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HHooww  JJeeaannnnaa  KKaaddlleecc  ttuurrnneedd  aawwaayy  ffrroomm
eevvaannggeelliiccaall  CChhrriissttiiaanniittyy  aanndd  ssttooppppeedd  bbeeiinngg  ‘‘aa
ccaarr  wwrreecckk  iinn  pprrooggrreessss’’
The author of “Heretic: A Memoir” talks about why fantasy and
mystical things appeal to queer people

By Ren Jender • November 3, 2022 6:59 pm EDT

“This certainly isn’t exclusive to queer people, but folks who don’t have a religious background, any kind of religious background in
the U.S., can be dismissive of evangelicals and Christians, even after they overturned Roe and gave Trump four years in office,”
says author Jeanna Kadlec. Credit: Meg Jones Wall

EE nough memoirs by queer ex-Christians (either evangelicals or
Mormons) have been published in recent years that these books
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could have their own section at Hudson News. Jeanna Kadlec’s Heretic: A
Memoir, out this fall, stands out, not because she went on to found an
LGBTQ2S+-inclusive lingerie boutique or distributes a newsletter about
“Astrology for Writers,” or even because indie musician Lucy Dacus
blurbed her book. It’s because Kadlec sees the danger of evangelical
Christianity clearly, as only someone who has been deep inside of it can.

Kadlec led her women’s Bible study as a
college undergrad, married the guy who led
the men’s Bible study (who was also a pastor’s
son), then they both left small-town Midwest
so she could join a Boston-area PhD program.
There she met Tony, an out queer woman,
also from the Midwest, with whom she had
the “emotional affair” that was a deciding
factor in leaving her husband; he had also
turned abusive. Kadlec writes of her last
sexual encounter with her husband: “Ask
pretty much any woman I have ever slept
with—I like rough sex.… But I only like it when
I ask for it.”

Kadlec also writes with keen insight about the parallels between pop
culture, mythology and her coming out and leaving the church. Xtra
spoke to her by phone from her home base in Brooklyn, New York, shortly
before the publication of the book.

OOnnee  ooff  tthhee  tthhiinnggss  tthhaatt  ssttrruucckk  mmee  iiss  tthhaatt  wwhheenn  yyoouu  iiddeennttiiffiieedd  aass  aann
eevvaannggeelliiccaall  CChhrriissttiiaann,,  bbeeffoorree  yyoouu  ccaammee  oouutt,,  yyoouu  wweerree  iinn  aa  lloott  ooff
ppllaacceess  ffuullll  ooff  qquueeeerr  wwoommeenn::  WWoommeenn’’ss  SSttuuddiieess,,  aann  EEaasstt  CCooaasstt  PPhhDD
pprrooggrraamm  aanndd  eevveenn  oonn  yyoouurr  hhoonneeyymmoooonn,,  wwhhiicchh  wwaass  iinn  PPrroovviinncceettoowwnn..
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HHooww  ddiidd  yyoouu  tthhiinnkk  aabboouutt  tthhee  qquueeeerr  wwoommeenn  iinn  yyoouurr  lliiffee  tthheenn??

Xtra Newsletters send you the latest in LGBTQ2S+ news
and culture.

I was friends with queer women in my women’s Bible study in college who
were Unitarian or Episcopalian. I didn’t go to churches that were explicit
in their homophobia, but when pressed by other hard-core evangelicals, I
would say, “I believe homosexuality is a sin,” because to say otherwise
was not acceptable. I thought, “I’m supposed to not be okay with LGBTQ
people, but they’re a good person.” I certainly didn’t look too closely at
the fact that they were the people I was most comfortable with. 

