Unconditional Love

By David & Todd Ferrell

**Disclaimer that there are things in here that might not be suitable for young children**

DAVID:  Hello, my name is David Ferrell.  I'm here to talk to you about what God has done in my life and in the life of my family.  Let me start off by giving you a bit of background.

I was raised in the Assemblies of God Church. My father was a Deacon and a Sunday School teacher in a small town in southern Missouri. 

After graduating high school I went to Evangel College in Springfield Mo. At that time I was young and immature and dropped out for a semester and worked on my uncles farm. After a year passed, I enrolled in college again at Central Bible College in Springfield Mo.

In 1962 I married my wife, Becky, an Assemblies of God ministers daughter from St. Louis. 

Prior to my wife and I marring we were told we would probably not have children due to a medical condition with my wife.. After four months of marriage went by we were told we were going to be parents.  I don't have to tell you how happy and excited we were.  On July 25, 1963 our daughter, Shelli, was born.  During this time I was in school, my wife worked at the juvenile office and brought home $210 a month. Our big deal then was to go to A&W Root Beer, get a papa and a mama cheeseburger and a root beer. That was the extent of our social life at that time. I was working 100 hours a week in the summer for an ambulance company making $.35 an hour. $35.00 a week didn't go very far even back then.  But, I look back on that now and am so thankful for the blessings of the Lord on our lives.

On March 27, 1966 our son Todd was born. When we brought him home from the hospital our daughter who knew she had a little brother didn't expect him to be so little. Her comment when she looked in the baby crib and heard him crying was "Take him back". We still laugh about that and she still likes to tease him about that today. Having a daughter and now having a son just made our lives complete.

For us we thought we had a normal life, working all week and in church all day Sunday. My wife and I worked with the church youth group as one of the sponsors. Our kids grew up going to church every time the doors were open. 
TODD:  Hello, my name is Todd.  I'm the one they didn't "take back". As dad mentioned, I feel I grew up your everyday normal family. Dad mentioned that we were a family that went to church.  In St. Louis, that was pretty normal for many families. I can't say that it was something I hated, but it was something expected so I never questioned it.  I assumed everyone in the world got up on Sunday and went to church.  

Around 1968 or 69 my family moved to Dallas, Texas where my father got a position as Minister of Music at an Assembly of God church.  He didn't last long there, because he got tired of all the political garbage that went on in the church.  Therefore, we moved to another home in the same town and my father became Minister of Music at a different A/G church.  That lasted only about a year also.  Dad then entered Mortuary School in Dallas and left the Ministry full-time to become a funeral director.  When I reached 3rd Grade, we moved to Benton, Kentucky where dad was working as a funeral director.  It was here we experienced our first exposure to a Charismatic Church.  We lived in KY for 3 years, until my father relocated back to St. Louis to work for another funeral home.  

After about 3 years of that funeral home and never being home to see his family and being on call 24/7, dad left the funeral business and went to work for the telephone company.  The on-going joke has been that he went from burying people to burying telephone poles.

At a very early age I started becoming aware of things sexually. By the age of 6 or 7 I was already having thoughts about my male friends. I don't know exactly how I got to know these things because TV was censored, and we only attended G Rated movies.  

At this age in my life I didn't think of it as gay because I didn't even know there was anything called "gay".  I did, however, know that this would not be acceptable to my family if they found out, so I hid it from them.

As I grew up I had girlfriends, because that is what you are supposed to have. I felt a great deal of pressure to have a girlfriend.   I wouldn't say that I was bisexual at this point, I think I merely was acting out what I felt was the "social norm" for a Christian Young man.  (Not that fooling around was acceptable, but being straight was)  One thing I have always found very strange about the A/G people is that when a kid is young, all the older men in the church bug you about, “Do you have a girlfriend?"  There is so much pressure to fit in, yet the A/G’s are so adamant against pre-marital sex.  Funny huh?

