
In our family portrait, taken at church in the fall of 1992, my seventh-grade self appears with a 
noticeable scab between my mouth and chin. Shortly before that picture was taken, the small, 
private Christian school which I attended had gone on an overnight field trip to a Boy Scout 
camp in rural Georgia. I don’t remember the specific dates or the specific location. I have vague 
memories of the rest of the trip. But what is seared into my mind is standing outside a tent while 
a group of boys shouted “faggot!” at me as they hurled rocks at me. One rock hit my face, which 
started to bleed. One boy said “don’t hit his face, we’ll get in trouble,” but they soon resumed the 
cackling laughter and homophobic insults. I didn’t mention anything, making excuses to teachers 
at the camp, and then parents after I got home. 

I remember the laughter. Nearly a quarter of a century later, I remember the laughter. 

In my preaching, my teaching, and my research, I try to bear in mind the identities and related 
privileges I bring. I am gay and grew up in a time and place where this was not easy. I am also a 
white, cis-male, Protestant who grew up in a nice house in the suburbs and was able to go to a 
private school. Brett Kavanaugh and Christine Blasey Ford’s schools were somewhat different 
from mine, but hearing the stories about the intersection of power and privilege exercised by the 
“alpha boy” clique was all too familiar. 

I remember the laughter. 

I realize that a significant part of my pastoral work in both pulpit and classroom is simply being 
there. Listening to a sermon or a lecture by someone who is openly gay and married to another 
man and is an  ordained Minister of the Word and Sacrament and specializes in the Old 
Testament is a novel experience for many churchgoers and first-year seminary students. Part of 
my own professional development as a scholar is to move beyond mere presence and to find 
ways that my own research and my own teaching can have an impact on the greater conversation 
in the church, the academy, and the world around issues of women, theology, and gender. 

I attempted to do this with a project last year as part of a class on literary approaches to the Old 
Testament with Dennis Olson. I examined the promise of God in Isaiah 56:3a-5: 

Do not let the eunuch say, 
  “I am just a dry tree.” 
For thus says the LORD: 
 To the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths, 
  who choose the things that please me 
  and hold fast my covenant, 
I will give, in my house and within my walls, 
  a monument and a name 
  better than sons and daughters; 
 I will give them an everlasting name 
  that shall not be cut off. 

This text was first introduced to me as an OT “text of hospitality” for LGBTQ readers by PTS 
Professor Kathy Sakenfeld in a talk she gave to BGLASS (the PTS LGBTQ+ student group) 



when I was a first-year M.Div. student. I revisited the text in light of an ongoing conflict between 
gay men and trans people (particularly trans women) on who could claim the closer 
identification—and thus scriptural acceptance—with Isaiah’s eunuch, the sarîs. 

In the paper I explore some ideas of metaphor and analogy. I turn to discussions of 
intersectionality theory. Many of the discussions around claiming identity with the eunuchs fails 
to take into account the complicating factors of race and particularly class. The sarîsim we 
encounter in the Bible and other ancient Near Eastern texts are elites—powerful people who 
serve kings, whose childlessness creates concerns over who will inherit their significant wealth. 
In what manner and to what extent can a gay cis-man with children of his own (by whatever 
means) identify with the ancient eunuch who bemoans being childless? How does a trans woman 
identify with the ancient eunuchs who still enjoy and act to preserve male privilege in their 
cultures and governments? How do the low-income trans women of color, many of them sex 
workers, discussed in an article I cite, identify with the wealth, security, and power of the ancient 
eunuch? 

I look to theories of narrative empathy to consider the ways in which the text invites empathetic 
identification with the eunuchs—and the foreigners described in the same chapter—on various 
levels depending on the reader’s identification with different in-groups or out-groups. On some 
level, neither gay men nor trans women can “claim” the eunuchs as our own because of the 
significant differences between their world and ours. Yet, we are both still able to identify with 
them in a very specific and important way that others who are not part of a historically-
marginalized sexual orientation or gender identity cannot. It is our text, and it is also not only our 
text. The “monument and the name” is, after all, Yad Vashem in Hebrew. 

I close with an anecdote from a recent teaching experience, serving as a TA for Jacqueline 
Lapsley’s Gender in OT Narratives class. Our students were a diverse bunch, in gender, race and 
ethnicity, and church background, which provided for some stimulating discussions. About a 
month or two after the semester ended, I was at the Presbyterian Worship & Music Conference 
in Montreat, North Carolina. I received an e-mail from one of my students. On the other side of 
the country, she was facilitating a session at a retreat for women of a conservative evangelical 
background. She asked me for some help with a grammatical and interpretive question from our 
class discussion about Genesis 3. She was putting together a resource to encourage these women 
to reclaim for themselves a text traditionally used to justify domination of wives by husbands. I 
gladly composed a response on my laptop as I sat by Lake Susan. After all, my teaching had 
equipped one of my students to reach an audience, one that would likely never listen to me, with 
a message of hope from the biblical text. As I clicked “Send,” I glanced up to see a group of 
youth cheering their friend’s handstand and laughing. 

I will remember their laughter, too. 
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