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Introduction
Heather Shipley

Religion and sexuality often appear in conflicting relationships in the public 
sphere. In the 1990s religious groups were among those who successfully 
opposed the inclusion of gay men and lesbians in New York City’s “Rainbow 
Curriculum” (Myers 1992). In 2011 the inclusion of gay-straight alliances 
in the public education system in Ontario under the Accepting Schools 
Act (Bill 13) (Government of Ontario 2012) sparked a public debate about 
religion, religious identity, sexual identity, and youthful sexuality. In 2013 
the inclusion of sexual minorities in Minnesota’s Safe and Supportive 
Schools Act was the subject of targeted opposition by religious groups that 
declared the act unconstitutional and by legislators who threatened a ten-
hour filibuster that assured the bill would not be voted on or passed in 
session (Adkins 2013).

Religious voices have also been at the forefront of opposition to same-
sex marriage (Dickey Young 2010). In the Canadian context, this oppos-
ition was evident in the debate over revision of the Civil Marriage Act in 
2005 to include same-sex couples, after cumulative efforts to redefine 
marriage at the provincial level. It has also been evident in the State of 
California, which since 2008 has legalized same-sex marriage, overturned 
the legalization of same-sex marriage, and subsequently seen the ban 
against same-sex couples declared unconstitutional by a federal judge. 
Currently, thirty-two American states as well as the District of Columbia 
have legalized same-sex marriage, and although some states have not 
legalized it, they recognize same-sex marriages performed in other states. 
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Heather Shipley4

In 2013 England and Wales passed same-sex marriage legislation, and in 
2014 Scotland did likewise. These changes, too, came amid opposition that 
included religious opposition. 

All of these decisions and changes to law and policy have been fraught 
with controversy and continue to raise debate and discord among groups 
on all sides of the arguments. As these debates reach the public arena, often 
the strongest voices heard in opposition to equality rights for sexual min-
ority communities and same-sex couples are religious voices. However, 
this emphasis on the conflict at the intersection of religion and sexuality 
can obscure the real issues. In the case of New York City’s “Rainbow Cur-
riculum,” its creation to foster racial and ethnic respect was overlooked 
amid charges that a few passages on gay and lesbian identities rendered 
the curriculum dangerous homosexual propaganda (Myers 1992; Miller 
1993). In the case of Ontario’s Bill 13, its creation to protect a range of 
identity categories from discriminatory behaviours in schools, notably from 
bullying and cyberbullying, was ignored by media coverage that narrowed 
both the bill and the debate to issues of religion and sexuality and their 
“in herent” opposition to one another (Artuso 2011; Talaga 2011). In the 
case of Minnesota’s Safe and Supportive Schools Act, its creation to further 
an anti-bullying agenda was overlooked amid religious opposition to its 
inclusion of sexual minorities, even though the Safe Schools for All Co-
alition in Minnesota included religious individuals and groups who sup-
ported the act’s inclusivity and protection of all students. 

Further, the emphasis on religious opposition to sexuality often mis-
represents religion. As the Minnesota case makes clear, not all religious 
individuals or groups are unified in their approach to equality rights based 
on gender, sexuality, or sexual orientation. Yet moderate or liberal religious 
voices in support of these modifications are not prominent in public dis-
course and media (Jordan 2009; Shipley, Chapter 4, this volume). As a 
consequence, the public debate, and subsequently what looks like a public 
“contest,” over religion and sexuality is narrowly portrayed and essentialized 
in ways that continue to perpetrate mistaken assumptions about both 
religion and sexuality, which also furthers the notion that they exist only 
in tension. However, the voices of those who are both religious and sexually 
“other” or religious and in support of sexual diversity are becoming louder, 
even though the assumption is often made that to be religious is to stand 
in opposition to same-sex relations and sexual diversity. 
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Religion and sexuality evoke strong responses from individuals and 
groups because religion and sexuality are usually understood as core com-
ponents of identity, categories through which individuals identify them-
selves. Thus debates where religion and sexuality are involved elicit 
emotional engagement from members of the public and from policy makers 
and generate wide interest in legal decisions. As the examples above indi-
cate, these controversies are played out in multiple sites of contention, 
including legal involvement in specific controversies (same-sex marriage); 
public policy revisions in response to more contemporary frameworks of 
religious and/or sexual identity (sex education curricula and inclusivity 
policies); and increasing portrayals of a broad array of subjects pertaining 
to sexuality and religion through media, film, and popular culture. Public 
dialogue about such issues demonstrates both the importance of this vol-
ume and, more broadly, the ways that Canada and other countries are 
navigating challenges regarding both religious and sexual diversity in the 
public eye.