Anyway, throughout Junior High and High School most of my friends were girls.  I wouldn't say they were a cover for me, because I cared for them, but my attractions were for other guys.  I didn't look at the girls the way I did the guys.  I would look at one guy in High School and would melt at his cute dimples in his smile and wish I could be with him rather than the cheerleader who was wrapped up in his arms at the school dances.  

I was very closeted growing up.  I didn't initiate anything or advance on anyone.  I would wait for them to make the first move then would react.  

All this was going on in my private world.  "I can't talk to my family about this", I said to myself.  "They won't understand and they will probably freak out and make me do something more religious."  So, I kept my secrets to myself, and hid myself in the arms of God through the vehicle of Contemporary Christian Music and people like Amy Grant and Michael W. Smith.

Upon graduating from High School in St. Louis, I went to college at University of Missouri-St. Louis.  I got involved in the music department because I dreamed of using my music abilities to glorify God.  I wanted to be a Contemporary Christian Singer, like Michael W Smith and be married to him at the same time.

Both my parents encouraged me not to pursue the Contemporary Christian Singer route because of the struggle they had gone through with being involved in ministry.  So, I decided to get a Business Degree.  I figured, you could do anything if you have one of those.  So, that is what I did.   

It was during College that I came out.  There were several people in the choir that were openly gay.   They were my first one-on-one exposure to openly gay people.  I felt really connected to them, but at the same time knew they weren't living their lives for Christ, so I felt I had to be careful how much time I spent with them or else my Christian friends in the Choir would figure me out.  In college I came out to my gay friends, but not to my Christian friends.  I retreated from my Christian world for a while and started going to the gay bars dancing and just having fun.  It was at a gay bar that I had my first mixed drink. I can still recall it…it was a Fuzzy Navel & it was Easter time because I drank it next to a great big overstuff Bunny. (It's funny how conservative I was in some areas of my life, but in other areas I seemed to be living on the edge.)

It was during this time, in the later part of my years in college, that I began to think about my dream to be a Christian Singer.  I had left my grandfathers church because there were no longer any young people left.  I began attending a large Charismatic Church that had 5,000 people in it.  They had their own TV program, music recording label, and they had the most awesome Praise and Worship music I'd ever heard.  (You have to remember, the Assemblies got into Praise and Worship much later and some still haven't)  I absolutely felt I was home!  I would come home from church dancing and singing.  I would go over all the songs we were doing for my dad.  I could tell by the look on his face he knew I was happy and he was glad I was at that church. (He and my mom continued to attend my grandfather's church.)  

I got really involved in the Charismatic church.  I did a summer intern in the Marketing Department of the Church's Music Label during my junior year of school.  During this one year of commitment, I decided that this was it, I was finally going to be able to conquer this Homosexuality.  I had never been so prayed up in all my life.  That experience was the best experience ever.  Only one thing, I was still gay.  I repressed it and basically didn't think about it or act out on it.  I wouldn't say I became straight, but I would say I became asexual for one year. 

One day I just didn't call any of my 'old friends' back any more.  My life became completely sold out to this work I was doing at the church.  

At the end of my intern the Assistant Pastor, that was my boss, took me out to lunch.  As we sat there eating, I confessed to him that I felt as though I may be gay.  To my absolute astonishment, he didn't blink, flinch, squirm, nothing.  He proceeded to tell me that he has heard some people translate the verse where Paul talks about, "having a thorn in his flesh" as though he might have been gay.  After reading that passage some more, I don't agree, but the point is that I wasn't condemned, I was loved unconditionally. I wasn't told to get my act together or get out.  I was treated as if it were no big deal.  And I know today that it is no big deal. 

A few weeks after this luncheon, I was driving down Highway 270 in St. Louis listening to my Contemporary Christian Radio Station (WCBW) and I was praying.  I was pouring my heart out to God.  I told Him how I had prayed before, I had fasted, and I had done all the 'things' the church had told me to do and nothing was changing me.  My attraction for men was still there.  And in my spirit God spoke to me and said, "Todd, I love you! I love you just as you are.  I've created you and I have a purpose for your life.  If you will continue to follow me and keep your eyes on me, I will use you one day".  At first I questioned this.  I thought that had to be me talking to myself, subconsciously.  So I started examining myself internally.    But the voice I heard came through my chest, not my ears or my head.  It was as if God were speaking directly into my heart.

