A friend in high school asked 
me if my parents threw me a party when I came out — as if my 
mothers planned the whole thing. Like one day, the two of them 
were standing over my crib gushing over their newborn gay baby, 
just ready for me to learn to gay-walk, and go through gay-puberty, 
gay-graduate from college, get gay-married, and then gay-die 
peacefully surrounded by all of my gay family. This wasn’t my reality. 
No one thinks like that. 

My parents weren’t happy when I came out of the closet. They 
were furious. They found out through a Facebook message exchange 
between me and another boy. They were angry because I hadn’t come 
to them. And after they were done being mad, they were devastated. 
They knew the agonizing identity crisis I had been going through, and 
that even with all of their experience, they couldn’t help me.

Even more than knowing how I had been feeling, they knew what 
was coming next. It’s not that my parents didn’t want a gay child; they 
just didn’t want their child to deal with the challenges they had already 
faced. My mothers were torn apart because they had no way to protect 
me. My mothers cried, not because I would never marry a woman, but 
because there was no certainty that I’d be allowed to marry a man.

Our world is getting better at teaching society that queer people should 
feel free to be themselves. My parents, though, knew what that freedom 
could mean. I was free to be myself, if “myself” was the supporting actor, 
the sassy best friend or the stylist. Not free to have the corner of!ce or take 
charge; not free to be elected or change the system. 

And yet, that’s exactly what I plan to do.

I deeply value 
the community 
I’ve been able 
to create for 
myself by living 
as authentically 
and openly as I 
possibly can.
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ADRIANA SALADRIGAS, 22

Two and a half years ago. Two and a half years ago 
was the !rst time I admitted to someone other than 
myself that I might not be straight. What started out 
as just another night of studying with my two best 
friends became a de!ning moment when I erupted in 
emotion and broke down to them, not exactly sure of 
what I was saying or feeling. Something I had been 
holding inside for far too long !nally escaped. It was 
absolutely terrifying yet so liberating.

I felt comfortable in my sexuality for most of 
my life. I dated boys and, honestly, I had never even 
seriously considered anything else. It wasn’t until I 
had a casual conversation with a near stranger that I 
realized I was allowed to question my sexuality. When 
I did, I discovered that maybe I wasn’t being true to 
myself. That began the process that completely turned 
my life around.

It didn’t happen overnight, but eventually I was 
able to dive deeper and truly embrace my sexuality — 
something that is still growing and changing. When I 
did, I felt more myself than ever before. It started with 
my two best friends, then closer friends, then all of 
my friends and classmates knew, and !nally my family 
did, too. This process was a long one, but I felt like 
everyone in my life who needed to know did know. 

What I didn’t realize was that coming out was 
something I would have to do for the rest of my life. 
Every time I meet someone new, start a new job, go 
apartment hunting or go out with friends, I have to 
make a conscious, active decision to share this part 
of who I am. Most times I don’t know if the person 
I am telling will be accepting or feel uncomfortable. 
Coming out sounds like a one-time thing. I wish it 
were that simple.

When I was 5, I realized that my likes were different than 
those of my friends. I was constantly !nding myself looking at 
other boys, wanting to be friends with them and be physically 
close to them. 

After a family move from the West Coast, I landed in 
Spring!eld, Mo. I had no friends, only some relatives. A 
man 10 years my senior sensed my discomfort and took me 
under his wing. We had a whirlwind 
relationship, and it was my !rst real 
sexual experience with another man. After 
realizing my goal in life was to become a 
physician, he convinced me I was not gay. 
He did this out of love because he knew I 
would not succeed as a gay man. 

I moved back to the West Coast, 
married in 1967 and over the next !ve 
years, we had three sons. I had not been 
involved with any men after that four-
month gay relationship. Another adult male 
had validated me as being not gay, and I hid behind that for 
several years.