Religious groups have witnessed internal controversy and change re-
garding sexual diversity and religious ideologies in relation to such topics 
as same-sex marriage, the sexual accountability of clergy, birth control, 
abortion, and violence against women and sexual minorities (e.g., Nedelsky 
and Hutchinson 2008; Holtmann, Chapter 6, this volume; Nason-Clark, 
Chapter 9, this volume). In some cases, the discussions have divided reli-
gious groups dramatically enough to cause schisms, as in the case of the 
Anglican Church in Canada on the question of the ordination of homo-
sexual clergy. Roman Catholic women who practise birth control are re-
quired to construct their religious identities in relation to a church that 
opposes their contraceptive choices (Dickey Young 2012). Education 
policies that still seem to discriminate on the basis of sexual orientation 
have been called into question and, in many cases, revamped as a response 
to claims of bullying and multiple suicides among sexual minority youth 
(Friedman 2010).1 

The academic study of the relationship between religion and sexuality 
is a relatively new discipline. The regulation of sexuality within the public 
arena has been strongly influenced – indeed, sometimes controlled – by 
religious groups and ideologies. In more recent years, and in recent schol-
arship, a more nuanced analysis of the relationship of religion and sexuality 
to each other has teased out the ways that various forms of religion and 

Sample Material © 2015 UBC Press



Heather Shipley6

various “non-normative” sexualities do, in fact, coexist, both in an indi-
vidual’s understanding of personal identity and in socially progressive 
movements that do not take religion and sexuality to be necessarily opposed 
(Yip et al. 2011; Taylor and Snowdon 2014; Yip, Chapter 5, this volume). 
The chapters in this collection respond directly and indirectly to policy 
and media controversies over both religion and sexuality. The authors see 
the narrow construction of religious identity in media debates about same-
sex marriage, sexual minority rights, and sexual identification as highly 
problematic and inaccurate. They argue that the various forms that religious 
and sexually diverse engagements take within both public and private 
spheres offer space for reflecting on the complex articulations of identity 
as lived and experienced in everyday life.

The diverse scholarship in this collection provides reflection on timely 
subjects from multiple perspectives based on multiple theoretical ap-
proaches. No single, distinctive theoretical approach guides each chapter; 
rather, the treatment of the topics is inter- and multidisciplinary. There are 
thematic unities in the collection, including the relationship between re-
ligion and the construction of sexual minority rights, the influence of 
sexuality on the construction of religious identities, and the intertwining 
of religious and sexual views of the body. These thematic unities are mani-
fested in subthemes such as the complexity of identity negotiation, the 
diversity of living religion and living sexuality, the limits of multicultural-
ism, and the question of agency. These subthemes are highlighted as each 
chapter responds to the intersection of religion and sexuality in public 
policy and the public imagination. Sometimes these responses expose the 
problem of the continually recurring negative portrayal of religion in re-
lation to sexual diversity; sometimes they highlight specific forms of reli-
gion that still regard sexual diversity as highly problematic.

The terms “sexual diversity” and “religious diversity” can be used in a 
variety of ways. In the view of this volume’s authors, religious diversity is 
not just about bringing a large number of “different” religions together and 
comparing them but also about recognizing that within religious traditions 
much diversity is present. In the countries where the research in this book 
was conducted – Canada, the United States, and the United Kingdom – 
there are still large Christian majorities that often become the focus of 
research, not least because these majorities have made most of the public 
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contributions to discussions of religion and sexuality. Further, most reli-
gious traditions are not currently struggling with questions of transsexu-
ality and other more fluid constructions of sexuality.2 Rather, they are still 
struggling with traditional sex/gender roles and with same-sex attraction 
and relationships. Contributors to this volume use and reflect on the cat-
egories of religion and sexuality in multifaceted and nuanced ways, chal-
lenging the notion that either can be “defined.” Instead, their research is 
informed by the literature on lived religion (e.g., Orsi 2005; McGuire 2008) 
and on lived sexuality (e.g., Foucault 1978; Weeks 2011). Each case study 
is intended to compel the reader to reflect on the reasons why these terms 
cannot – and perhaps should not – be restricted by definitions.