Although I knew I had heard from God, it still took me 2-3 years to finally come to accept myself as a gay male.  The hardest part for me was Spiritually.  I had always been led to believe that I would go to hell if I were gay.  I withdrew from the Christianity that I grew up on because I didn't see it being able to work together with my homosexual side, but today realize that was a lie of the enemy. 

In 1988, two months before I finished college, my parents were transferred to San Antonio, TX. 

DAVID:  In February 1988 I was transferred from St. Louis, Mo. to San Antonio, TX where I worked as a sales manager.  I had known prior to that move that our son was gay but was praying and trusting God to "make it go away."  In March of 1988 our son, and a female friend of his, came to visit us and also take a trip down to Mexico.  We had only been in San Antonio for about 2-3 weeks so a lot of our things were still in boxes. Our daughter and the girl shared a bedroom. The girl told our daughter that Todd was gay and our daughter told my wife the next morning after Todd had left for Mexico.  About 9 am I got a call from my daughter crying and wanting me to come home.  She told me what the problem was.  I always knew this day would come, but had hid the fact that our son was gay as long as I could. I knew what it would do to my wife. It is normal for parents to blame themselves when they find this type of "problem" exists in their family. Becky did go through this blaming herself, searching her own life for answers that did not come.  It was my intention to protect her as long as I could. At first my wife was upset with me not telling her.  

At the time we moved from St. Louis to San Antonio Todd was working in St. Louis and finishing college at the University of Missouri at St. Louis.  When Todd got back to St. Louis from his trip, I told him what had happened.  My heart was broken. Becky and Shelli were afraid for Todd to be around Lara, my granddaughter, because of the AIDS scare.  We only knew that the possibility of AIDS was something that happened to other families and not ours.  

We went through several years of depression, confusion, confessing the Word of God and begging God to change Todd.  Unbeknown to us, Todd was also praying and asking God to take away the feelings he has for men.  I have since learned of times he would beg God, cry and even thought of suicide.   

TODD: Our family didn’t talk about "the gay issue" for about two years after that.  Dad would talk to me about it and mom had many questions, but she felt uncomfortable in talking to me about it.  Mom went through the usual feeling of loss, it being her fault, depression, etc...  I had read many books on coming out prior to this happening, so I knew her feelings were not unusual.  Dad would tell me she had a lot of questions, and would encourage her to talk to me about it, however, I think it was too difficult for her and so she tried to use him to get the information.  

I never pushed my parents to accept me.  I knew it was difficult for them to accept and knew that the hardest part was going to be the spiritual side to it all.  I let them take it on their own time.  I wrote them a letter and told them I knew they loved and cared for me and when/if ever they had questions they could come to me.  It took mom and dad about 2 years to finally accept it.  I know there are still things they don’t understand today, but that's OK.  Their unconditional love is what I have today and that is worth it all. 

After completing College, I moved to San Antonio and moved in with my parents.  During that time I really was away from the Lord.  I didn't like the church my parents were going to because I felt the people were a bit phony.  My mom and dad tried to get me involved in the young people's ministry there, but I had no interest.  Basically my life was working and going out dancing on the weekend.  I remember mom used to come into my room in the mornings and bend down and kiss the top of my head.  As she would kiss, she would take a deep sniff to see if my hair smelled like cigarette smoke.  I didn't smoke, but she knew that smell meant I'd been out dancing.  I’m sure I gave mom several gray hairs during that time in my life. 

DAVID: About a year after Todd moved to San Antonio he was transferred to San Francisco to open a new Hotel property there.  I questioned God as to why He would let this happen.  We were praying, believing God for his deliverance and God allowed him to be transferred to the gay capitol of the world?  I was angry with God and felt that God had deserted me and I was mad about it.  However, we continued to pray although I must admit it was a prayer of demands rather than a prayer of love and peace. I knew all the scripture and had beaten my son up with those scriptures.

