Religious Beliefs

Introduction: Religion and GLBT

Religion, we all know, is certainly not science. Nor is it, in a democracy, the
same as culture or politics. While those other three realms of human activity
are marked by constant change and development, people often look to their
faith traditions for something more timeless and permanent. Likewise, the
institutions of religion are, to a great extent, dedicated to perpetuating and
disseminating absolute and timeless systems of belief.

Therefore, it is not surprising that religious institutions remain the one
arena of greatest, continuing resistance to GLBT affirmation and advocacy.

But it is not a two-way street. In fact, it is remarkable—considering how
much rejection and outright oppression GLBT people experience from the
institutions of religion—how strongly they hold onto their religious beliefs.
Regardless of how Christian people interpret Old and New Testament
references and other supposedly anti-homosexual religious doctrine, the
majority of GLBT people continue to observe the religious practices of their
upbringing and petition their congregations for full inclusion in their
communities of faith.

And significant numbers of them believe, firmly, that their orientation is a
gift from their God, and as such their love and their relationships are as
sacred and as holy as the heterosexual counterparts. And they need their
fellow faithful to understand, affirm, and defend their orientations and
relationships.

Furthermore, it is also true that not all faith traditions condemn
homosexuality—some branches of Buddhism, Quakerism, and Unitarian
Universalism are either silent on homosexuality or are outspoken advocates
for full societal inclusion of GLBT people. Beyond that, many Native
American communities consider their GLBT-like “two-spirited” people to be
indispensable participants and leaders of their spiritual observations. Nor is
it clear that Christianity itself always condemned homosexuality: historian
John Boswell has established that the Church was indifferent to
homosexuality until the late Twelfth Century (qtd. in Helminiak 23-24, 136).
And many Christian churches may now be preparing to shift again, especially
as Bible scholars have been reassessing the meaning of the few references



that the text makes to homosexual acts, and as many denominations are
discussing and debating their understanding of GLBT people in general.
Others predict that many Christian religious institutions will not shift but
instead will rift or schism over this particular concern.

There are three main reasons why GLBT people are very concerned over how
they are represented by religious institutions. First, on a personal level, they
have to waste a lot of energy fighting against the notion that they have been

condemned. Second, despite the constitutional separation of church and state
in the United States, it remains true that past and future legislation is often

heavily influenced by religious views, both on the part of lawmakers and also
voters. Third, religious condemnations help some people feel justified in their
violence against GLBT people; at the very least they do nothing to help bring
an end to such attacks.

Because Christianity is currently the religion of the majority in the United
States, and thus it is one of the faith traditions most often invoked to justify
unequal treatment of GLBT people, it will dominate parts of the presentation
in this section (including some of the most GLBT-affirming aspects). This
section will review GLBT-affirmative interpretations of Biblical passages,
summarize the positions of some of the major religious denominations,
explore one of the most affirmative spiritual traditions (Native American),
touch upon one of the least affirmative (Ex-Gay Ministries), and conclude
with a brief description of some of GLBT-specific religious affiliations.

As usual, very little is yet said specifically about transgender people;
awareness and concern regarding that orientation is only now slowly moving
into religious discussions.

Christian Foundations: The Bible

In the experience of GLBT people, the Bible is often the point at which the
discussion both begins and ends. Many GLBT people prefer not to get
involved in such discussions, because too often they are assumed from the
beginning to be condemned. For those who believe that they already know
what the Bible has to say about homosexuality, there is usually little to be
said or done.

But for those who are willing to consider the fact that many serious Bible
scholars believe Scripture does not condemn homosexuality, there is plenty to
study and discuss. Perhaps one of the most clear and compact (133 pages)
analyses of the Bible and homosexuality is Daniel A. Helminiak’s What the
Bible Really Says About Homosexuality. Much of the information in this



section comes from that text, although countless others that make essentially
the same arguments are available (McNeill, Scroggs, etc.).

