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Introduction

Mark Larrimore  

Christianity is a queer thing.
—Elizabeth Stuart, Gay and Lesbian Theologies: Repetitions 

with Critical Difference

This book explores the living worlds of queer Christianities. 
The title may disconcert. Like other traditions, Christianity has often 

oppressed sexually nonconforming people. The harm it has done is 
vast and ongoing, and yet queer people have also thrived in Christian 
contexts. They have made and continue to make homes for themselves 
within Christian traditions. But more disconcerting still, for many who 
believe that the terms are mutually exclusive, is the growing number of 
theologians and practitioners who find Christianity itself to be at heart 
queer. Queer folk have found Christian traditions not only hospitable 
to queer lives but in deep ways congruent with them. Theory and theol-
ogy are only just catching up with the fact that queer Christians have 
for a long time been quietly constructing new identities, articulating 
new understandings of faith, and creating new religious communities. 

Queer Christianities 

The point of “queer Christianities” goes beyond noticing that there are, 
and always have been, “queers” in the church. This is undoubtedly the 
case—we are everywhere, and have long gravitated to institutions and 
sectors of society that work at a perpendicular to the business of pro-
creative sexuality. The point is stronger, too, than the claim that Chris-
tianity can offer a place for queer folk and would be transformed in 
wonderful ways by explicit inclusion of gender-nonconforming people 
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and practices. As theologian Patrick S. Cheng has shown us, this, too, is 
true.1 But there is more to say.

This book’s focus on “queer Christianities” rejects the premise that 
some relationship has yet to be established between queerness and 
queers on the one hand and Christianity on the other. Queer people are 
not outsiders to the church. Christianity has not only always had queer 
members, has not only always had the potential to be queered, but has 
from the start been a site of radical queerness. Has it also provided sup-
port and language for soul-destroying normativities, including hetero-
normativities? Without question. At its truest, however, Christianity 
challenges human idols of “nature,” “morality,” “family,” and “identity” 
in queer ways. It can do this even in practices and doctrines that might 
seem most normalizing, like marriage and sin.

The “Christian family values” used to persecute sexual minorities 
in our time are themselves of recent vintage and unrepresentative of 
Christian tradition and promise.2 The ideal of a society in which every-
one is happily (or unhappily) married to a member of the opposite sex 
and all intercourse open to the possibility of procreation would strike 
many in the long history of Christianity as aberrant. Christianity from 
its origins was leery of sex, even procreative sex, though not neces-
sarily of eros. Like every other institution of the Greco-Roman world, 
marriage was questioned by the earliest Christians. In his First Letter 
to the Corinthians, Paul had to answer the question should the follow-
ers of Jesus marry at all? By the fifth century, bishops were sometimes 
involved in negotiating marriage contracts and were often asked to 
give formal blessings at weddings.3 How were such blessings to be dif-
ferentiated from the medieval custom of blessing same-sex friendships 
described by historian John Boswell?4 And when a newly established 
consensus that marriage was one of seven sacraments made the bless-
ing ceremony obligatory for all licit marriages in the twelfth century, it 
was on a kind of analogy with the nuptials long celebrated by celibate 
religious with Christ.5 

“Queering” Christianity may be necessary today not because Chris-
tianity is unqueer but because it has forgotten its own radical queer-
ness. The sexual nonconformists’ experience is the one that forces all 
Christians to acknowledge the parlous gift that is sexuality itself.6 Lib-
eration theologies have taught us a “preferential option for the poor” 
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and excluded, teaching us to find truer Christian living among the dis-
advantaged. Respectable theology is shot through with ideology and 
domination. Women’s and gay liberation theologies have shown this to 
be true also in questions of gender and sexuality. Marginalized people’s 
experience is a truer framework for understanding the meaning of the 
gospel, and that includes the experience of sexual minorities. Theolo-
gian Marcella Althaus-Reid calls us to be thoroughly “indecent,” to the-
ologize “without underwear.”7 

Some of the most exciting work at seminaries today links queerness 
with postmodern and postcolonial perspectives.8 Christianity is a reli-
gion of liberation and a celebration of the richness of human experi-
ence, but it shares with queer thinking concerns about the inclusivist 
logic of most theologies and politics of liberation—necessary though 
they are in making a more just and more human world. We all hope and 
strive for a future in which there is no oppression, no marginalization. 
Yet the totalizing tendencies of conceptions of the natural or normal, 
even the best-intentioned, require constant vigilance and, indeed, chal-
lenge. As Christians are called to be in the world but not of it, Christian 
identities are ultimately all provisional. 