TODD: In 1989, two weeks prior to the earthquake, I moved to San Francisco.  I still was not involved with church and I remember my mom asking me each week if I had gone to church the Sunday before.  I tried the Assembly of God Church, but felt like I was on pins and needles.  I had accepted myself as a gay man by now, but knew they would not.  I began going to a Catholic Church's 10:00 am mass because they had a chamber choir that reminded me of the choir I had been in during college.  Coming from my Charismatic/Evangelical background this was a big difference.   The experience at the Catholic church was good for me because it allowed me to pray to God and not feel like I was being looked at or judged.  I slipped in and out and never had to talk to anyone other than give a few, "peace be with you's".

DAVID: While all this was going on, I got a red letter Bible and searched the scripture looking for anything that Jesus might have said on the subject. It seems this is a subject Jesus didn't deal with. There are no scriptures on gay or homosexuality where Jesus said anything on the subject.  God through the ministry of the Holy Spirit began to deal with me about my attitude.  While searching the scripture I saw how Jesus dealt with sinners as well as self- righteous Christians.  I ran across the scripture again which talks about the fruits of the spirit. I'm sorry to say instead of showing the fruits of the spirit we are many times the first to show criticism etc…. The Bible says, "The fruit of the spirit is love, joy, peace, long suffering, gentleness, goodness and faith, meekness and temperance against such there is no law."  At this time there was very little love, joy or peace in our family.  It was an uncomfortable time of being together.  We all tried to make it through Christmas each year as best we could.  That was the only time we saw Todd during the year.

TODD: In 1991 things really began to change in my life spiritually.    The founders of Exodus International (Gary Cooper and Michael Bussey) were speaking at a local MCC church in San Francisco about their experience in this ex-gay ministry and how they were out of it now.  I had received literature about this group while living in St. Louis and thought I would go and hear what they had to say about it.  The event was very good and the next day I contemplated whether to go back for church or not. 

Prior to this,  I had had some negative experiences at several MCC's and was expecting the worst, but I did go.  I found a group within the church that were on fire and hungry for the Lord.  This was very exciting to me.  They were telling me about this conference that they were going to in Phoenix called TEN (The Evangelical Network).   It was too late for me to go that year, but I loved the stories that they spoke of when they came back.  Many talked about the church down there, Casa de Cristo Evangelical Church, and how much they loved it.

A few months after that, I went back to San Antonio to pick up my car from my parent's home.  I planned my trip back so that I would hit Phoenix on Wednesday and could go Casa's evening service.  I remember a friend of mine, Bill Byrd, hooking me up with a guy by the name of Jose Sanchez to stay with.  Upon contacting Jose, I found out he was going to be out of town in San Francisco.  Although he offered me his place to stay at, I declined because I felt uncomfortable staying at someone’s home without them there. 

That evening I attended the service and was just thrilled that I had found people who loved the Lord and were gay/lesbian Christians.  This was all so exciting.  I did a lot of crying the rest of the way to San Francisco.  Not because of being sad, but because of being happy.  It was one of those experiences where Christ confirmed His presence in my life.

A few months after getting back to San Francisco, a group of us in the MCC church asked the pastor if we could start a more intensive Bible Study.  The pastor agreed and we met for some time.  But one day we ran into a snag when a bit of the flesh entered the group and some were getting ideas that they might want to take this group and start a church.  Although most of us weren't happy with the way some of the things were going at the MCC, most of us weren't interested in sneaking around like that.  The pastor caught wind of it and basically we were locked out of the place we had been meeting.  We took that as if we were no longer welcomed, and continued holding bible study in people's home.  

We were praying about God's direction in our lives.  In October of 1991, the pastor of Casa de Cristo and about eight others from his church flew up to San Francisco to help us lay the groundwork of becoming a church.

