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Praise for
Out of a Far Country




“Christopher Yuan and Angela Yuan have told the story of their miraculous journey from broken lives, relationships, and dreams to a place of hope and healing. Out of a Far Country brings home the living truth that in the midst of a broken and hurting world, God is at work to redeem, renew, and reconcile his beloved. I’m particularly happy to endorse this book because Christopher, like myself, was broken in prison and redeemed by Christ.”


—CHUCK COLSON, founder of Prison Fellowship and the Chuck Colson Center for Christian Worldview






“Out of a Far Country reads like a modern rendition of the prodigal son parable, only it is more gripping. The journey taken by Christopher Yuan is rarely documented. Be prepared, for the raw emotions of both mother and son authentically mark every page. The spiritual lessons to be gained from this book are many. May it gain a vast audience!”


—J. PAUL NYQUIST, PhD, president of Moody Bible Institute






“This is a moving account of how an Asian mother’s fragile love turns into a prayerful, patient, and tenacious force of forgiveness. It is also a gripping narrative of a son’s search for belonging and meaning. Out of a Far Country breeds hope in every despairing heart.”


—LISA ESPINELI CHINN, director of International Student Ministries for InterVarsity/USA






“The Good Shepherd knows his sheep and calls them by name. Christopher Yuan, trapped in a life of drugs and sexual addiction, heard that call and rose to follow Jesus. His and his mother’s account of that rising is a profound story of redemption that all of us in this broken generation need to hear.”


—DUANE LITFIN, president emeritus of Wheaton College in Illinois






“Relevant, courageous, fascinating, and much more. I have known the Yuans for many years, and their walk is in line with their talk. This important and needed story goes against the wind, but it is one hundred percent in the right direction.”


—DR. GEORGE VERWER, founder and former international director of Operation Mobilisation






“Out of a Far Country is a true-life parable of saving grace for a prodigal mother and a wayward son who needed God’s forgiveness. Their story will warm the heart and lift the spirit of every parent who prays for a wandering child and every believer who needs to be reminded why the gospel is good news.”


—DR. PHILIP G. RYKEN, president of Wheaton College in Illinois






“At one point, Angela and Christopher were living worlds apart. I have heard their story countless times, and it never grows old. I know you will be amazed by the God who did the impossible to bring this mother and son back together.”


—ALAN CHAMBERS, president of Exodus International






“This is the story of God’s persistent chase of a wayward son through the prayers and love of a determined mother. But even more, it is a testimony to the fact that loving God is a far more satisfying pursuit than following our own desires. I am thankful that Christopher and Angela are willing to be so transparent about their journey. Christopher’s desire to follow Christ regardless of the struggle stands as a model for all who desire to love God with all their heart.”


—DR. JOSEPH M. STOWELL, president of Cornerstone University in Grand Rapids, Michigan






“God snatched Christopher Yuan from a desperately empty life and offered him the hope of Jesus Christ. This is a story of God’s redemption, love, and mercy in the midst of overwhelming sin and a heart that was far from God. Get two copies of this book—you will want to give one to a friend who needs Jesus.”


—DR. JAMES MACDONALD, senior pastor of Harvest Bible Chapel in Rolling Meadows, Illinois
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For Leon, husband and father:
Thank you for being willing to change,
not giving up on us, and continuing to pursue Christ.
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FOREWORD

Inspiring books have been written about Jesus’s parable of the prodigal son, the younger of two brothers who left his family to pursue a different way of living. We know only a few details about the choices made by the biblical prodigal, and the outcomes of his choices. If we knew more about the things that took place in the far country, I imagine Jesus’s story recorded in the gospel of Luke would stop us in our tracks. What we do know is that the younger brother led a life of his own choosing, then came back home a humbled, defeated person. The glory of the story is that he was welcomed by his loving, waiting father.

The story that is told in this book contains similar elements, but it features two prodigals, a younger son and his mother. The son left home to go to graduate school, and after a few years he began living in a way that went against his parents’ values. His mother, driven by love but also battered by shame and distraught over a lifeless marriage, came to the end of herself (see Luke 15:17, KJV). As hard as this was, it proved to be a turning point for both mother and son.