The word “queer” is used promiscuously in the chapters that follow. 
Sometimes it names an acronym that starts with the letters “LGBT,” 
the umbrella term for the unfolding richness of sexual identities and 
expressions. Sometimes “queer” is something more specific—the “Q” in 
the acronym, the self-identification of people for whom “straight” and 
“gay” identities, and perhaps any fixed identities, are experienced as 
constraining. Sometimes “queer” understands itself to be an open fron-
tier, a radical hospitality, a hope and even expectation that whatever we 
take for granted as a map of human experience will need to be redrawn 
again and again. Sometimes “queer” is used to articulate marginalized 
experience, and the margins’ challenge to the norms of putative centers, 
even outside the context of same-sex desire. Queerness has taught us to 
expect surprise, even from ourselves. 

We have not in this book sought uniformity in usage of the term, but 
this does not quite mean that anything goes. We can say that “queer” is 
more verb than noun or adjective, that it involves bodies but distrusts 
restrictive rhetorics of “nature” and “identity,” that it seeks and finds 
boundaries and plays with them, that it challenges judgments of the 
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pious and the licit in general and in particular. It deals with questions 
of great moment in experiences often deeply painful, but queering is 
fundamentally about the discovery of new pleasures and relationships. 
It expects and encourages fluidity, risk, and play. Christian queerness 
experiences the paradoxical workings of divine grace and love in all 
this. The Christian mystery is, after all, a scandal to law, foolishness to 
thought.9 Its appetite for disruption is prophetic.

Transgressive Forms: Celibacies, Matrimonies, Promiscuities 

We speak of “queer Christianities” to emphasize the diversity within 
Christianity and to resist temptations to uniformity, to what several 
of our authors call “normalization.” Queer Christians experience their 
lives as sacred work—a work at whose heart is a kind of disrupting clar-
ifying transforming play. “Queerness” is not an identity but a playing 
with identity and identities in the great and small moments and rela-
tionships of actual lives. And yet at the heart of these queer Christian 
lives we find what might at first seem a paradox: people committed to 
living in unsettled and unsettling ways. Queer Christians do not just 
transgress against the forms of an oppressive and heteronormative 
Christianity, but find specific Christian practices themselves—some-
times the most orthodox!—to be forms of and for transgression.

This book is structured around a trinity of states of queer Christian 
life: celibacies, matrimonies, and promiscuities. “States of life” is an old 
Roman Catholic name for settled Christian commitments, something 
we intend not to dismiss but to honor by our queering. We’ve chosen 
fusty old names because they allow us to be more playful in apprais-
ing, appropriating and reimagining the forms of Christian lives, and for 
good measure we’ve pluralized them. The plurals force us to see gen-
erative, restless multiplicity even in those institutions that seem most 
defined, and patterns and choices in what otherwise might seem shape-
less and undefinable. Queer Christian lives are wildly, deliciously varied 
and can be expected to keep pushing the limits of normalizing struc-
tures of all kinds, but they are themselves lived out in forms of Christian 
life. Here we find answers not only to why one might find queer good 
news in Christianity but to how one might actually live out a queerly 
Christian life.
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“Celibacy” and “matrimony” are traditional (at least in the singu-
lar): they are recognized and sanctioned states of Christian sexual life. 
“Promiscuity” decidedly is not. It’s not a nice term, not a common self-
identifier, and it is often used in prejudicial ways. It’s a troubling term, 
but for all these reasons the unsettled plural “promiscuities” is helpful 
for engaging the many other forms of queer Christian life as forms of 
transgression, and indeed transgressive forms. Promiscuities embraces 
all the things celibate and married folk are not supposed to be—so 
much so that we must wonder if the terms are not defined by mutual 
exclusion. Too much of Christian life is based on unacknowledged and 
even mutual structures of shaming and exclusion.10 

Yet this structure of inclusion and exclusion has been anything but 
stable. The Protestant Reformation universalized heterosexual marriage, 
even while demoting its status as a sacrament. To modern understand-
ings of sexual identity and expression, too, celibacy seems the queerest 
thing of all—as it seemed already to the world around early Christiani-
ties. Marriage, meanwhile, continues to change its meaning and scope. 
The extension to all adult citizens of “marriage equality” banks on a sta-
bility of definition and purpose it never had (which may be good news for 
the marrying kind, too!). Promiscuities, for most of tradition relegated to 
an outer darkness called sexual sin, contains multitudes—including, per-
haps, the key to what makes a celibacy or matrimony Christian.