By 1973, I had completed my medical training and moved 
to Charleston, S.C., where I had a very high-powered job 
in the U.S. Navy. I joined the Southern Baptist church and 
developed a crush on one of the young male parishioners, but 
I kept it under wraps. I was having nightmares about coming 
out. I was still married and fearful of the outcome if I came 
out to my wife, and also if the slightest word got out to Navy 
personnel. At the yearly physical, the last question on the 
form was, “Are you a homosexual?” I always answered no, but 
realized that I was living a lie. I had planned a career as a Navy 

DAVID HUDDLESTONSMITH, 69

physician, and if I was caught or even suspected as gay, I would 
receive a dishonorable discharge.

The next two years were hell as I realized the complications 
if I came out. I sought psychiatric consultation and discovered 
I was the psychiatrist’s !rst gay client. After about six months 
of therapy, I found it absolutely necessary to make the choice 
to come out for my own mental health. My marriage took a 

nosedive, and we divorced. My wife knew the 
gentleman I was in love with, and we decided 
a move back to the West Coast would be 
helpful. I brought my lover with me so we 
could live together.

My boyfriend and I lived many miles 
away from the base where I was stationed. 
There was an everyday fear that someone 
would !nd out about me. My family 
developed tolerance for me being gay, but 
it took several years for them to accept my 
homosexuality. The friendships from my 

marriage went down the drain. We were alone and fearful of 
what might happen to us as a gay couple. In 1977, I left the 
Navy out of fear and started my own private practice in the Los 
Angeles area, but I still had lots of adjusting before I felt safe 
being open with others about being gay.

Now, 36 years have passed since I came out. After going 
through much torment, I have guided many others to obtain 
psychological help and become comfortable living openly as a 
gay man. 

My partner, Dave Collins (Page 11), and I celebrated our 10-
year anniversary in December. We are hoping to go to Illinois by 
the end of the year to get married. 

There was an 
everyday fear 
that someone 
would find out 
about me.



0 4 . 1 7 . 1 4  |   V O X M A G A Z I N E . C O M      9

During my sophomore year in high school, I 
developed a crush on a boy named Chad. He was tall, 
dark and handsome. At the start of the summer before 
my junior year, he moved back to Michigan. I was 
heartbroken, and I wanted to tell someone.

I was 15 years old, and I lived in Blanchard, Okla. 
I thought everyone my age would just tell me I was 
going to hell, and I was nearly convinced of that 
myself. Without a place to turn, I decided to come out 
to my parents. It happened one May night in 2010 
during a rerun of Law and Order: SVU. I told them to 
pause the TV, and then I told them, very simply, that 
I was gay.

My dad gave a sad smile. My mom started 
laughing. They asked me if I even knew what being 
gay meant. When I told them about Chad, my dad 
told me to stop. They didn’t want to hear about that, 
they said. They would tolerate my sexuality, but there 
would be rules.

I could not date anyone or come out to anyone 
while I went to school in Blanchard. My mom was 
concerned that her fellow teachers would ostracize her 
if they knew.

I could not come out to anyone on my dad’s side 
of the family. Ever. My dad told me how his brother, 
my uncle, would never accept me.

The next day, my mom asked me if I thought I was 
going to hell. I had been convinced since second grade 
that I would, but I lied to her and said no.

Over the course of the next few weeks, more rules 
were added. I could not make any more music videos 
using songs from the band Queen. I could not !nally 
“decide” I was gay until after my !rst same-sex sexual 
encounter, and that could only happen in college. This 
meant I de!nitely did not want to go to college in 
Oklahoma.

My mom’s side of the family knows. My eldest 
sister knows. Almost everyone here at MU knows. I 
don’t wear a pride bracelet anymore because wearing 
it in Missouri and taking it off in Oklahoma felt like 
I was somehow betraying the gay community. I took 
the pride bracelet out of my life in order to avoid 
betraying a community or telling a lie. I’m not out to 
everyone, though, and I’m still in the closet.

I feel as though I’ll never be done coming out.  

ZACKARY CARPENTER, 19

“Forgive me for all my thoughts.”
I prayed this every night for years. It scared me. Was 

God going to punish me for liking dudes? Was he going 
to hurt my family because of my sinful thinking? High 
school me would have answered those questions with a 
resounding, yes.