It must first be noted, however, that GLBT-affirmative readings of the Bible
do not come from “fringe” or “anti-Christian” movements. Helminiak and the
many other Christians who assert that the Bible does not condemn GLBT
people or homosexual relations remain steadfast in their belief that the Bible
is the word of God and that it is without error. They maintain, instead, that if
there be errors, they are to be found in how the text is understood by its
readers. These differences in Biblical understanding about homosexuality
appear to flow from three main factors:
1. A difference in approach to reading the text
2. A difference between the conception of certain homosexual acts in
Biblical times and the nature of homosexual orientation as we now
know it
3. Consequently, a difference in understanding of specific passages that
have been commonly held to comment on homosexuality in general.

Factor 1: Literal vs. Historical-Critical Readings
In regard to the first factor, Helminiak breaks Biblical understanding into

two camps: literal readings and historical-critical readings. He proposes that
the real divide in Christian theology is no longer between Catholic and
Protestant but between a fundamentalist, literal reading of the Bible and a
historical-critical reading that has now become accepted by many scholars
and faithful. Whether this divide is found within individual congregations or
whole denominations, it generally spells the difference between rejection and
affirmation of GLBT people and their orientations. The advantage of a literal
reading, according to Helminiak, is that it is easy: anyone can do it, for the
words simply mean whatever a person thinks they mean. But there are
problems, as follows:
e The words in the Bible don’t always mean the same thing to readers
that they meant to those who inscribed them
e The meanings of Biblical words can change significantly through time
and in cross-cultural translation
¢ Understandings of Biblical words often differ from one reader to
another even within the same time period.

Without a system in place to resolve such differences, either “might makes
right” or differences become irreconcilable. Literal readings also lead to
“selective” use of the Bible: passages purported to condemn homosexuality
are emphasized, while passages supporting slavery, oppression of women,
and myriad other widely discredited social phenomena are ignored. And,
finally, the literal approach leaves people with little guidance for modern
concerns that the texts of the Bible could not even imagine (36-37).



On the other hand, the historical-critical approach has but one major
downfall: it is difficult, as it requires study and research beyond the Bible
itself and an open forum of intellectual exchange to sort out the best and
most accurate interpretations. The advantages, however, include the
following:
e It eventually creates widespread agreement among those who
participate
e It helps to assure that fallible humans are getting closest to the real
word of God, by eliminating error and misconception through open and
democratic exchange
e Because it actively explores and articulates the underlying principles
of Biblical writings, it provides guidance for those aspects of modern
life which do not literally appear in the text itself (37-39).

As one might expect, it is in the work of the historical-critical approach that
we find a very different understanding from traditional Bible-based
injunctions against homosexuality.

Factor 2: Homosexual Acts vs. Homosexual Orientations

Having employed a historical-critical approach to the Bible, scholars have
come to understand that while homosexual acts were common in Biblical
times, and homosexual relations existed in a wide variety of forms before,
during, and after the birth of Christ, the notion of a homosexual orientation is
unmentioned. There is widespread agreement that references formerly
understood on a literal level as “all homosexual acts” were actually specific to
homosexual pederasty and the same dehumanizing, abusive, and exploitative
use of sexual contact that is also condemned in heterosexual relations. For
example, Robin Scroggs, in The New Testament and Homosexuality,
concludes that, in particular, “the homosexuality the New Testament opposes
is the pederasty of the Greco-Roman culture.” (84).

Throughout his text, Helminiak builds a case for the fact that “homogenital”
acts (as he calls them) were not considered “sin” in the few Old Testament
passages that make references to them, but rather cultural and ritual
violations on the same level as eating certain meats and mixing different
plants and fibers. He explains that “...‘abominable’ is just another word for
‘unclean.” An ‘abomination’ is a violation of the purity rules that governed
Israelite society and kept the Israelites different from the other peoples” (56).
Thus an “abomination” was a religious/cultural “distinction” that was
enforced in order to maintain group identity and even, perhaps, a sense of
superiority over others. Other terms were available that would have placed
homosexual acts into a much more serious and condemnatory category than
“abomination,” but these labels were not used.



