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104 qualitative interviews averaging 94 minutes. The organizations include The
Marin Foundation, which fosters respectful conversations across differences pertaining
to faith, gender, and sexuality; the Center for Inclusivity (CFI)3 which fosters similar
conversations and strives to be “a place of peace at the intersection of faith, gender,
and sexuality”; The Reformation Project (TRP), which equips Christians to engage
in their conservative churches’ discussions of scripture, sexuality, gender, and racial
solidarity; and the Gay Christian Network (GCN), which provides support and com-
munity among LGBTQIA conservative Christians. As the research proceeded, we



Christianity” that emerged during this time later assuaged men’s fears that religion
was “sissy” stuff and “reassure[d] men that Christianity did not require the compro-
mise of their God-given, masculine traits” (Moselener 2015, 56, 58). This discourse
of gender also helps rationalize discrimination against people of color on the basis of
supposedly shameful gender and sexual differences from the white “ideal,” a sexually
stigmatizing dynamic compounded for sexual and gender minorities within, for
instance, black churches in “respectability politics” (Higginbotham 1993; Douglas
1999; Collins 2005).

During the social upheavals of World War II, women took on many traditionally
male roles, and the 1950s were a time of retrenchment toward a strict gender binary
that idealized families where men worked outside the home for pay and women
tended home and children. This mid-century retrenchment coincided with doctors
developing the technology to “correct” the ambiguous genitalia created by nature.
The cultural understanding that sex should be binary gave doctors the impetus to cre-
ate the impression that that binary occurs “naturally,” as they began routinely altering
the bodies of intersex infants to conform to the binary sex system (Fausto-Sterling
2000; Preves 2002; Davis 2015).

In much conservative Protestantism, the heteronormative “common sense” that
two distinct sexes occur in nature has been elevated to the level of a sacred com-
mandment in the doctrine of gender complementarity, which posits that God cre-
ated male and female as complementary opposites to be united in marriage
(Cragun, Williams, and Sumerau 2015; Sumerau and Cragun 2015). Complementar-
ian theologians explicitly refer to their view of gender as “common sense” or “obvi-
ous” to justify positions against same-sex marriage and sometimes feminism
(Gagnon 2001; Mohler 2014). Many conservative Protestants see complementarity
as analogous to gravity in a story about a plane crash: the eternal condition of pos-
sibility, so obvious as not to need mention (Hamilton 2014). In this worldview,
complementarianism is laid out in the first two chapters of Genesis, and without it,
Christians are left “without any authoritative revelation of what sin is” or “what it
means to be human” (Mohler 2014, 18–19).5 Conservative churches have been
among those to create in daily life the impression that creation is “naturally” binary
by exiling or censoring anyone whose existence contradicts that claim (Sumerau,
Cragun, and Mathers 2016). Violations of gender complementarity may be read as



A SACRAMENT OF SHAME FOR LGBTI CHRISTIANS



“gender deviance” as temptations akin to their own; they expect that feeling ashamed
of this “sinfulness” will work redemptively in these cases too. However, our research
reveals two reasons that shame does not have the expected redemptive effects with
regard to being LGBTI. Christians maintain that feelings they consider sinful can
respond to willpower; however, sexual orientation and gender identity do not usually
respond to acts of will, so shame becomes a perpetual requirement. More important,
sexual orientation and gender variance do not in themselves rupture relationships, as
sins do, but are part of the basis from which a person relates to others. Rather than
helping people to restore relationships, sacramental shame relentlessly attacks their
ability to form them.

Sacramental shame also works differently from other sacraments and rituals. Ritu-
als, including sacraments in some churches, serve as markers of the presence of God
in community (as in communion), often in times of liminality (birth, marriage).
Defined broadly, sacraments are ceremonies or rituals, dispensed by the church, that
provide tangible opportunities to experience God’s presence in and through commu-
nity and that some churches deem necessary for salvation. But sacramental shame
typically creates feelings of isolation rather than community, it has no prescribed
end, and it does not make people feel closer to God. For those who have internal-





We love you. We will always love you. And this is hard, really hard. . ..
[but t]he feelings you have had for other guys don’t make you gay. . .. Your
identity is not that you’re gay anyway. You are a child of God. . .. Since
you know what the bible says, and since you want to follow God, embrac-
ing your sexuality is not an option. (Robertson and Robertson 2013)

In her keynote address at TRP’s 2016 conference, Julie Rodgers described how after
being subject to years of unsuccessful therapies to make her heterosexual,11 she real-
ized that her same-sex attractions were not fleeting and would not be overcome with





he not get a grip on them, threatened to destroy his personhood, to expose him as a
monster (and his parents as the creators of a monster). Movement leader Brandan
Robertson affirms that complementarian church members can find bisexuality to be
just as disqualifying as homosexuality (Robertson 2016), and some trans participants
in this movement speak of being subject to harsh treatments (ranging from exclusion
to violent attempts at exorcism—see Anderson 2015) similar to those meted out to
some LGB people.14