There was one moment, my senior year, when I 
remember looking at myself in the bathroom mirror. I 
was shaking with anger at myself. Pissed beyond belief 
that I couldn’t control lusting after guys. Red in the face 
and clenching the sink, I screamed, “I’m gay,” for the 
!rst time in my existence.

It hurt. I knew what gay meant. It meant you were a 
fag, it meant you talked like a girl, it meant you dressed 
preppy, it meant you could only be friends with chicks.

That wasn’t me. I grew up farming. I like sports. 
Fishing is fun to me. I’ve baled hay and raised hogs my 
entire life. Gay people don’t do that.

Dad certainly con!rmed this. In my family, you 
were mocked as a sissy or gay if you made a less-than-
masculine comment. My mother, whom I love very 
much, also isn’t much for gays. She once screamed 
“faggots” out the window at a group picketing for the 
legalization of gay marriage. 

So I packed up for MU. Freshman year I tried to 
date girls. Nope.

Then came August of my sophomore year. A guy I 
knew began to text me, and I was attracted to him. One 
night he said he liked me, and I said I liked him.

He was my !rst boyfriend. At that point, I knew it 
wasn’t feasible for us to enter a relationship without 
anyone knowing. So I made the leap and came out to my 
best friend since second grade. It was the hardest thing 

I had ever done. He was pretty great about it though. 
Seeing that he’s from the same town, he was pretty 
damn progressive. For the !rst month, he thought I was 
confused, but it was a lot to drop on him, so  
I gave him that one.

It slowly got easier. More and more people came to 
know. Being in a relationship gets around. MU tends to 
be a little smaller than one might hope.

I have come to realize that at MU, being gay has no 
de!nition. The only thing being gay means to me is that 
I like to have sex with men. Aside from that, it means 
zilch. 

Gay is whatever you want it to be. I can be a farmer, 
I can drink Miller Lite, I can listen to country music, and 
I can be a Republican. Gay stereotypes are perpetuated 
by people like my father, not reality.

The hardest people to tell are my buddies. They 
have all been accepting so far, but some still don’t know. 
You always fear it will change the dynamic just a bit. My 
best guy friends treat me no differently, however. They 
still crack the same jokes, change in front of me and 
know I’m not into them.

My parents are in the dark for now, which is why this 
is anonymous. I know someday they’ll !nd out. But for 
now, I’d rather save myself the trouble.

Being disowned is a legitimate fear of mine. My 
grandma once adopted a kid, but I didn’t know about his 
existence for a long time. Turns out he was gay. When 
the family found out, they didn’t speak to him again. 
Nor do we talk about him.

The reality is I may very well not be spoken to 
either. That’s OK. But I’m not ready to lose them, so for 
now I wait and remain nameless.

ANONYMOUS, 20
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Technically, I was out for a long time before I actually became out.
I !gured out I was gay when I was 13, and two weeks later, my brothers 

and I found my father dead. I connected this with me coming to terms with 
my homosexuality and felt it was punishment for accepting myself. Thus, all I 
wanted was to reject and change. It took me another year and a half to realize 
that it was natural, and there was nothing wrong with me, but the same process 
made me lose my Catholic faith.

By junior year, we had moved to central Illinois, and I became more 
comfortable with myself, to the point where a friend asked to fool around. Long 
story short, we ended up doing it in a school bathroom and got caught.

My mother asked me if I was gay the night the vice principal told her, and I 
denied it. I didn’t know how to come out, but I knew being outed during my !rst 
time having sex was not it. Losing friends and being whispered about constantly 
didn’t allow me the chance to gain the support that I wanted and needed. During 
this time, suicide was always lurking in my head. I began a period of depression and 
isolation. All I could do was watch television shows with gay characters because I 
needed role models. I needed any view of gay men in any light because I had almost 
none.

Self-loathing, depressed and suicidal, by senior year I started very risky behavior 
to distract myself from problems related to my homosexuality. My fear of being 
outed was greater because I had lied. I started to realize that I was somewhat grateful 
I never had to tell my father. But I started thinking, what if both my parents went 
their whole lives without knowing the true me? I had to tell her. And I was prepared 
for any repercussion that might have occurred. I !nally told her during a two-hour 
drive up to Chicago while hyperventilating and frantically texting my best friend 
for encouragement. I got the response, “When did you !gure this out?” I replied, 
“Freshman year.”