Furthermore, within that same worldview, female homosexuality is so rarely
mentioned because it theoretically did not count: women were considered
“orifices,” could not “penetrate” others, and thus were incapable of “real”
sexual relations with one another. (59-61).

What Helminiak, Scroggs, and many other scholars have concluded is that
the few Biblical references to specific homosexual and heterosexual acts are
talking about something entirely different from sexual orientations. And
furthermore, they conclude that GLBT orientations and relationships
between caring, loving adults (including consensual homosexual acts, which
are but one part of what it means to be GLBT) are simply not of real concern
to Scripture. Based upon the principles underlying that which does appear in
the Bible, the love relationships of GLBT people are not incompatible with
Christian theology in the least.

Factor 3: Historical-Critical Readings of Specific Passages

When it comes to the third main factor—the historical-critical analysis of the
actual passages that have been interpreted as condemning homosexuality —
the discussion becomes ever more detailed and specific. In short, the
infamous threat that for many people defines the story of Sodom is actually
male-male rape, not consensual male-male sex. And when the terminology is
kept in its proper context, the real concern of the story is that “the people of
Gibeah and Sodom are condemned for their meanness, cruelty, and abuse.
Not homosexuality but hardheartedness is the offense of Gibeah and of
Sodom” (47).

As for the other Biblical references, Helminiak summarizes as follows:

Only five texts in the Bible surely express an opinion about male-male
sex, Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13, Romans 1:27 and 1 Corinthians 6:9 and
1 Timothy 1:10. All these texts are concerned with something other
than homogenital activity itself, and these five texts boil down to only
three different issues.

First, Leviticus forbids homogenitality as a violation of the ancient
Jewish aversion to the “mixing of kinds,” a confusion of the idealized
roles of penetrating males and penetrated females. The concern about
male-male sex is impurity, an offense against the Jewish religion, not
violation of the inherent nature of sex. Second, the Letter to the
Romans presupposes the teaching of the Jewish Law in Leviticus, and
Romans mentions male-male sex as an instance of impurity. However,
Romans mentions it precisely to make the point that purity issues
have no importance in Christ. Finally, in the obscure term
arsenokoitai, if taken to refer to male same-sex acts, 1 Corinthians and



1 Timothy would condemn abuses associated with homogenital activity
in the First Century: exploitation and abuse (132, emphasis added).

In summary, the scholarly conclusions are that abusive, exploitative,
pederastic, and violent acts of sex—be they homosexual or heterosexual —
are condemned by the Bible, both Old and New Testaments. But homosexual
orientations and adult consensual relationships between people of the same
gender are not of concern. The one possible exception, anal intercourse as
described in Leviticus, is a reflection of Jewish prohibitions against “mixing
of kinds,” and the evidence shows that early Jewish rabbis understood
Leviticus as forbidding that specific act only. Other forms of homosexual
relations were acknowledged, and they were merely “discouraged” by the
rabbis as a form of masturbation (60).

Ultimately, the position taken by any major Christian denomination in
regard to GLBT people reduces down to one thing: the approach that the
church takes toward understanding Scripture. A literal approach generally
leads to condemnation of homosexuality, while a historical-critical approach
can lead to affirmation of GLBT people.

A Range of Official Positions on GLBT People

Aside from scholarly refutation of Biblical condemnations of homosexuality,
there are a few other reasons why some churches—Christian and
otherwise—are moving and shifting their positions in regard to GLBT
people. Many Christians choose to give precedence to Biblical guidance like
“love thy neighbor,” “judge not lest ye be judged,” and “whatsoever you do
unto others, that you do unto Me.” As a result, they have a neutral or
affirmative stance toward “others” of all kinds.