Religious diversity and religious pluralism are frequently debated topics 
in Canada and elsewhere. Policies regarding the accommodation of reli-
gious practices and positive approaches to globalization and multicultur-
alism have sparked new debates about religion and religious diversity and 
have often pushed the religious “other” to the forefront of debates about 
identity, nationhood, and the notion of tolerance of difference (Beaman 
2013). Increasingly, scholarship about religion and religious identity has 
demonstrated that individuals experience their religious ideologies in 
multiple ways in given timeframes, in given locations, and across their 
lifespan (e.g., Beckford 2003; Beyer 2006; McGuire 2008). This volume 
also helps to unravel the complexity of studying diverse identities, as the 
questions about sexuality and religion presented here are also questions 
about pluralism, multiculturalism, and diversity. 

Discussions and debates about religion and sexuality as sites of con-
tention are found not only in media and public discourses but also in law 
and policy. Further, university departments of gender and sexuality studies 
are broadening their scope of studies to address the importance of factors 
such as regulation, morality, and social construction in the study of gender 
and sexuality. Clearly, the discussions offered in this volume are timely. 
Authors explore times, places, and cases where sexuality is a focus of reli-
gious discourse and concern, where the formulation of religious and sexual 
identities impinge on one another, or where public policies intertwine with 
both sexuality and religion. 

The contributors to this volume were invited as a cross-section of a 
small but growing group of scholars whose work spans the intersection of 
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religion and sexuality. Based on the goal of setting up a genuine dialogue 
among scholars invited to engage with the topics in a productive way, this 
volume produces new questions and new approaches concerning both 
sexual diversity and religious diversity. This volume does not aim to be a 
complete or final study of all points of intersection between religion and 
sexuality but rather to analyze a number of specific instances of intersection. 
It therefore offers a sampling of current debates, reflecting upon the complex 
ways that religion – particularly as represented in this volume by Christian 
and Muslim diversity – and sexuality come into one another’s orbits. 

Authors in this volume build on their previous work to open up new 
areas for exploration, such as how sexuality is a key component in devel-
oping relations of economic justice; the religious, political, and social 
consequences of our psychic ambivalence about sex; how sexual minority 
Muslims and Christians are integrating their faith and their sexuality; and 
the relationship between religious “fanaticism” and the human rights of 
sexual minorities. 

Scholarly studies either blame religion and religious ideologies for  
the restrictions and norms imposed on gender and sexuality (Short and 
MacDougall 2010) or leave religion undiscussed when questions of gen-
der and sexuality are at the fore.3 Chapters in this book illuminate how 
sexuality challenges religion and how diverse representations and expres-
sions of sexuality can in fact change religion and religious ideology. The 
fluidity of religious identity and sexual identity in their relationship with 
one another means that there are no singular mechanisms or models that 
can be used to define the relationship between the two; rather, ongoing 
analysis of nuances provides a case-by-case examination of how religion 
and sexuality shape each other.

The volume has been organized around thematic topics that frame the 
issues addressed by the authors: religion and the construction of sexual 
minority rights; sexuality and the construction of religious identities; and 
sexual bodies/religious bodies. The chapters work together to create a 
picture of where some of the challenges are being faced in the intersection 
of religion and sexuality, to challenge commonly held assumptions about 
the relationships between these two categories of analysis, and to explore 
lived sexual and religious experiences through understandings of embodi-
ment, thus helping to unravel the relationship between religious identity 
and sexual identity.
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Religion and the Construction of Sexual Minority Rights
The development of sexual minority rights has been a contentious public 
issue over the past two decades. The first section of this volume provides 
a comparative jumping-off point to illuminate both the power dynamics 
inherent in a discussion about sexual minority rights and the relationship 
of religion to sexual minority rights. Same-sex marriage offers a compelling 
example of what is at stake for sexual minorities when intimate life is the 
subject of public debate and controversy. The right of same-sex couples to 
be legally married is entangled with other debates regarding activism, 
conservativism, hierarchies among sexual minorities, and what limitations 
are imposed when same-sex marriage is realized. For some sexual minority 
activists, rights related to sexual identity should be granted not because 
one becomes married; rather, these rights should be accessible to individ-
uals regardless of marital status or desire for marriage (see Duggan 2008; 
Pellegrini 2009). In cases where the legalization of same-sex marriage or 
the redefinition of marriage to include same-sex couples has provided a 
public arena for debates about family, “morality,” and the “clash” of religion 
and sexual diversity, the ways that such changes create a new, disadvantaged 
group of sexual minorities have not been prevalent in public discourse. 