From 1991 to 1994 was a very difficult time for us.  God had placed in us a vision to reach gay and lesbians who came from a more Charismatic/Evangelical background.  Not everyone in the group shared that vision and so we had many people leave.  As of November 1993 we were down to 2 people, Bill Byrd and myself.  We just wanted to throw our hands up in the air, but God would not allow us to do that.  There was another church in town at that time, which was more Pentecostal in style.  They too were struggling.  As of the first Sunday of 1994 the two churches merged together into what is now Freedom in Christ Evangelical Church of San Francisco.  

I will have to tell you, it was very difficult, but we have seen God move in a mighty way in the church.  We all have been stretched and purged by God so many times over it's just amazing.  I tell you this story about the church because it reminds me of being back on that Highway in St. Louis where God told me if I would keep my eyes on Him He would use me one day. God has used me in so many ways, I'm just in awe. Right now I feel is that time.  I feel this is what God was talking about.  I am blessed to be part of God's work in bringing sheep unto Him.

DAVID: While Todd was getting acquainted with his new church friends, I felt God gave me a dream.  I dreamed that I had two grandsons in California.   I awoke the next morning and was happy and excited and finally felt I had some hope and something to hang on to.  I was excited that I was going to have a daughter-in-law. I thought about what she might look like, what color her hair might be, and what my grandsons might look like. My son is a handsome man if I do say so and I hoped they would look like him.  

About two months went by.  I never told Todd about my dream. I was confessing it, claiming it, and reminded God almost daily about it.  One day Todd called and he said, 

TODD:  "Dad, I've met someone. It’s a man.  His name is Jose".

DAVID:   I felt like God was playing a bad joke or at least allowed a bad joke to be played on me. Todd went on to say, 

TODD:  " and he has two children"

DAVID:   It was like getting hit in the head with a hammer. Once again I was frustrated and upset and questioned God. Everything I had been taught seemed to be crumbling in front of me. Why God? Why would you allow this to happen? Where are you when I need you the most? Don’t you care?

A few months passed and Todd asked me if he could bring his family home with him for Christmas.  I said no. At this time I was rebuking the devil out of everything I could. Out of my home, behind that bush, anywhere I thought he might be. I was hurting bad.  I know and knew how much Todd loves his family.  I was hurting for him as well. It gives a father joy to be able to give to his children and I couldn't give to Todd the request he had asked for, and bring his family home for Christmas. Todd came home that Christmas by himself and we all tried to make it happy and joyful but it was uncomfortable. 

 A year went by, Jose and the boys moved in with Todd in California.  Toward the end of the year we once again began making plans for Christmas.  Todd again asked if he could bring his family with him.  I told him no.  Todd told me if he couldn't bring his family with him then he wouldn't be home for Christmas.  This was like a knife and I felt like I couldn't stand it. It was as though my body would explode with the hurt and pain. I love my family and I could see it coming apart. I was also very angry, with God, at Todd, at the world. I began to hate Christmas music. I became depressed and my wife will tell you I was a bad person to live with. How could we possibly make it during Christmas without the family being together? I felt though that I had to stand up and do what I thought was right. 

During this time I had stopped praying about Todd and was still angry about my dream.  I felt I had no one to talk to.   My father-in-law was in his 70's and still pastoring and I couldn't go to him because of the family ties. God through the prompting of the Holy Spirit began to deal with me.  In desperation, I once again turned to God.  The scripture about the fruits of the spirit began to become more precious to me than ever before.  God began to deal with me about my relationship with my son.  How was I going to minister to my son when there was not much "peace, love and joy" in our relationship? Oh I loved him but there was no unconditional love. The love I had for my son had the condition that I would love him if he would "Stop being Gay". 

As a Christian I would show love and joy and peace to the men of Teen Challenge, a group for men who have primarily been drug addicts.  I would work with them in the church but I was showing contempt, unhappiness and no peace toward my son.  I was convicted over this.  After much prayer and discussion with my wife I called Todd and told him if he wanted to bring his family home for Christmas he could.  It was like a weight moved off my shoulders.  I was scared, happy, afraid, and said many days, "Oh God, did I do the right thing?"  I felt the reassurance of the Holy Spirit that I did. 