Out of a Far Country speaks directly to anyone who has wandered for any length of time. It’s a blindingly true story that will resonate with prodigal sons and daughters, and with the parents of prodigals. This story is sometimes heartbreaking, and it’s often raw in its honesty. The battle that is waged over a person’s soul is lengthy and hard fought, and the outcome is not known until after wounds have been suffered.

But the end of the story for a humbled, repentant prodigal—whether son, daughter, or parent—is one of God’s open arms, his love and sacrifice, and his grace to save us. That story never loses its power.

This book tells a story that will inspire you, and it’s one you can learn from. It will guide you to seek God and his help, even in times when your life gives no indication that there is any hope left. Christopher Yuan and Angela Yuan are two prodigals who chose finally to come back to their Father. Their story will give you hope—or restore your hope if you have lost it.


But when he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him. (Luke 15:20, KJV)



—KAY WARREN
Cofounder of Saddleback Church, Lake Forest, California
Founder of the HIV/AIDS Initiative, Saddleback Church
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Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!
    How unsearchable his judgments,
    and his paths beyond tracing out!

“Who has known the mind of the Lord?
    Or who has been his counselor?”

“Who has ever given to God,
    that God should repay him?”

For from him and through him and to him are all things.
    To him be the glory forever! Amen.
         (Romans 11:33–36)




 


One doesn’t ask of one who suffers: what is
your country and what is your religion? One
merely says, You suffer, this is enough for me.
You belong to me, and I shall help you.

—LOUIS PASTEUR


God, you did everything you promised,
and I’m thanking you with all my heart.

You pulled me from the brink of death,
my feet from the cliff-edge of doom.

Now I stroll at leisure with God
in the sunlit fields of life.

—PSALM 56:12–13 (MSG)






One


The End of My World

Angela: May 15, 1993

[image: ]t was May in Chicago. The warmth of spring was starting to wrap its arms around the city we had called home for twenty-four years. But that night we sat in silence, picking at our stir-fry with forks as cold and hard as our hearts.

Dinner was miserable, and it had nothing to do with the food.

You’d think that after so many years of living with my disconnected but often argumentative husband, Leon, I’d be used to misery. But this night was unusually dismal.

Our younger son, Christopher, was home for a visit. He had just finished his junior year of dental school in Louisville, Kentucky, after transferring from Loyola University School of Dentistry in Chicago the previous fall. Leon, a dentist himself, was glad that Christopher was following in his footsteps. It was expected that in a year father and son would be working together in our new dental office.

Of course, I too had been looking forward to Christopher’s visit. Like any good Chinese mother, I doted on our two sons, but Christopher and I had always been especially close. Normally his being at home would keep the tension in our home from boiling over. But Christopher’s presence at the dinner table tonight only elevated our family’s permanent state of emotional strain.
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A few days before Christopher had come home, Leon was checking the insulation in the crawlspace just off Christopher’s bedroom. On his way out of the crawlspace, the beam from his flashlight landed on something tucked away on top of the small access opening. He discovered an unlabeled VHS tape in a worn cardboard case, which he brought downstairs to show me.

As soon as I saw the dusty videocassette, I froze. I knew what it was, but everything inside me hoped it wasn’t. The truth was, for six years I had feared that Christopher’s problem had never really gone away.

I couldn’t bring myself to watch what was on the tape, so I asked Leon to do it. He took it from my hand and went into the living room to play it. Finally, he walked back into the kitchen, dropped the tape on the counter, and said, “Yes, it’s that.”

That. He couldn’t even say the word. It was gay pornography.

I immediately thought back to when Christopher was sixteen years old and I found out from his brother that he had had a sexual relationship with a thirty-year-old man. Christopher had contacted the man, who then invited him over. Sure, Christopher may have sought the man out, but no matter how you look at it, this man had used and soiled my son.

Words cannot express what I felt at that time. Sadness and deep anguish overwhelmed me. But I was also furious at the man who took advantage of my son. Christopher was robbed of the chance to be a normal teenager, and what’s worse, I couldn’t tell anyone about it. I wanted to see this man brought to justice, but that meant making a horrific private matter a public one. And I would not allow Christopher to go through that humiliation. We decided not to press charges, choosing instead to keep the heartache and shame a secret.

Added to the terrible disgrace was constant anxiety. During Christopher’s teenage years, my days were filled with fear. I worried about what people would say if they found out. I worried about how much Christopher was scarred, and whether his future would be affected by this incident. I especially worried about whether he would become … gay.