And it was left at that.

DELAN ELLINGTON, 19

I had been in and out of relationships with 
men my whole life. Fast-forward to age 
38, and Hurricane Katrina rolled up the 
Gulf Coast. It was Aug. 29, 2005, and I was 
watching the news on the East Coast as 
people begged for 
water and help. I 
became involved 
in some relief 
efforts. I didn’t 
know that in 
the process, I 
would !nally 
meet my soul 
mate. And no 
one told me 
that my soul 
mate could be a 
woman.

I met Betsy Reeves (Page 11) 
doing Katrina relief work. During that 
time, we celebrated Thanksgiving by 
serving dinner to more than 1,000 
people, and it took us four long days 
to deliver Christmas gifts to more 
than 200 families. Exhausted, we 
!nally collapsed. When we woke 
up, something was different, very 
different. Betsy and I had begun 
falling in love. I had dated men my 
whole life, and I couldn’t wrap my 
head around what I was feeling. We 
talked for hours over the phone, and 
I traveled back and forth from New 
York to Mississippi to continue with 

the work God had sent me to do. 
After a trip back from Mississippi, I 

decided to tell my daughter about Betsy. 
With tears in my eyes — I was afraid of 

what she would say 
— I told my daughter. 
Her response was, 
“Duh, Mom, you both 
talk for hours, and I 
hear you; it’s pretty 
obvious.” 

Fast-forward again 
to 2011, and Betsy and 
I had been together for 
six years, two of them 
legally married. All the 
time we were together, 

we pretended to be friends because neither 
of us wanted to be held back in our careers. 
After a family tragedy in 2011, we decided 
we just didn’t care. The amount of energy it 
took to lead a double life was draining, and 
we !nally decided that if people didn’t like 
the fact that we are a same-sex couple, then 
it’s their problem. 

Once we chose to come out of hiding, 
we approached life just like any other 
married couple. We don’t feel gay. What 
does gay even feel like? We know what love 
feels like. Coming out was scary but an 
extremely freeing experience that has helped 
us grow. 

We continue to serve people together 
because that is who we are.

ELISABETH SOBCZAK, 46

We don’t feel gay. 
What does gay 
even feel like? We 
know what love 
feels like.

Elisabeth and Betsy were also 
featured in the 2013 project, 
Matters of Faith. Read it at 
VoxMagazine.com.
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DAVE COLLINS, 62

I am 55 years old, and today I am free to be me. I have given 
myself permission. I cannot put into words what it is like to 
!nally be totally me without fear or apprehension. When I 
was 52, that was not the case. I was raised in the Bible Belt and 
realized at an early age that I was different. At 13, I found I was 
not attracted to boys, but to girls, and promptly stuffed those 
thoughts away. Because of my religious background, this was 
not acceptable to my family.

So instead, I did all of the “normal” things a woman is 
supposed to do in life. I went to college, and I dated guys. I 
married twice and had two children. Each marriage lasted four 
years, and I was not happy. Once divorced, I decided I needed 
to be happy. I was now living in another Southern state but not 
around any of my family. I met a woman, and we fell in love. 
We spent 21 happy years together.

I met my wife, Elisabeth Sobczak (Page 10), nine years ago 
doing volunteer work after Hurricane Katrina. We worked 
together for four months before we realized that there was 
something more to our relationship. As our relationship grew, 
she moved from New York to live with me, and two years later, 

I moved to Missouri to be with her because she was transferred 
for her job. We were married four years later in Mystic, Conn., 
on the anniversary of Katrina. We both felt that being married 
was a commitment that put us on the right path.   

After six years of living in a city like Columbia that has 
such a different culture, I think back and wonder why I 
couldn’t be myself at !rst. I know now that it’s because of the 
baggage I brought with me. In 2011, at age 52, I threw that 
baggage out.

A tragedy !nally enabled me to be myself. I went to North 
Carolina for a family emergency that turned into a life-
changing event. I had to !ght for my own life after I witnessed 
a mentally ill family member kill my stepfather. 