On the day that Todd and his family were to come home I went to the butcher shop and got a long piece of paper and wrote on the paper, "Welcome Home Todd, Jose, Jose Jr. and Frankie". I taped this all across the double garage of my home.  The time came and they arrived. I don’t know who was the most nervous, the boys or us. We had been looking out the window every few minutes when we thought it was about time for them to arrive. When they arrived, we went out side and hugged Todd. Then we hugged Jose and the boys.

Everything went fine. On Saturday night I was considering taking the boys to a different church than my own. Todd knew that was not where I went to church but I would tell him we were going to visit another church today. Beside I had heard that that Pastor was hard on the gay issue and he might preach on it that Sunday. At least I hoped and had told God it would be all right with me if he wanted the pastor to preach on that subject. God began to convict me of this for that would not be the truth. I was concerned as to what my church would think. On Sunday morning, we got up and away to the Assembly of God we went. Church had already started and we marched in all five of us. The ceiling tile didn't fall off nor did any of my fellow church members pass out. Then came the end of the service. I knew the Pastor always stands in the middle isle and greets folks so I thought I would head out the side door and we would be gone. Well again God began to deal with me. So I marched all of us to the center isle and there he was, the pastor. I just said well OK God this may be my last day here but I’m going to be truthful. I introduced my son and his family by just those words to my pastor. He welcomed them and didn't flinch a muscle. I know I was watching to see what he would do to me. I have since had the opportunity to talk with him about that day and he asked me "How did I do'? I told him he did great and his Christian conduct made it easier for me. I am proud of him and will always be grateful for the love and spirit he demonstrated that day.  When we got to the car Jose asked me if the pastor knew about Todd and his family. I said no. He began to cry when he realized the love and acceptance I had shown toward them.     

From that small beginning a wonderful relationship developed.  Over the years my son and I have grown closer than ever before.  Although Todd and Jose are no longer together, Becky and I love Jose and the boys. We have enjoyed many Christmases together. Those Christmases have been some of the happiest in our lives. I will never forget that first Christmas. It was like we were in the presence of the Holy Spirit all during Christmas. It was the feeling of revival. There are a lot of things we don't understand, but have left these in the hands of God. There are a lot of things I cannot explain but God has not called me to give a theological explanation. He has called me to be a Christian Dad reaching out to my hurting brothers and sisters.  

Since that time I have had the opportunity to speak at conferences & churches across America about what the Lord has done in our family.  In 1996 I had the opportunity to speak on a panel of heterosexuals who are ministering to those in the gay/lesbian community.  When it came my turn to speak, I shared the things that we had been ghrough and of our struggle.  I began by telling the congregation that there was something I wanted to do before I began to talk.  I wanted to profess my unconditional love for my son and his family.  This is something that I feel God would have me do for He has brought me from a place where I was very angry at my son and just asked God to "Get Him".  Well little did I know that God was going to answer that prayer so forcefully but the "him" in that prayer would not be my son, but ME.

There are a lot of things that I don't understand in the gay community. But, there are some things I don't understand in the religious heterosexual community.  I don't understand how good Christian people can treat their pastors the way some do.  I don't understand how people in church can gossip, run down and sometimes spiritually kill new baby Christians.  There is one thing I do know and that is God is a God of love and mercy.  I believe that I am a spiritual being as well as an earthly being. The Bible talks about the fruits of the spirit.  I believe those fruits will be a part of my life if I truly am born again.

Mercy has become one of the most beautiful words in the English language to me. Some time ago,  I got a message over America on Line from a Christian young man who told of the times he has prayed, begged God, confessed it and still God never made him heterosexual. One day I felt God gave me a thought. I didn't one day decide I was going to be heterosexual. It was natural and the way I felt.  I don't believe that the kids in the gay community one-day wake up and decided they will be gay.  

TODD:  We want to personal thank you so much for the opportunity to be here to share our testimony and lives with you today.  We pray that in some way our lives and experiences speak to you and encourage you.  We want you to know that God is still in the business of extending mercy, healing and restoration.  We are living proof.

DAVID: (closing comments)
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