Even though this was a very private matter, I knew we should do something to find help. That same day, I had been flipping through material from a dental-office management company. This company helped us better manage our practice in order to increase the dental-office income. In this literature, I read about a counseling program offered by the parent organization. It promised resources for dealing with life’s problems, and the sponsoring organization was the Church of Scientology. I had never heard of Scientology. I was skeptical, but desperate. I would do anything to fix my son.

So Christopher and I traveled from Chicago to the Scientology Mission of San Francisco, where we enrolled in a program that required us to be there mornings and afternoons for two months. Certainly, their techniques were a little bizarre—sitting in a sauna for hours or holding metal cans during counseling (or “auditing”) sessions. But I was determined to beat this—for Christopher’s sake. Failure was not an option that I was willing to consider.

After two months and more than fifteen thousand dollars, we finished the purification program. More important, Christopher assured me that he was over that phase and ready to move on with life. I thought we had it all taken care of.
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But on a beautiful afternoon in May 1993, I sat picking at my stir-fry. I was waiting for the right moment to say something, but I had no idea what to say. I glanced to my right at Leon, trying to read his dark eyes. Was he going to confront Christopher as I wished, or wasn’t he? He briefly looked at me, then resumed his eating, oblivious to my agony. Leon wasn’t going to say anything, and as always his indifference drove me crazy. Once again, we weren’t on the same page. Once again, he had no idea how I felt.
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Our wedding took place at Notre Dame Church in Central Park, Manhattan, on September 11, 1965. My father is on the far right. I had no idea how difficult life would become after this day.

I could tell that Christopher knew I was upset. Our relationship had been strained in recent months. He’d been acting rudely to me—more like a resentful teenager than a twenty-two-year-old doctoral student. And this night only added to the tension. He kept looking at his watch and seemed to be contemplating a quick exit.

Leon still hadn’t said anything, and Christopher was about to leave the table. I needed an answer from my son, and I knew I had to speak up. If homosexuality was still a problem for Christopher, then we needed to take action.

“Christopher, Dad found a videotape in your crawlspace.” My voice was shaking—with fear, with despair? I never shied away from confrontation, but this was different.

Christopher looked at me with a blank face. No emotion, no guilt, not even surprise.

“Dad watched it,” I whispered. I swallowed hard, wishing this were a nightmare and I would wake up and everything would be okay. I wished my son would tell me what I wanted to hear—even if it wasn’t true. Besides, how could Christopher still be that? After all I had done for him.

But he just kept giving me that empty look.

“Christopher”—I forced the words out—“are you … are you still …?”

The question hung there, but only for a moment. Christopher sat up straight, looked me in the eyes, and with a voice full of resolve said, “Yes, I am. I am gay.”

He spoke confidently, without disgrace or apology. I couldn’t believe my ears. There was such boldness, as if he were proud of it. But shame swept over me. This couldn’t be true. Not my son, not my Christopher. At that moment, I wished the house would fall down on us and put an end to this mess.

I’d always had our lives all figured out. Christopher and his brother would grow up and accomplish important things in the world. They were both studying to be dentists. They would return home when they earned their degrees, join their father’s practice, and ultimately inherit the family business. Leon and I were just then completing a brand-new, state-of-the-art dental office. I would be at the helm, managing the office and making sure everything ran like a well-oiled machine. It would give me the life I longed for—spending time with my family and keeping us all together.

But now this.

I looked from my son to my husband and back again. I was as disappointed with Leon as I had ever been. Even though our marriage was totally lifeless, at least he should be concerned about his own son. So today, with Christopher announcing he was gay, why wasn’t Leon stepping in to do something? Why didn’t he say anything? Why wasn’t he outraged? Why wasn’t he telling Christopher that he was not, could not be … gay?

It was obvious to me that Christopher was not thinking clearly. Didn’t he know that he couldn’t choose both—to be a dentist and to live like that? If people knew, Leon would lose his patients. If people knew, no staff would work with us. If people knew, they would be afraid of getting AIDS. Christopher needed to come to his senses and be reminded that this family practice was everything. It had been our one dream—everything we had worked toward—for almost twenty years.