The triad celibacies-matrimonies-promiscuities, like triangles and 
trinities of all kinds, is designed for tension. Aligning these words in 
this way—plural, parallel, and unranked—should be upsetting. A text 
that did not produce discomfort through its testing of status and con-
trast would not deserve the name queer—or Christian. Nobody really 
thinks that all or even most of celibacies, matrimonies, and promiscu-
ities are equally legitimate forms of life, let alone Christian life. Three-
legged stools may be stable, but every human triangle has been explo-
sive, thank God. A book like this could not be written by one person, or 
even three. To maximize its punch, its contributions challenge us and 
each other in content, discipline, method, and voice. Some of the chap-
ters are more traditionally scholarly, others more reflective and even 
sermonic, many engage personal experience. Queer religious experi-
ence demands an openness to methodologies beyond any theory-prac-
tice divide.
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Exploring these states of life together, traditional understandings of 
the good of sexuality are revealed as more internally varied, fluid, and 
indeed mutually interdefined than many traditional theologians have 
imagined. Many committed celibates—women and men—were mar-
ried to Christ, even as their humanly unpartnered state was thought 
to make them open to a promiscuous hospitality. Early heterosexual 
marriages and contemporary “ex-gay” marriages aspire to a kind of 
celibate matrimony, while all good marriages explode the human dyad 
in a fruitfulness shortchanged by merely biological understandings of 
fecundity.11 And queer Christian promiscuities ranging from the struc-
tured scenes of BDSM to erotic friendship invite us to richer and more 
complex understandings of the potentially transgressive queerness of 
relationships and experiences in all their forms.

Lived Religion 

What unites all the chapters in this book is a commitment to under-
standing queer Christianities through the forms of experience. This is 
more radical than it may seem. Recent work in the academic study of 
religion has drawn attention to the importance of “lived religion” not 
only in individual experiences but also in the articulation and unfold-
ing of traditions.12 The way religion actually lives is distorted by the 
tendency to think of religions quintessentially as systems of beliefs 
and practices, anchored in sacred texts, maintained by trained elites 
and conducted in official houses of structured worship. As sociologist 
Meredith B. McGuire has argued, this focus on “upper body religion” 
emerged in Western culture only in recent centuries.13 

Religious studies here meets theology, which has in recent decades 
reframed itself in “contextual” terms. As theologian Stephen B. Bevans 
explains, contextual theologies bring together “the faith experience of 
the past . . . recorded in scriptures and kept alive, preserved, defended—
and perhaps even neglected and suppressed—in tradition” with the 
“experience of the present, the context . . . [of] individual and contem-
porary-collective experience.”14 Theology has always been contextual, of 
course, but only in our time have theologians fully acknowledged this 
and factored it into their self-understanding. Bevans continues: “As Fil-
ipino theologian Leonardo N. Mercado puts it, ‘The people are the best 
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contextualizers’; and the role of the theologian is to function as a mid-
wife to the people as they give birth to a theology that is truly rooted in 
a culture and moment in history.”15 This realization redefines the rela-
tionship between the theologian and believers at large in a manner con-
gruent with that being explored by scholars of lived religion.

Only to outsiders do religious communities seem uniform, their 
authorities unified, and their laities docile. So many religious texts 
preach devotion, obedience, and orthodoxy precisely because so many 
religious people, including perhaps the most serious, are doing reli-
gion on their own terms. As historian Robert A. Orsi has put it, “There 
is  .  .  . no religion that people have not taken up in their hands”16—an 
insight we would want only to amplify by bringing in whole bodies and 
their desires. Many queer religious people find their bodily and their 
spiritual experience to be the twin lodestars of their lives.17 The non-
normative character of their desires and relationships makes them 
unusually aware of their own agency as religious people, but what they 
do is in many ways no different from what all people do. The study of 
lived religion turns received notions of religious inspiration, compe-
tence, and purity on their heads by seeing ordinary people as creatively 
forming their own religious worlds, with or without the resources and 
authorities of religious traditions, if not indeed against them. (Ecclesi-
astical authorities did and do not always look kindly on these processes, 
needless to say.) 