II  ffiinndd  tthhee  sseeccttiioonn  ooff  tthhee  bbooookk  aabboouutt  TToonnyy  ffaasscciinnaattiinngg::  iitt’’ss  ppaarrtt  ooff
qquueeeerr  ppeeooppllee’’ss  eexxppeerriieennccee  II  ddoonn’’tt  oofftteenn  sseeee  iinn  bbooookkss,,  wwhhiicchh  iiss  tthhaatt
yyoouu’’rree  cclloossee  ttoo  ssoommeebbooddyy  aanndd  yyoouu  ssppeenndd  aallll  yyoouurr  ttiimmee  ttooggeetthheerr  aanndd
yyoouu  nneevveerr  hhaavvee  sseexx..  EEvveenn  tthhoouugghh  eevveerryyoonnee  sseeeess  tthhee  cchheemmiissttrryy
bbeettwweeeenn  yyoouu  ttwwoo  ((aanndd  aassssuummee  yyoouu’’rree  aa  ccoouuppllee)),,  tthhee  ootthheerr  ppeerrssoonn
ddeenniieess  eevveerr  hhaavviinngg  rroommaannttiicc  ffeeeelliinnggss  ffoorr  yyoouu..  II  kknnooww  yyoouu’’rree  hhaappppiillyy
ppaarrttnneerreedd,,  bbuutt  iiff  yyoouu  wweerree  ssiinnggllee  nnooww  aanndd  yyoouu  mmeett  ssoommeebbooddyy  wwhhoo
wwaass  aann  eevvaannggeelliiccaall,,  mmaarrrriieedd,,  ssttrraaiigghhtt  wwoommaann,,  wwhhiicchh  iiss  wwhhaatt  yyoouu
iiddeennttiiffiieedd  aass  wwhheenn  yyoouu  ffiirrsstt  mmeett  TToonnyy,,  wwoouulldd  yyoouu  ccoonnssiiddeerr  ssttaarrttiinngg  aa
rreellaattiioonnsshhiipp  wwiitthh  tthhaatt  ppeerrssoonn??
Absolutely not! I would never be involved with someone going through
what I was going through, who wasn’t yet out. I have sympathy for Tony
being like, “You are a car wreck in progress that I do not want to get that
close to,” except for the part where she was already in the wreck with
me. 

PPuutt  aa  lliittttllee  qquueeeerr  iinn  yyoouurr
iinnbbooxx
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TThhee  qquueeeerr  ccoommmmuunniittyy  iiss  oofftteenn  aa  ttaarrggeett  ooff  tthhee  wwhhiittee  eevvaannggeelliiccaall
aaggeennddaa..  WWhhaatt’’ss  tthhee  tthhiinngg  qquueeeerr  ppeeooppllee  ggeett  wwrroonngg  aabboouutt
eevvaannggeelliiccaallss??
This certainly isn’t exclusive to queer people, but folks who don’t have a
religious background, any kind of religious background in the U.S., can be
dismissive of evangelicals and Christians, even after they overturned Roe
and gave Trump four years in office. People who practise non-Christian
religions in this country are very aware that Christianity is embedded in
politics, and they challenge the idea that church and state are separate.
On January 6, 2021, [when protestors supporting outgoing president
Trump stormed the U.S. capital], when the chambers reconvened after
the attack, Nancy Pelosi, a storied, establishment Democrat, from
fucking San Francisco, led a prayer to a Christian god on the floor of
Congress.

YYoouu  ttwweeeetteedd  aabboouutt  rreecceeiivviinngg  mmaalliicciioouuss  oonnee--ssttaarr  rreevviieewwss  oonn
GGooooddrreeaaddss  ffrroomm  ppeeooppllee  wwhhoo  hhaaddnn’’tt  rreeaadd  yyoouurr  bbooookk,,  bbeeccaauussee  HHeerreettiicc
iiss  aabboouutt  bbootthh  bbeeiinngg  qquueeeerr  aanndd  eexx--eevvaannggeelliiccaall..  TThhiiss  ttaarrggeetteedd,,
sswwaarrmmiinngg  bbeehhaavviioouurr  iiss  ccoommmmoonn  oonn  ssoocciiaall  mmeeddiiaa,,  eessppeecciiaallllyy  oonn
ppllaattffoorrmmss  tthhaatt  ccoommppiillee  rreevviieewwss  ffrroomm  nnoonn--pprrooffeessssiioonnaallss..  HHooww  ddiidd  yyoouu
ccoouunntteerraacctt  iitt??
I’ve asked folks who’ve read the book to review it, if they can. I know this
is not a unique problem: it’s being encountered by other queer authors as
well as authors who write work that’s critical of evangelicalism. But the
way I dealt with it was to block Goodreads on my phone and my
computer, so that I can’t go look. 