Elisabeth joined me in North Carolina as my spouse, my 
support and my lifeline. How do you explain something like 
that to coworkers and friends? Life is too short not to be 
yourself. It takes too much energy to hide. While there are 
some people it will matter to, there are so many more to whom 
it doesn’t matter. I have a wonderful, supportive church and 
wonderful friends and family. I am blessed.

BETSY REEVES, 55

I’ve known I like men since before puberty, but 
about the time that I felt safe enough to come out, 
AIDS burst on the scene. I had shared my truth with 
a couple of openly gay friends, but I !rmly shut the 
closet door and never dated at all. In 1998, my mother 
passed away, and my eldest sister moved home to 
the Chicagoland area. She got back to the Chicago 
suburbs and started online dating and was having a 
ball. She had lost the man she had been living with 
about six months earlier and was ready for a major 
change. A couple of years later, she developed a 
very rapid cancer and was gone. But after a terrible 
marriage to an abusive man, she told me those last 
couple of years were the best of her life.

Shortly after my sister’s death, I started looking 
online, joined an online dating site and had very little 
luck. I !nally met my partner, David Huddlestonsmith 

(Page 8), and then decided to move from Chicago to 
Columbia. Because he was as out and open as can be, 
I knew that I would have to throw open that closet 
door. 

I came out !rst to some friends/co-workers 
I trusted. They were all very supportive and that 
helped as I !nally just told everyone I knew that I 
was gay and would be moving to Columbia to be in 
a relationship. Other than my younger sister (who 
had a hysterical reaction, not to the announcement 
of my being gay, but to my moving away), everyone 
was great, and my experience of coming out was more 
frightening before the fact than during. I don’t think 
my mother would have handled my outing well, as 
she never liked my gay friends much, but I am sure 
that overall the acceptance in 2002 was greater than it 
would have been back in 1970.

“Dude, you’re so gay,” was easily the most-said phrase 
among the guys at my all-male high school. For about 98 
percent of them, the phrase carried no weight, but for me, it 
hit home. Every. Single. Time. Having to deny who you are 
to others is one thing, but to deny who you are to yourself 
is a personal hell I wouldn’t wish on anyone. Starting 
sophomore year, I began to deny the truth, the hard truth 
that I, as a male, found myself more attracted to other men 
than I was to women. Over time, the reality set in that this 
wasn’t something I could run from. No matter how hard 
I tried to deny it, it would stare me in the face every day 
whether I wanted to accept it or not. After dealing with this 

for two years, my senior year of high school, I did the only 
thing I thought I could — I told someone. And when my 
world didn’t come crashing down, I decided to tell as many 
people as I could. I liken it to what I imagine drowning with 
a bunch of rocks in your pocket would feel like. Each time 
I told a person that I was gay, it was like one of the rocks 
fell out and eventually enough were gone that I could just 
simply "oat. Unfortunately, the largest rock to release was 
my mother. She didn’t have the immediate reaction that I 
was hoping for when I told her, but over time, she’s realized 
I am still her son, and she loves me nonetheless. 

And that’s all I ever really wanted.

LEMARI PORTER, 20
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Here’s where I’m from: a middle school where your biology 
teacher can go off on a tangent about how revolting 
homosexuality is while your classmates murmur in agreement. A 
high school where someone can call you a fag on the bus while 
everyone else laughs. A family that loves you but is scared at the 
thought of two men marrying and starting a family.

What was I supposed to do? I did the only thing I knew: I 
retreated inward, holding in depression. I found consolation in 
therapy and medication, but I was never able to tell my therapist 
that I’m gay. Some things are just too much to say. Some things 
you just have to hold in, hoping things get better. And things did. 
As high school went on, I thought I !nally was back to feeling 
normal.

But by the time I got to MU, I knew I wasn’t better at all. The 
situation became so hopeless, and my depression tightened its grip 
on my life. I screamed at God, asking him why he would do this to 
me. I wanted to kill myself — it hurt that bad.

I’m religious, and maybe it’s because of how I was raised, so I 
prayed.