“Christopher,” I blurted out his name in frustration. “You must choose. You must choose the family or choose homosexuality.” This ultimatum would wake him up. He would have to choose his family and not throw away this bright future in our new office.

My son looked at me and said, “It’s not something I can choose. I was born this way … I am gay.” He took a deep breath and looked away. His neck tightened and his jaw clenched as he looked back at me with an expression I had never seen before. “If you can’t accept me, then I have no other choice but to leave.”

He backed away from the table and uttered one last cutting remark. “I expected you’d react like this. But that’s okay. I have a family. A real family of friends back in Louisville who accept me”—his voice cracked—“for exactly who I am.”

He went to his room. In a few minutes he came back through the house with his bags and walked out the door. It was as if he had planned this all along. There was no room for discussion, no time for negotiation. That was it. This was the end.

My knees gave way, and I fell to the floor. I felt as if my blood drained out of my body. My arms, my hands, my legs were cold as ice. The weight of shock and disbelief weighed so heavily on my chest that I had to strain just to breathe. This couldn’t be happening.

I began gasping for air. I was choking on my tears, knowing without question that I was a total failure. My marriage had been a failure for years, and now my parenting was a failure. My husband refused to stand by me. My older son had rebelled. And now Christopher, the one I thought would never do this to me, had rejected me.

I wanted to make Christopher stay, but I was out of options. And Leon still hadn’t said anything. He didn’t yell at Christopher or argue with him. Neither did he put his arm around me or hold my hand. He just walked away, leaving me lying on the floor alone, gasping between sobs.

A thought entered my mind, a memory of something Leon’s mother had told him. My mother-in-law had said a wife uses three tricks when she doesn’t get her way. First, she cries; second, she throws a temper tantrum; third, she threatens to hang herself. On that day, I was not playing any tricks. I was certain that I had nothing left to live for.


Two


Out of the Closet

Christopher: May 15, 1993

[image: ] saw my mother fall to the floor as I closed the door to leave. Just more Chinese-mother guilt-trip drama, I figured. I had seen too much of it over the years to be manipulated by it again. Besides, I wasn’t Chinese. I was American, born and raised in Chicago.

My gay friends in Louisville had told me what to expect when I came out to my parents—the screaming, the crying, the “after all I’ve done for you” routine. My mother didn’t disappoint, that’s for sure. And my father was true to form as well. He wasn’t even engaged enough to be for me or against me.

After almost a year of being active in Louisville’s gay community, I was ready to come out to my parents. I’d halfway planned to do it when I came home for Mother’s Day a week earlier, but I wasn’t sure how to bring it up. So at the dinner table, it was actually a relief when my mother confronted me. Now I was finally all the way out of the closet. In the gay community, coming out to your parents is a rite of passage. It’s taking the final step in fully embracing your homosexuality. And having completed that step, I had climbed one rung higher on the social ladder.

After hearing my friends’ horror stories, I was expecting to get kicked out of my parents’ house—and that’s exactly what happened. When my mother asked me to choose between homosexuality and the family, it meant that I couldn’t be true to myself and be accepted by my parents. And among my friends, I’d gotten used to being accepted. Mom was effectively kicking me out.

That hurt. But the hurt was overshadowed by the relief I felt. I could finally write my parents off. I didn’t have to care about them anymore, because they obviously didn’t care about me. They weren’t my real family. Real family would have accepted me for who I was. My gay friends in Louisville were now my real family.

The farther south I drove from Chicago, the freer I felt. In fact, I had never felt so free. No more having to hide. No more making up stories. No more family obligations. No more putting up with the nightly phone calls from home just to “check in.”

My whole life I had been entangled in my mother’s apron strings. She controlled every aspect of my life—or tried to. When I went away to college, she called every night to check on me. When I went away to boot camp with the Marine Corps, she demanded that I write home all the time. Even when I was in graduate school, she refused to let me live my own life. But things would be different now. She had kicked me out of the family, and all the meddling would come to an end.
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Midway through my first year at the University of Louisville, I came out of the closet to my friends and classmates. It was a freeing experience, and I’d never felt happier. Finally I could stop pretending, and I could be honest with friends who thought I was straight.

One day my good friend and workout partner, Gary, told me, “Rumors are going around the school that you’re gay. I’ve been defending you, telling people it’s not true, telling them that you’ve had several girlfriends.” He lowered his voice and his face became serious. “It’s not true, is it?”