YYeeaarrss  aafftteerr  yyoouu  lleefftt  tthhee  cchhuurrcchh,,  wwhheenn  yyoouu  wweerree  wwoorrkkiinngg  oonn  tthhiiss  bbooookk,,
yyoouu  hhaadd  ttwwoo  vviissiioonnss  ooff  JJeessuuss  iinn  yyoouurr  aappaarrttmmeenntt..  DDiidd  yyoouu  hhaavvee  vviissiioonnss
ooff  hhiimm  wwhheenn  yyoouu  wweerree  iinn  tthhee  cchhuurrcchh??
Never.

WWhhaatt  ddoo  yyoouu  tthhiinnkk  ooff  tthheessee  vviissiioonnss??  WWhhaatt  wwoouulldd  yyoouu  ddoo  iiff  yyoouu  hhaadd
aannootthheerr  oonnee??
I’m the kind of person who believes in a spiritual realm. I treat it as
something that actually happened. I’ve had a number of supernatural
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experiences throughout my life. I am sharing this one because I want it to
never happen again. My relationship with the church is finished. The
relationship with Jesus was always separate. That relationship felt
personal and real. These visitations feel like there’s still something that’s
not communicated. And I’m not in a place yet to hear it.

WWhheenn  yyoouu  wweerree  ssttiillll  aa  bbeelliieevveerr,,  ddiidd  yyoouu  wwiisshh  ffoorr  JJeessuuss  ttoo  aappppeeaarr
bbeeffoorree  yyoouu??
Absolutely. When I was young, especially, and even when I was older, I
could audibly hear his voice when I was praying. The experience of him
was always real to me, in a way that I didn’t talk about. The experience of
him was visceral. But I wished for more because, especially in our
culture, we treat sight as confirmation, which is even in the Bible:
“Blessed are those who believe and who have not seen.” It’s this idea that
if you can see it, it’s real. The unseen is what’s uncertain. 

YYoouu  wwrroottee  ffaannffiiccttiioonn  bbeeffoorree  yyoouu  ccaammee  oouutt,,  aanndd  yyoouu  wwrriittee  iinn  tthhee  bbooookk
aabboouutt  DDuunnggeeoonnss  &&  DDrraaggoonnss  hheellppiinngg  yyoouu  ttoo  pprroocceessss  yyoouurr  ffeeeelliinnggss
aabboouutt  lleeaavviinngg  tthhee  cchhuurrcchh..  TThhee  ppoowweerr  ooff  ffaannttaassyy  iiss  pprriimmaall,,  eessppeecciiaallllyy
ffoorr  qquueeeerr  ppeeooppllee..  WWhhaatt  rroollee  ddooeess  ffaannttaassyy  ccoonnttiinnuuee  ttoo  ppllaayy  iinn  yyoouurr
lliiffee??
I am still playing D&D. Adults shut down that part of ourselves that wants
to play. With my D&D group—all queer people—we’re creating this world
that is divested of a lot of the systems and isms that we live with in
everyday life. 

YYoouu’’rree  ccaarreeffuull  ttoo  ssaayy  tthhaatt  yyoouurr  iinntteerreesstt  iinn  aassttrroollooggyy  aanndd  ttaarroott  ccaarrddss  iiss
nnoott  aa  ssuubbssttiittuuttee  ffoorr  CChhrriissttiiaanniittyy,,  bbuutt  tthhee  qquueeeerr  ccoommmmuunniittyy,,  iinn  mmyy
eexxppeerriieennccee,,  ggiivveess  mmoorree  ccrreeddeennccee  ttoo,,  oorr  aatt  lleeaasstt  ttoolleerraannccee  ffoorr,,
mmyyssttiiccaall  tthhiinnggss  tthhaann  ssttrraaiigghhtt  ppeeooppllee  ddoo..  WWhhyy  iiss  tthhaatt??
It has something to do with the harm organized religion has done to
queer people. And how queer people, through the process of coming out,
are accustomed to creating ourselves from scratch: we often have a
sense of openness. But queer people can sometimes treat those things
with the dogmatic approach that comes from religion.
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EEvvaannggeelliiccaall  CChhrriissttiiaannss  ddiissaapppprroovvee  ooff  aassttrroollooggyy  aanndd  ttaarroott  ccaarrddss..
It’s witchcraft in the worst way for evangelicals. Tarot, astrology, ouija
boards, shrines to other deities, ancestor work, treating the land itself as
spirited, it’s all sinful.