Some people continue to privately disapprove of GLBT people on religious
grounds, and thus do not want their own religious institution to recognize
such relationships. But at the same time, they recognize that the principles of
our democracy and our constitutional guarantees must take public precedent.
They support secular change because they acknowledge that everyone’s lives
(and especially religious freedoms) will be best protected when GLBT people
are afforded rights and legislative tools equivalent to those currently held by
the heterosexual majority.

Finally, some religions and denominations are currently taking affirming
action, to varying degrees, and advocating on behalf of GLBT people. Some
are adopting official policies that call for full inclusion of GLBT people, others



encourage and support public advocacy, and many include GLBT-affirming
information in their educational programs.

What follows is a sampling of the “official” policies of some religions and
denominations, roughly ordered from least tolerant to most tolerant. Most of
this information has been gleaned from the website
wwuw.religioustolerance.org.

Islam

B.A. Robinson of the Ontario Consultants on Religious Tolerance reports
that—as might be expected—Islam in general is not currently affirmative of
GLBT people. Though the Qur’an makes even less reference to homosexuality
than the Bible, Islamic teachings include references that call for execution of
those who commit male homosexual acts. Of the three main “schools” of
Islamic thought, only one teaches that physical punishment is not warranted.
Estimates run as high as 4,000 for the number of homosexual men who have
been executed in Iran since 1979, and 10 public executions were known to
have been committed by the Taliban in Afghanistan. (“Islam”)

In part because Islamic theocracies and monarchies are so prevalent, beliefs
about homosexuality are “dictated,” not debated, and authorities continue to
resist and suppress “unapproved” readings of the Qur’an as well as the
scientific and psychological findings reported in democratic nations. Islamic
leaders maintain that homosexual acts are unnatural, chosen, caused by
upbringing, and deserving of punishment or aversive therapy. Many
characterize it as a “Judeo-Christian” or “Western” social ill that reflects
“degeneracy” and they assert that it is “not present” in Islamic countries.
(“Islam”)

Southern Baptist Convention

While not as extreme as Islam in regard to GLBT people, the Southern
Baptist Convention remains among the least affirmative of the Christian
denominations. Robinson reports that they hold that literal, condemnatory
readings of the Bible are correct; that homosexuality is caused by bad
parenting and is under the control of the individual; that celibacy is the only
moral choice otherwise; and that discrimination against GLBT people is
proper. The Convention publicly and politically advocates against the rights
and needs of GLBT people. (“Southern”)

Homosexuality concerns are apparently powerful enough that the Convention
has been willing to override other principles to maintain its stance of
condemnation. For decades, the Convention upheld the freedom of individual
congregations to determine matters of doctrine and morality. But in 1992 it
expelled two churches, one for ordaining a homosexual man and the other for



blessing the relationship of two committed men. In 1998 the Convention
affirmed that congregants who endorse “the homosexual lifestyle” or perform
homosexual union ceremonies will be excluded, with one delegate declaring
that homosexuality is a sin and that love must not compromise the church’s
allegiance to scripture. (“Southern”)

Given that the Convention did not officially acknowledge until 1995 that
slavery is wrong, one can expect that changes in regard to homosexuality,
while possible, may be long in coming.

The Roman Catholic Church

The official Vatican position is that GLB (and probably T, though like most
churches it is still very silent on that orientation) people are expected to live
a celibate life. Robinson reports that the church officially recognizes Courage,
an organization devoted to helping GLB people remain celibate. The Vatican
has vacillated on its stated “understanding” of such orientations, at one time
asserting that they are inherent, not a choice, and thus not wrong; while at
other times, and as recently as 2000 in a speech by Pope John Paul II,
proclaiming homosexuality to be “objectively disordered” and against the laws
of nature. While the church has spoken against “unjust” discrimination
against GLBT people, “just” discrimination still permits excluding them from
adoption, foster care, teaching, coaching, soldiering, and domestic
partnership. “Practicing” GLBT people are supposed to be denied the
Sacraments as well. (“‘Roman”)