This analysis explains why shame is sacramentalized for LGBTI people in these



queer pride emerges in the context of recognizing and valuing the humanity in other
queer people, which allows all to recognize and affirm their own humanity as queer
people. This recognition in turn enables them to trust their (human) capacity to



Can you stand with your feet in the muddy sand on the beach, waves
crashing around your feet, tide slowly rising or falling, and honestly draw
a clear line between sea and dry land? (Cruz 2015)

Echoing Cruz, TRP founder Matthew Vines used similar reasoning in a 2016 Face-
book post regarding anti-transgender legislation, remarking:

Literally no one looks at a sunset and says, “How tragic that the lines
between night and day have been blurred in our broken world.” Even
though night and day are creational categories listed in Genesis 1, just
like male and female, with no exceptions mentioned! No, we intuitively
understand that God’s creation is bursting forth with diversity, with
blurred boundaries, and with all the beauty that brings. . .. So my view: If



responsiveness, participants in this movement grow closer to this radically inclusive
vision of community.

Sacramental shame is a form of religiously imbued chronic shame that gets
instilled in many of our participants as a disposition. Dispositional shame, however it
is cultivated, holds people in constant fear of being rejected or abandoned because of
who they are, and causes immeasurable, sometimes fatal harm. However, sacramental
shame is distinctive. Typically, shame dispensed toward stigmatized groups signals
that community membership or relationship is threatened or withdrawn. In dispens-
ing shame as a sacrament, conservative churches require LGBTI members to feel and
constantly display fear of this break in relationship as an outward sign of their desire
to deserve God’s (supposedly freely given) love, and as a requirement for them to be
recognized as persons (not monsters) eligible for (ever partial) relationship. Overcom-
ing this toxic dynamic involves not hubris, but a form of self-love that grounds peo-
ple in a sense of their own worth, while decentering the self and opening them to
others. Their harmful experiences of being shamed lead them to adapt in order to
love as they believe Jesus did, to expand their understanding of what love requires
such that they cannot evade social justice. This form of pride that backs self-worth
and generates humility could serve as a model for more inclusive secular social-justice
movements as well.

NOTES

We gratefully acknowledge the generous support of the Association for the Sociology of
Religion, Marquette University, and the Self, Motivation, and Virtue Project of the Tem-



have found that heterosexuals and gays/lesbians negatively stereotype bi/pan/ambisexuals,
the latter’s struggles are not likely to result solely from the complementarian narrative.
However, the solidarity we discuss below mitigates some of the added stress bi/pan/ambi-
sexual people endure.

5. This view of Christianity denies the faith of liberal Christians.
6. This is not to say that no one is “called” to celibacy or capable of appreciating its

discipline without a calling, but that mandatory celibacy harms some of those who are not
called to it (Brownson 2013; Vines 2014).

7. The options of finding a liberal/affirming church or leaving the church are not
always viable.

8. We follow Ullaliina Lehtinen in distinguishing dispositional shame from episodic
shame, in which painful exposure of one’s flaws comes on suddenly and disrupts a person’s
ordinary ability to go about daily life as a valued member of the community (Lehtinen
1998). Our research shows that episodic shame, which is likely the kind of shame that
heterosexual, cisgender Christians experience as redemptive, can have moral benefit for
people with privileged identities (see also Shotwell 2011, ch. 5).

9. This is not to assert that LGBTI people are the only ones who experience this
shame dynamic; some respondents suggest that purity culture instills the same kind of dis-
position to shame in heterosexual, cisgender women. White culture, including white
church culture, chronically shames people of color. This same dynamic could be linked
with the shame of heterosexual, cisgender men who fear exposure of their failure to live
up to sacralized masculinity (Kimmel 2000).

10. It is not clear in our data that intersex people are routinely subject to this speci-
fic narrative unless they are seen as LGBT.

11. Reparative therapies meant to “correct” LGBT people were conducted by hun-
dreds of local ministries until Exodus, their umbrella organization, closed in 2013 with a
public apology from its president, but some of those ministries persist (Erzen 2006; Gerber
2011; Waidzunas 2015).

12. Nonaffirming refers to churches or individuals that do not affirm the rightness of
LGBT and other nonnormative sexual or gender identities, same-sex marriage, or gender
transitions.

13. Ryan’s story, sadly, went this route. Just before his eighteenth birthday, depressed
and suicidal, he turned to alcohol and drugs and ran away from his family. After being
missing for eighteen months, he reunited with his parents in a moving story of forgiveness,
healing, and moral transformation on his parents’ part. But ten months into recovery Ryan
relapsed and died.

14. Intersex respondents spoke of physical and other abuses as a result of their par-
ents’ shame about their failure to conform to complementarian images, but this is not lim-
ited to conservative Christian communities.
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