YYoouurr  mmootthheerr  aaccccuusseedd  yyoouu  ooff  bbeeiinngg  aa  wwiittcchh  aanndd  aasskkeedd  iiff  yyoouu  hhaadd  tthhee
MMaarrkk  ooff  tthhee  BBeeaasstt..  HHooww  ddiidd  yyoouu  aannsswweerr  hheerr??
At the time I could tell her I didn’t think I was a witch. Now I would
answer that a lot of people who wouldn’t call themselves witches are
witches by the church’s definition, myself included. 

WWhhiicchh  qquueeeerr  mmeemmooiirrss,,  bbyy  eexx--eevvaannggeelliiccaallss  oorr  nnoott,,  ddiidd  yyoouu  wwaanntt  yyoouurr
oowwnn  bbooookk  ttoo  bbee  lliikkee??
Garrard Conley’s Boy Erased paved the way. His book has been the most
prominent memoir by a queer ex-evangelical and it was published by
Riverhead, a well-respected literary imprint. Another memoir that
influenced me was Melissa Febos’s Abandon Me. I read it in one sitting
and was like, “Oh my God, you can totally do this. You can incorporate
other literature and artistic meditations into a compelling personal
narrative.”

WWhhaatt  aarree  ssoommee  ffoorrmmaattiivvee  qquueeeerr  tteexxttss  ffoorr  yyoouu  tthhaatt  yyoouu  wwaanntt  aallll  qquueeeerr
ppeeooppllee  ttoo  rreeaadd??
Audre Lorde’s Sister Outsider, but especially the essay “Uses of the
Erotic,” which I cite in Heretic. It’s key to understanding community and
anger and the erotic. And I would say any book of Mary Oliver poems.
There is an erotic quality to Mary Oliver’s poetry, but her relationship
with nature is what’s most distinctive: observant and quiet. Her work is
also stripped of hetero commitments. That’s two. If I keep going, it’ll be a
monster of a list.

This interview has been edited for length and clarity.
More From This Contributor Follow

Ren Jender (she/her) is a queer writer-performer/producer making a film. Her
writing has appeared in The New York Times, on NPR, in Bandcamp, The Village
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Voice and Slate. She was also a fellow at the National Critics Institute in 2021.

renjender
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AAnn  ooddee  ttoo  tthhee  sseeccrreett
cceelleebbrriittyy  qquueeeerr
wweeddddiinngg
Miss Argentina and Miss Puerto Rico
join Niecy Nash-Betts as public
figures who came out by getting
married
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NNeeww  ‘‘DDeeggrraassssii’’  rreebboooott
ddiittcchheedd,,  ffaannss
‘‘iinnccoonnssoollaabbllee’’
WarnerMedia won't move ahead
with plans for a 7th 'Degrassi' series
planned for HBO Max. The
franchise, known for taking on
queer and trans issues, was slated
for 10 new episodes.

History
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The famous Historica Canada series
features an icon in trans history

JJoohhnn--AAnnddrreeww
MMoorrrriissoonn  oonn  ‘‘AA  SSttrraannggee
LLoooopp’’  aass  tthhee  sshhooww
eenntteerrss  iittss  ffiinnaall
ssttrreettcchh
The star of the Tony- and Pulitzer
Prize-winning musical celebrates
the love and tragedy of all our
mothers

PPuutt  aa  lliittttllee  qquueeeerr  iinn  yyoouurr  iinnbbooxx
Xtra Newsletters send you the latest in LGBTQ2S+ news and culture.
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How Jeanna Kadlec turned away from evangelical Christianity and stop... https://xtramagazine.com/culture/jeanna-kadlec-heretic-239504
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