When it comes to top-down organizations, few can rival the Catholic Church:
all official policies must be reviewed and expressly approved by the Vatican,
and all church representatives are expected to follow and endorse them. Like
all such organizations, however, there is some degree of dissent, both overt
and covert. Priests and nuns have been removed from their work for being
critical of the Church’s stance. In 1997, U.S. Catholic Bishops presented a
pastoral letter to parents of gay and lesbian persons, encouraging them to
accept their children, to understand that their orientation is experienced as a
given rather than chosen, and to keep their children welcome within the
church. They did, however, maintain the official celibacy doctrine. (“Roman”)

Meanwhile, the Church does not recognize Dignity, an extensive GLBT-
affirmative organization of Catholics with over 50 chapters in the U.S., and it
forbids Dignity chapters from meeting or holding mass on Church grounds.
However, a few parishes have ignored those dictates and many priests travel
to other sites to conduct Catholic masses for Dignity members. As with all
denominations, it is hard to know what the lay population in general
believes, but a 1996 poll did reveal that a majority of U.S. Roman Catholics



support full rights for gay and lesbian people in the Church, including that of
marriage. (“‘Roman”)

The United Methodist Church

The United Methodist Church is currently split over GLBT policies, and
Robinson reports that some feel that the organization is ripe for a schism
over that particular concern. The Book of Discipline, the repository of their
official policies, seems likewise divided. It is clear in its position that
homosexuality is incompatible with Christian teaching, that self-avowed
“practicing” homosexuals are not to be ordained, and that homosexual unions
shall not be conducted by Methodist ministers or in Methodist churches.
Furthermore, no United Methodist funds shall be given to any gay caucus or
group or used to promote acceptance of homosexuality. (“The United
Methodist”)

At the same time, the Book of Discipline also affirms that homosexual people
are individuals of sacred worth no less than heterosexuals, that the church
supports efforts to stop violence and other forms of coercion against gays and
lesbians, and that the church is committed to supporting basic humans rights
and liberties for them, including rightful claims of material resources,
pensions, guardian relationships, mutual powers of attorney, and other
matters of equal protection before the law for GLBT couples. (“The United
Methodist”)

The church membership appears to be split between those for whom things
have gone far enough—or possibly too far already—and those who are ready
to extend the church’s position to full inclusion for GLB (and maybe T)
people, including ordination, marriage, and legal advocacy.

The Society of Friends (Quakerism)

Quaker congregations have no centralized authority or official policies; at
most, they conduct regional conferences for groups of congregations to gather
together. Given that, the positions of any two individual congregations can
vary widely from one another on any particular issue, and this holds true for
GLBT concerns. (“The Society”)

Most congregations seem to hold that GLBT people are God’s creation, not
significantly different than heterosexual people, fully deserving of the same
civil rights and domestic legislation, and deserving of the celebration of
marriage and committed union. A few, however, maintain that homosexual
activity is sinful, against God’s will, and ultimately hurtful and destructive to
those who participate. (“The Society”)



Buddhism

While some variations naturally exist in so large a religious following,
Robinson says that Buddhism seems largely unconcerned with the nature
and relationships of GLBT people. Buddha is not known to have left any
teaching directly concerned with sexual orientation, and nothing that is
currently taught could be seen to preclude homosexual activity that is
undertaken with the same interpersonal motivations and terms as those
approved for heterosexuals. While there are varying definitions of “sexual
misconduct” throughout the faith, they are essentially the same for
homosexual and heterosexual relations. (“The Buddhist”)

Because the doctrine of one branch, Tibetan Buddhism, forbids the
“improper” use of sexual organs for both homosexual and heterosexual
people—and their definition of “proper” permits only the one, obvious option
for heterosexual couples—it can be said that the denomination approves very
little in the way of sexual expression for either homosexuals or heterosexuals.
It is also said that such restrictions are maintained only for faithful
Buddhists on religious grounds only, and that mutual same-sex relations are
considered beneficial, harmless, and enjoyable from a social viewpoint. (“The
Buddhist”)