God never gave me the loud and resounding answer 
I wanted, but I started noticing all the good things in 
my life. Maybe it was God’s way of saying, “It doesn’t 
matter that you’re gay; I love you.” And that’s when 
my journey out the closet began. 

Since then, I’ve taken advantage of the LGBTQ 
counseling resources MU has to offer. The 

LGBTQ friends that I have made on campus 
have helped renew my hope. It’s so nice to 
have supportive people surrounding me.

The thought of coming out terri!es 
me, but at the same time, it makes me 
feel like there’s hope for the future. I’m 
a 19-year-old MU freshman, and so far, 

only a few of my closest friends know that 
I’m gay. The process has just started, but I 
feel like I’m headed on the right path.

ANONYMOUS, 19

JESS ASHER, 26

I never understood why I couldn’t be the one to rescue 
the damsel. Why did it have to be a prince? I was raised 
in a fairly religious household in Centralia until I was 
16. Around the eighth grade I !gured out I was gay, 
and I also learned that it was a sin. I struggled alone 
and in my head for years. At one time, I held dreams 
of becoming a preacher, but the struggle between my 
heart and head caused a lot of doubt in my faith.

At 16, I moved to Gunnison, Colo., to be with 
my mother. I met friends who didn’t care about my 
sexuality, friends who were open about theirs, too. In 
the summer of 2004, I came out to my friends !rst. 
When I was met with their acceptance, I told my 
mother three or four months later. It took some time, 
but there was never an issue; I was relieved that I 
wouldn’t be kicked out of the house or disowned, real 
fears I had despite their improbability.

A month into my senior year and about a month 
after coming out to my mom, I was forced to drop out 
because of my sexuality. 

After a teacher made very intolerant and 
homophobic remarks, I had chosen to speak up and 
found myself threatened because of it. The principal 
told my parents that nothing would be done to ensure 
my safety at school. Most of my teachers were shocked; 
I had a 3.8 GPA.

I picked myself up slowly after that. I had odd jobs, 
earned my GED and at 22, I joined the Army. Enlisting 
meant going back in the closet, as don’t ask, don’t tell 
had yet to be overturned. I served two years before 
being medically discharged in 2011.

In November 2011, I came back to Columbia 
where I was met with a beautiful, open campus 
and an LGBTQ community that I never knew was 
possible. I met my partner after coming back here, 
and after a year-long relationship, we will be married 
in September. At 26, I’ve come to realize that it really 
does get better. I had run away from Missouri at one 
point to !nd myself, but I’m really happy I found my 
way back.

JOANNA ELEFTHERIOU, 35

I wonder at my students, who speak with 
ease about their desires. I marvel at those 
who can be frank. I have bene!ted from 
other people’s willingness to be frank. 
Frankness is highly valued in America. I 
am not entirely American. I am writing a 
book about that.

On matters 
of desire, I speak 
sideways. Words are 
bigger than I am. 
I am small. Words 
are dangerous. To 
secrets, there is a 
sweetness. The beauty 
of women. Beauty 
begets reverence. 
Why speak?  A sweet 
center, silence — outside it, terror.

When I told my oldest friend that I 
loved women, she told me that she already 
knew, and I said, “How could you hide this 
from me?” But she didn’t run away. I told 
someone else, and she, too, did not run. I 
did not run away. Again, and again; twelve 
times.

Then, a priest. God has pity on those 
who are ill. I still go to church. It is hard 
to walk in every week and be regarded as 
incurable or unwilling to be cured. But if 
I disappear from the church, what good is 
done? I lose my God, and my church loses 
its one gay woman: more emptiness than 
before, loss upon loss.

Two friends tell me: “You don’t have to 
choose.” God or love? I have not chosen.

I write about coercion, now, and 
confession. I read Michel Foucault. I 
understand that human churches, human 
societies, make truths into secrets. 

I know that power wrenches words 
from us, turns lovers to sinners. Outside 

church, I receive 
shame for my shame, 
and love is withheld 
from me when I do 
not conform.