If it is in the crucible of actual lives that religious practices and ideas 
thrive or wither, it is also in this crucible that religion is recast and rein-
vented. The creative religious agency of ordinary people is a challenge 
to and for traditional scholars of religion no less than for theologians, 
and not only for those who think of religion in terms of systems and 
wholes. A reexamination of everyday lived experience means seeing the 
potential for religious creativity and complexity not only in nonspecial-
ist and nonauthorized lives but in everyday experience—an experience 
that generations of prophets and theorists have seen as at best inert, and 
more likely destructive of religious ideas. Lived experience challenges 
views that implicitly or explicitly pathologize this-worldly, embodied 
experiences of all kinds.

“Experience” is more complicated and conflicted than it seems. The 
idea of private experience may seem the last refuge of nonconforming 
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individuals and communities fighting hegemonic domination and 
explanation, but experience is not reliably self-interpreting.18 Experi-
ence is always comprehended socially, intersubjectively, if not neces-
sarily uncontentiously. Experiences are both individual and shared, 
shaped by and in turn shaping practices and discourses shot through 
with power relations. Experience is not passive, any more than mal-
leable bodily, social, and spiritual desires are. In exploring queer Chris-
tianities, experience is in need of both critique and trust. A hermeneu-
tics bringing together suspicion, retrieval, and action is called for. The 
chapters in this book share queer Christians’ never completed work of 
owning bodily, social, and spiritual experiences and shaping them into 
lives through forms old and new. 

Queer people are especially clear-eyed about these processes. No 
queer Christian ever had an easy time defining and inhabiting her form 
of life. (Two of this volume’s three editors left the church at one point, 
one of them returning to a different denomination.) The pain and 
the privilege of lives structured by nonconforming desires is a greater 
intentionality—one from which all Christians might well learn. Atten-
tion to lived experience shows how religion itself lives, how ideas and 
practices spread and change. Agency and imagination can be found 
throughout Christian communities. There are rich resources for reflec-
tion to be found at each level, and in the relations—not always conflic-
tual—between levels. 

Nobody is a Christian in a bubble. Every Christian has an under-
standing of the Christian past, of its moments of glory and of shame, 
and of the ways to recognize and avoid the latter. Every Christian is 
aware, if not always appreciative, of the variety of Christian lives in and 
beyond the circumstances of her own life—perhaps never more so than 
today. Every Christian finds ways of understanding the deepest, most 
exalting, and most troubling parts of their selves in terms of Christian 
categories, rituals, or relationships. Lived religion is not “fixed, unitary, 
or even particularly coherent”; the religions we live out offer at best a 
“practical coherence.”19 Queer Christian lives have more to make sense 
of and may find this predicament itself a gift.

Christian life cannot be understood only in terms of individuals and 
their relationships, however, much though one may sometimes wish it 
could be. Church communities play a crucial role in Christianity’s queer 
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work, even as they have done much harm in blessing and enforcing unjust 
social orders. The shared life of worshipping communities, an indispens-
able part of any picture of Christianity, is more varied than most people 
both within and outside Christian institutions appreciate. As remind-
ers of the queer work church can do, this book includes two “Church 
Interludes,” placed between the larger parts, exploring states of life. One 
describes the way an established church has responded to the call of its 
queer members. The second explores the creation of a new church com-
munity whose decolonizing Christian response to “oppression sickness” 
requires the recovery of old and even non-Christian practices.

*  *  *

Our offer of a variety of uses of “queer” and a deliberately destabilizing 
triangle of states of life—we seek no hierarchy, closure, or synthesis!—
is not merely arbitrary. The chapters that follow have been commis-
sioned and arranged to provide a stimulating colloquy, by turns pleas-
ing and upsetting but never, we hope, dull or irrelevant. Within each of 
the three parts readers will encounter ideas to deepen or unsettle their 
understanding of Christian pasts, to amplify or challenge their sense 
of the range of contemporary forms of queer Christian living, and to 
inspire reflection—theoretical or theological. Read together, they not 
only complement but also complicate each other in the queer ways just 
described. The disturbance patterns created by the chapters within each 
of the three parts, and those generated between the parts, offer a rich 
portrait of the paradox and promise of queer Christianities.
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