Unitarian Universalism

The Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA) may be the only mainstream
American religious group to fully and unequivocally embrace GLBT people.
Since 1970, the UUA General Assembly has passed numerous advocacy
resolutions affirming same-sex unions and openly gay/lesbian clergy; making
public statements for nondiscrimination and legal changes; and encouraging
their membership to take action in regard to the needs of GLBT people. They
now specifically include bisexual and transgender orientations in all such
actions. (“The Unitarian”)

In Southwest Michigan

Within Berrien County, there are numerous leaders of faith communities
who, as individuals, are fully affirmative of GLBT people. It is also true that
portions of their congregations, and many individuals from other
congregations, are also GLBT-affirming. But in terms of congregations as a
whole, the Unitarian Universalist Fellowship has been the only local
religious organization to publicly educate and advocate for the concerns of
GLBT people. The fellowship also hosts the meeting of the Berrien County
PFLAG chapter (Parents, Families, & Friends of Lesbians & Gays).

One Very Affirmative Religious Tradition: Native Americans



In reality, it is difficult to say anything collectively about “Native Americans,”
because the numerous and different communities lumped together under that
heading display a wide range of worldviews, traditions, and practices. But
some cultural threads are fairly common, and one that weaves through the
social/religious structure of many American Indian nations is that of
acceptance, even reverence, for gender multiplicity and ambiguity. Section 5
will provide more detail about this phenomenon in cultural terms, but for
now it is important to note that there are profound spiritual associations for
Native American people who would be labeled GLB or T in mainstream
America.

Walter Williams, in The Spirit and the Flesh, reports that the records of
many early European explorers took note of what they called “berdaches,” or
male Native Americans who had taken on some combination of female roles,
appearances, or responsibilities, and who were sometimes referred to as
female and sometimes married to other men in their nation. According to
Williams, “On his first voyage to America, the French explorer Jacques
Marquette reported that among the Illinois and neighboring tribes, the
berdaches were prominently present at all of the solemn ceremonies of the
sacred Calumet pipe: ‘They are summoned to the Councils, and nothing can
be decided without their advice. Finally, through their profession of leading
an Extraordinary life, they pass for Manitous—That is to say, for Spirits—or
persons of consequence™ (17).

In the thoroughly “spirited” world of Native American nations, these people
were considered special, different, and powerful (and they were not just men,
as there is increasing evidence that there were, and are, female counterparts
to the male berdache upon which European men fixated). Williams explains:
“If a person is different from the average individual, this means that the
spirits must have taken particular care in creating this person. If the spirits
take such care, by this reasoning, such an individual must be especially close
to the spirits. Thus, among the Lakotas a winkte is described as wakan, a
term that means very sacred or holy and is incorporated in the name for the
Greatest Holiness, Wakan Tanka. In a religion like the Lakotas’, berdaches
are seen as magical holders of unique ritual instructions” (32).

Across the various Indian nations, berdaches appear as shamans (medicine
men) or even as advisors to shaman, and they maintain responsibilities
involved in sacred rituals, curing the ill, guiding youth, and blessing a range
of highly important and spiritual activities like hunting excursions and
funerals. According to one Omaha source, “having a berdache for a child is
similar to having a shaman in the family; both are sacred” (45).



It must be emphasized that these special people are not reduced to mere
sexual roles. Terry Tafoya, a Native American and professor of psychology,
explains that the unflattering term “berdache” is a European imposition on
people for whom each nation has their own term, be it the Lakota’s winkte or
the Navajo’s nadle. The term “berdache” reduced the role to a sexual-social
phenomena, and Tafoya notes that a more appropriate general-use term that
is gaining acceptance is “two spirited,” reflecting the notion that such people
possess both a male and a female spirit (89).