In Chapter 1, Janet Jakobsen challenges readers by asking what we are 
moving toward if we are moving beyond tolerance? Jakobsen suggests that 
it is time to move from an ideal of religious or sexual tolerance to an ideal 
of religious or sexual freedom when discussing rights claims and inter-
national politics. Jakobsen argues that it is time to think critically about 
how economic justice (or a lack thereof) is implicated in debates about 
religious and sexual diversity. Assessing current policies in the US con-
text, Jakobsen critiques the continued reliance on stereotypical gender 
roles, which correspondingly reinstate economic disparities that mark  
initiatives such as the Office of Faith-Based and Neighborhood Partner-
ships (White House 2009).

In Chapter 2, Pamela Dickey Young argues that Alberta’s Bill 44, which 
in 2009 modified the Alberta Human Rights Act, helps to reinforce hetero-
normativity by reading sexuality and sexual orientation as problematic. 
By inserting education policy into a human rights context, Bill 44 creates 
a human rights breach in instances when a teacher includes religion, sex-
uality, or sexual orientation in the classroom without providing parents 
with advance notice. Dickey Young contends that this bill was meant to 
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solve a political problem, not an educational or human rights problem, 
and was intended as an “olive branch” to religious people and conserv-
ative voters.

In Chapter 3, Lee Wing Hin traces the deployment of the languages 
of multiculturalism, race, ethnicity, and colonialism in the same-sex mar-
riage debate by Hong Kong Christians in Canada, arguing that some 
constituencies claiming to speak for all Hong Kong Canadians used norma-
tive discourse to argue for their right to be heard in order to promote what 
they believed was the one religiously and sexually moral truth. Troubling, 
from Lee’s perspective, was an accompanying narrative that positioned 
Chinese immigration to Canada as part of a divine plan and that denied 
the brutal realities of Canadian immigration policy of the nineteenth 
century. 

The authors in this section negotiate multiple possible dialogues about 
the ways that religion and sexual diversity interact. Policy decisions do not 
exist in a vacuum, devoid of human interaction, but are developed within 
particular social and political contexts. Further, a community’s narrative 
about its own identity within a nation might not consider the actuality  
of policies that its members are required to negotiate as citizens. And al-
though this volume focuses on religion and sexuality, the reality is that 
these two categories are never the “only” subjects implicated at any given 
time; the rights of sexual minorities to recognition, inclusivity, and access 
are always also about the rights to citizenship and economic and distributive 
justice.

Sexuality and the Construction of Religious Identities 
Questioning the relationship between religion and sexuality in policy, 
law, and politics requires fleshing out the categories and the complexity 
of identity construction. For example, research on religion, gender, and 
sexuality among youth in Canada demonstrates the tension between rigid 
dictates about religious identity and the lived experience of religious 
identity for youth (Dickey Young and Shipley 2014). For many, the expres-
sion of their lived religious identity is often not institutionally approved, 
yet it is this day-to-day experience of “being religious” that informs religious 
individuality in relation to other categories of identity, such as gender and 
sexuality (ibid.). It is by challenging assumptions about identity categories 

Sample Material © 2015 UBC Press



Introduction 11

and rigidity that a robust understanding of the complexity of both religious 
identity and sexual identity becomes possible. The contributors to this 
section challenge assumptions made in policy or discourse about the 
construction of identities and dig into lived experiences of religious and 
sexual identities. 

In Chapter 4, Heather Shipley focuses on the changes to the Ontario 
sex education curriculum proposed in 2010, the ensuing controversy in 
the media, and the subsequent hold that was placed on the proposed 
changes pending further review. Because there were religious groups in 
opposition to the proposed changes to sex education, the debate essen-
tialized religion as being opposed to queer sexual identities, thus creating 
a false dichotomy that disregarded the diversity of options both for reli-
gious identities and choices and for sexual identities and choices. 

In Chapter 5, Andrew Kam-Tuck Yip draws on primary research in the 
United Kingdom, emphasizing that identity politics is more than a human 
political strategy for resistance and change. In the context of the diktat of 
sex only within marriage, Yip challenges the apparent dichotomy between 
religious repression and secular freedom and suggests that identity politics 
has salient spiritual significance and symbolism because sexual minority 
religious actors draw on the power of their religious understandings for 
encouragement of individual and collective agency for change. 

In Chapter 6, Catherine Holtmann emphasizes the importance of  
exploring women’s lived religious experiences and describes strategies  
used by the women in her research when they faced issues of sexuality and 
social justice. These women questioned official religious views of sexuality 
and privileged their own and others’ lived experiences in understanding  
sexuality. Holtmann fleshes out the experiential reality for women of  
faith in her study, who negotiated their perceptions of religiosity and sex-
uality based on personal experience and understanding, not on dogma or 
doctrine.