I think placing a 
de!nitive title on the 
coming out process is 
dangerous. I think it is 
dangerous to believe 
that the receipt of 
three words has told 

you much about my inside world: about 
the fears, the loves, the rages and the 
wants that make up me. Do you really 
want to know? “I am gay” asks a dangerous 
lot of three words. It is more dangerous 
not to say them.

I think placing 
a definitive title 
on the coming 
out process is 
dangerous.
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MASON KERWICK, 22
Are you a boy or a girl? It was impossible to explain 
something I was still explaining to myself; I wanted to be a 
girl, but I was boy.

When I was 4, I wrapped a small blanket around my head, 
danced around my grandparents’ backyard, excitedly shouting 
to my grandpa that I was girl. He sneered back, “You sure are,” 
and went back to drinking his beer. It was odd to see someone 
so disturbed by what I had said, but I soon came to discover 
that adult men viewed me with a special kind of fear.

Eventually, I found comfort in a male gender expression, 
but only after I realized that my body is mine to claim. It’s 
disappointing to think the people in my life were probably 
grateful I ended up with less of a queer identity, but I 
can’t blame them. I am well aware of the privileges I have 
unknowingly experienced by living within already established 
gender roles.

I don’t think I have to adopt a label. But regardless of how 
I identify, I think a lot of people probably view me as gay. Even 
though I have never used this label to describe myself, sometimes 
silently sliding by under the letter in LGBTQ that receives the 
most public support is easier. But to me, being labeled as gay is 
negative; being gay is disease. Gay is a word screamed by those 
who do not see themselves as bullies. I don’t think people in my 
life intended to corrupt the word gay as much as they did, but I 
have never wanted to be anything remotely close to what the word 
gay conveys. 

Because I am involved with an LGBTQ organization and have 
a masculine presentation, people assume they know my story. To 
feel as though my queerness — hell, my entire identity — can be 
seen through my skin is an inability to understand who I am as an 
individual. 

And why should it matter how I label myself? My personal 
identity does not exist to make you comfortable. I didn’t come out 
as queer to live life on your terms.

“You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it 
is an abomination.” After being enamored by the 
beautiful truth that cascaded over the pages of the 
Bible and !owed through my veins, I read parts of 
scripture that made me feel differently.  

The debate over marriage equality !ooded 
my Facebook over spring break, and posts ranged 
from equal-sign pro"le pictures 
to Leviticus 18:22 followed by, 
“God de"nes marriage.”  My 
Bible study leader sent our group 
an email detailing the scripture 
that highlighted the sinfulness 
of homosexual relationships and 
sealed the sanctity of marriage 
under God.  

She attached articles illustrating how 
Christians are supposed to "ght against same-sex 
marriage. I remember the anger that overcame 
me as I read some of the words in the articles, 
so full of exclusivity and hardly of love. I started 
researching, reading, listening, watching and 
searching for answers.

“The person who does not love does 
not know God, because God is love.”  
Love is mentioned over 600 times in the 
Bible; homosexuality is mentioned seven 
times. I found love in the discussions and 
prayer I shared with friends. 

I found love in the words of Jesus in the 
gospels. I found a love in my heart that was so 
overwhelming, it knew no bounds and had no 
limitations. I remember praying for God to 
cleanse me of my sinful ways, referring to my 
desire for women. I clenched my Bible late at 
night, tears draping over my face, covering me. It 

didn’t feel right. God gave 
me such overwhelming love, 
so why am I asking him to 
take it away from me?  This 
isn’t the God I know.  The 
God I know loves no matter 
what, and so do I.

“Above all, love each 
other earnestly, since love covers a multitude of 
sins.” As I began to tell others about my sexual 
identity, I experienced the unconditional love 
that God calls us to embody. I attended a campus 
ministry that believed in Biblical truth above all 
else, thus rendering my sexual preference sinful, 

and yet its members loved me the same way they 
did before I came out to them. 

My Greek chapter embraced me just as 
they did on Bid Day.  My father replied, 
“Variety is the spice of life.”  But the 
most common response I received when 
coming out was, “I love you.”

KAYLEY WEINBERG, 21

The God I know 
loves no matter 
what, and so do I.