Two things are significant here. The first is obvious thus far: Native
American two-spirited people, who are analogous to mainstream American
GLBT people (except in how their people treat them), are considered to be
profoundly spiritual beings and integral to the traditional religious activities
of their nations. Second, as Williams tells us, behind the incorporation of two-
spirited people into religious practices is a profoundly affirming spiritual
assumption that “the function of religion is not to try to condemn or to change
what exists, but to accept the realities of the world and to appreciate their
contributions to life. Everything that exists has a purpose” (21). Or, in the
case of the Zapotec Indians of Oaxaca, Mexico, Williams reports that “They
defend the right of ira’ muxe to their different gender and sexual roles simply
because ‘God made them that way™ (49).

This conception of the spiritual nature of GLBT people provides stark
contrast to the next section, a brief examination of what most GLBT people
consider to be one of the most tortuous and harmful experiences imaginable:
conversion therapy. Almost entirely conducted by American religious groups,
such ex-gay ministries support misconceptions that GLBT people can
somehow change their inherent orientation. And they practice their
techniques on GLBT people who have been convinced—by condemnation,
fears of damnation, and other means—that they must try.

Ex-Gay Ministries

Taking up where psychology and psychiatry left off decades ago, and in
contradiction to widely accepted medical and pediatric principles, ex-gay
ministries promote and provide “conversion” or “reparative” therapies for
GLB people (and probably the transgender population as well). With one or
two exceptions, these organizations have acknowledged Christian
foundations. Starting from the premise that such orientations are abnormal,
sinful, and/or undesirable, these ministries attempt to turn GLB people into
heterosexuals through all manner of aversion techniques and spiritual
practices, including 12-step programs that treat their orientations like
addictions. These groups and related organizations publish books that GLBT-



affirming people find to be entirely inaccurate and misleading, with titles
such as A Parents Guide to Preventing Homosexuality, The Facts on
Homosexuality, Reparative Therapy for Male Homosexuality, and The
Punishment Cure.

These organizations are concerned almost exclusively with gay and bisexual
men; female homosexuality, as so often has been the case throughout history,
seems to be of considerably less concern to them.

In a Human Rights Campaign report on the failures of reparative therapy
and ex-gay ministries, Kim Mills identifies several patterns that undermine
the credibility of such organizations. First, even the National Association for
Research and Therapy of Homosexuality, which maintains a surface
appearance of scientific rigor and secular foundations, does not subject its
work to peer review and employs many highly questionable research
techniques when gathering data on participants. Even then, according to one
of their own studies, only 33% of participants in their program reported that
they were exclusively or almost entirely heterosexual upon ending therapy, a
number likely to decrease drastically over time and likely skewed by the fact
that 33% of all participants were married or had other intense motivations to
believe that they were now changed. As for faith-based ministries, they
generally decline to release numbers of any kind. (“Mission Impossible”)

Second, Mills reports that such ministries usually fail to distinguish between
a change in orientation and a change in behavior, and thus much of what is
represented as a “cure” involves little more than denial, celibacy, and strict
adherence to behavioral restrictions. Often short term, these behavioral
changes are produced through a variety of means: “step” programs usually
employed for addictive behaviors, constrained living arrangements, tortuous
behavioral aversion therapies, and cult-like atmospheres in which the lives
and thoughts of participants are controlled in every way possible. Only
Courage, the group sanctioned by the Catholic Church, openly acknowledges
that it is not possible to change a person’s orientation but only to convince
him or her that homosexuality is bad and that sexual abstinence is the only
acceptable response to it. (“Mission Impossible”)

Third, original founders of many ex-gay ministries were “previously” gay
themselves. And when they acknowledge their orientation once again, they
either leave or are removed from their own organizations. Mills reports that
this was the case with the founders of what is probably the most well-known
ex-gay network, Exodus International: having fallen in love during their
work to convert other gay people, they became partners, left the group, and
even had a marriage ceremony. Furthermore, numerous participants testify
that these programs only make the guilt and shame worse, that nothing



changes, and that self-abuse and suicide sometimes occur when people are
unable to accomplish what is expected of them. (“Mission Impossible”)