Although religious and sexual identities are constructed as being in 
opposition to one another, and are then regulated as though they were 
inherently oppositional, the exploration of identity continues to demon-
strate that individual experiences of religion and religiosity are fluid, not 
dichotomously fixed. Further, as illustrated by Yip, the assumption that 
secularity is a space of freedom has also been proven untrue. The push for 
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social justice is not contained solely within the “neutral” secular sphere, 
and the secular sphere is not in fact necessarily an inclusive or accepting 
space (Taylor and Peter 2011). 

Sexual Bodies/Religious Bodies 
Embodiment is an important and necessary topic when one examines the 
variety of ways that complex identity markers such as religion and sexuality 
are lived and experienced. The proposed Charter of Values (Bill 60) in 
Quebec is evidence of how the regulation of religion and religiosity im-
plicates bodies, particularly where religious “freedom” is directly linked 
to the regulation of women’s bodies and women’s clothing. Bill 60, in its 
proposed exalting of the “secular” public sphere, restricts religious identity 
expressions, predominantly for Muslim women. Exploring how bodies are 
the subject of “oppression” versus “freedom” regarding religion and sex-
uality, authors in this section question the ways that bodies are subjected 
to regulation and to assumptions about religion and embodiment.

In Chapter 7, Donald Boisvert explores the way that liminal teenage 
bodies are constructed as dangerous and oversexualized yet also chaste. 
Boisvert argues that in North American Catholic culture, these bodies  
are moulded and tamed through devotion to adolescent saints. Boisvert’s 
chapter explores the conflict between Catholic teaching regarding sexual-
ized bodies and the experience of teenage sexual identity in relation to 
Catholic saints. 

In Chapter 8, Tracy Trothen shows how the intersection between 
techno-science, sport, and religion has ambivalent implications for the 
understanding of embodiment and sexuality. Examining the normative 
assumptions about sexuality and gender that are operative in elite sport, 
Trothen reflects on the ways that female and gay athletes disrupt both mas-
culine and heteronormative assumptions about what being an athlete “looks 
like.” Drawing a link between sport and religion, Trothen argues that 
embodiment diversity within sport offers transformative possibilities. 

In Chapter 9, Nancy Nason-Clark focuses on domestic violence within 
faith communities, outlining how her research on domestic violence 
against women in religious homes, including sexual violence, makes the 
very real physical body of a battered woman a site for religious dispute. 
Nason-Clark offers a nuanced perspective on the social, political, and 
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theological underpinnings and assertions that impact and define abuse 
within communities of faith.

Authors in this final section demonstrate both the complexity of the 
relationship between religion and sexual bodies and how this embodi-
ment is necessarily embedded with the assumption that religion is oppres-
sive and that secularism is inclusive. By teasing out the ways that normative 
bodily assumptions are regularly disrupted by lived religious, gendered, 
and sexual realities, this section offers a window into the multiple possi-
bilities of religious and sexual embodiment. Correspondingly, policies of 
bodily regulation often have a gendered impact, with women’s bodies as 
the frequent sites of regulation, within both secular and religious bodily 
policies. 

These three thematic frameworks denote key questions about the re-
lationship between sexual diversity and religious diversity, drawing on 
important, timely, and contentious issues to elaborate the complexity of 
the study of religion and sexuality. The diversity of the methodological and 
theoretical approaches of the contributors allows for a nuanced analysis 
and for the development of new ways of thinking through the topics of 
study in this volume. Multifaceted views of the ways that religion interacts 
with sexuality are offered in chapters on topics such as religion and repro-
ductive rights, sexual violence, and the construction of sexual identities. 
Authors analyze not just religious “positions” but also the lives of religious 
people who challenge traditional religious views of sexual identity. This 
work contributes to discussions about religion and sexuality in Canada 
and abroad by providing several perspectives on the relationships between 
the various topics in this volume. Comparative analysis with the United 
States and the United Kingdom provides important reference points by 
which to locate Canada in the debates about religion and sexuality.

Following on Jakobsen’s argument in Chapter 1 that we must consider 
what we are moving toward, many authors in this volume employ queer 
theory to challenge assumptions and stereotypes evident in the case studies 
presented here. The queering of the topics that they discuss provides con-
ceptually diverse spaces from which to view possibilities regarding the 
study of religion and sexuality. This volume seeks to open up new avenues 
of interrogation in the study of religion and sexuality and to expose their 
complexity. 
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