He was shocked when I told him it was. He’d meant well when he told others that I was straight. He really thought he was defending me from vicious rumors. But the rumors were true. While I wasn’t effeminate or flamboyant, I was gay.
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Mom wanted me to write home all the time while away at Marine Corps boot camp. I was a reservist when this photo was taken in 1989.

As more people became aware of my real life, I felt more comfortable with my homosexuality. I no longer tried to hide it. If people weren’t okay with it, I didn’t care. For the first time, I felt I was being completely honest. Living any other way would be a lie.

It just so happened that two gay clubs in the city, the Connection and the Annex, were only five blocks from the dental school. I’d been to a few gay bars in Chicago, clubs that were more a place to cruise or hook up than a place to belong. But most of the men I met in the Louisville bars seemed … normal. They were professionals—bankers, lawyers, executives, dental students. Men like me. I went from thinking, There’s something wrong with me, to, This is who I am. These people were my friends. This was where I belonged.

When I was growing up, kids picked on me for being Chinese, playing the piano, loving the arts, and showing my feelings more than most boys did. I was horrible at sports, and I always felt like an outcast. But when I stepped into the gay community, I was introduced to a world of outcasts who had come together and become family. They stood up for one another, supported one another. They laughed with me, cried with me, and accepted me for who I was—gay.

With my newfound confidence, I became popular in the gay club scene. Never one to be much of a drinker, I started bartending for fun—and was quite successful at it. My outgoing personality and good physique made a difference in that setting, where bartenders often worked shirtless to show off their bodies. I made good tips—especially when I climbed on the bar and danced. After a childhood of being rejected by my peers, it felt great to be so readily accepted.

Telling my parents was the final hurdle in coming out. I knew they would be unwilling to let go of their set ways. It would have been awkward if my mother had said, “You’re gay? Great! Why don’t I come down to Louisville and you can introduce me to some of your gay friends?” Nevertheless, their rejection showed me how closed minded they were. At the same time, I fully expected them not to understand me. Their reaction fit in with the other coming-out war stories I’d heard. There was a pretty standard script for gay folks, and the big blowup with the parents was the climactic scene that marked the end of act one and the beginning of act two.
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Never before had I so looked forward to getting back to Louisville. Driving away from Chicago on Interstate 65 didn’t feel like leaving home; I felt like I was going home. And there was someone special I was going back to.

A couple of weeks earlier, I had started a new relationship. Grant was older than I was—well into his thirties—good looking, well built, successful, and generous. He was a lawyer, involved in Kentucky state politics, and he lived in a beautiful guest house on a big estate. Shortly before my trip to Chicago, Grant had invited me to move out of the fraternity house on the university campus where I’d been staying and move in with him. Now I was anxious to get back to him and our new home together.

I’d had a few boyfriends before Grant, but he was different—mature, professional, and stable. Stable, that’s what I wanted in a relationship. I wanted to settle down, and my heart raced just thinking about moving into his house. It was the first time that I’d felt sure that another man really cared about me—enough to invite me into his home. I was finally in a relationship that had a future.

As I drove back to Kentucky, I was sure that Grant’s acceptance would buffer the pain of my parents’ rejection. I was glad that finally there were no more barriers between me and my happiness with Grant.

At last I pulled into the long, tree-lined driveway leading to Grant’s house. It was a little after midnight, but I knew he was a night owl and would still be up. I parked in front and bounded up the steps to the front door. I was supposed to be in Chicago another day and was excited to surprise Grant with my early return. I let myself into the house. “Hey, Grant! I’m back!” I called into the darkness.

When I saw his face, I knew something was wrong. He didn’t run to embrace me. He didn’t break into a grin. He just stood there looking at me, not bothering to interrupt the awkward silence. Then he said, “Hey … you’re back already. I wasn’t expecting you so soon.”

“Yeah, I hoped I’d surprise you. My parents—”

“Listen, we need to talk. Um, maybe it would be best if we … um … cooled it for a bit.”

“What do you mean?”

“Maybe you should stay at the frat house tonight.”

I was crushed. Just that quickly I realized I barely knew the man.

My parents had kicked me out. Now Grant didn’t want me either. Where was I supposed to go?
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