And finally, the political and financial incentives for these ex-gay ministries
are powerful. They gain support because they, in turn, support the powerful
political claim that GLBT people are refusing treatment for something
curable. This bolsters far-right and fundamentalist arguments that such
people do not deserve equal treatment and helps to justify their scapegoat
tactics for raising funds and creating irrational fear in the minds of the public
at large. GLBT scapegoating is lucrative: journalist John Weir reports that
sales of the video Gay Agenda grossed its producer, Springs of Life ministry,
1.5 million in its first year alone (qtd. in Vaid, 339). It should not be
forgotten, as well, that GLBT people who are convinced that they must be
changed are willing to pay a lot of money to those claim it can be done.

While proponents of such ministries will undoubtedly consider this to have
been an unfair presentation, it is to be remembered that this report is
intended to present the most commonly held positions and experiences of
GLBT people, and the most all-encompassing conclusion based upon the facts
and evidence available. While there may be a few isolated exceptions of some
kind, the vast preponderance of evidence stacks up against, rather than for,
the effectiveness of both secular reparative therapies and religion-based ex-
gay ministries.

Institutionalizing GLBT-Affirmative Religious Beliefs

As mentioned, most GLBT people continue to embrace religion in their lives.
While some openly become ordained ministers (Unitarian Universalist, some
Episcopalian, and a few other organizations do permit this), and some
participate in their churches to whatever extent permitted, others congregate
in subdivisions of their faith or form faith communities of their own.

One of the largest examples of a GLBT “subdivision” would be Dignity/USA, a
lay movement of GLBT Catholics and their friends and family. Founded in
1969 and organized nationally since 1973, Dignity/USA now has over 50
chapters throughout the United States and thousands of members. As
described in their public relations materials, they are dedicated to Catholic
spiritual development, education, social justice, equality concerns, and social
interaction for GLBT people within the church. Because they have been
barred from meeting in church-owned buildings by the Vatican, chapters
generally meet in the churches of more tolerant faith communities, with
Roman Catholic priests traveling to those locations to say mass for them.



Another example is SDA Kinship, a group formed in 1976 specifically for
GLBT Seventh-day Adventists. Like Dignity, it is not officially recognized by
its members’ church, but states that it is committed to advocating “for the
understanding and affirmation of LGBT Adventists among themselves and
within the Seventh-day Adventist community through education and
reconciliation” (“Questions”). Like Dignity, Kinship is not an ex-gay ministry
or “change” organization, but takes the position that “LGBT” people are God’s
creation and deserve all attendant consideration as such. They are much
smaller than Dignity, at about 1,000 members across 20 countries, but their
organization is growing.

It is common, as well, for GLBT people to gravitate to specific local churches
that are affirming (Unitarian Universalist and otherwise), or to begin
churches of their own. The largest example of a church specifically formed by
GLBT people for themselves, their friends, and their families is the
Metropolitan Community Church (MCC). Founded by a former Pentecostal
minister in 1968, the MCC now has approximately 300 churches in 18
countries and a worldwide membership of over 40,000. Michigan currently
has seven chapters, including one each for Battle Creek and Grand Rapids.

The Bottom Line

Whether due to resistance to scholarly Bible interpretations or reactionary
and slow-moving hierarchical structures, religious institutions remain the
most powerful source of intolerance and prejudice toward GLBT people.
Change is beginning to happen, however, at varying rates within different
faith traditions. In the meantime, many GLBT people continue to embrace
the faith traditions of their families or of their own choice, create churches of
their own, and have well-researched theological and doctrinal foundations for
their belief that their God created and loves them just the way they are, and
accepts and supports their relationships.



