An Exploration of Six Lesbian and Gay People’s
Experiences of Organised Religion (Christianity, Islam,
and Judaism), and their Implications for Psychotherapy:
An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA).

Peter C. Meades B.Sc. (Hons), M.Sc., M.A., UKCP reg.

Middlesex University and Metanoia Institute
Doctor of Psychotherapy by Professional Studies

2019




An Exploration of Six Lesbian and Gay People’s
Experiences of Organised Religion (Christianity, Islam,
and Judaism), and their Implications for Psychotherapy:
An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA).

Peter C. Meades B.Sc. (Hons), M.Sc., M.A. UKCP reg.

The degree is awarded by Middlesex University.
A joint programme between the Institute of Work Based Learning
Middlesex University and Metanoia Institute.
The award for which the project is submitted in partial fulfilment of its
requirements
(Doctorate in Psychotherapy by Professional Studies)

2019



Abstract

This qualitative research project uses Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA) to explore six lesbian and gay people’s experiences of three organised
religions (Christianity, Islam, and Judaism), and the implications they have for
psychotherapy. A total of six participants, three gay men and three lesbian
women, were identified through an initial online survey and successive purposive
sampling. Four participants had experiences with Christianity (two were Catholic
and two Protestant), one with Judaism, and one with Islam. Participants self-
identified with the respective religious institutions, and most were not involved
with their religions at the time of the research. Data were collected using
unstructured interviews and analysed to determine three major themes: “Religious

Tribalism”, “Liminal Processes”, and “Navigating Relationships”.

In a present-day context of widespread heterosexist hegemony, this project has the
potential to improve psychotherapists” understanding of the intersection of sexual
orientation and religion, and the diverse ways in which this plays out. The
research invites therapists to re-evaluate socially constructed positions and
encourages a life-course perspective. Recommendations include: providing
cultural competence training for therapists, developing an integrative
psychotherapy process (dialogical, relational, and interpersonal) that prioritises
exploration and asking questions over providing answers, raising awareness of
religious abuse and naming it when it is evident, and a call to conduct IPA with
soul. Suggestions for future research include exploring heterosexual perspectives
from within religious institutions in order to better understand sexual prejudice in
this context; exploring religious abuse against non-heterosexual people; and a
further exploration of the positive role of religion for some non-heterosexual

people.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Introduction

This chapter introduces the research by providing relevant background
information, introducing the researcher, explaining the reasons for developing an
interest in the research topic, and describing how and why the research aims were
formulated. The chapter concludes with a brief synopsis of the remaining

chapters.

1.2 Background

Without a doubt, over recent decades there have been significant improvements in
some societies for people who are gender and sexually diverse, but it is argued
there is still widespread intolerance of same-sex attraction and non-binary gender
identities (Davies, 2007; Super & Jacobson, 2012). Reinforcing this point is the
fact that homosexuality is currently illegal in seventy-four countries of the world,

and the death penalty exists in ten of these.

Gender and sexuality remain amongst the world’s biggest taboos, and in many
places, legislation has been created to punish non-heterosexual people. For
example, anti-homosexuality laws were relatively recently passed by the
government of Uganda meaning life imprisonment for LGBT+ people, and even
several years of incarceration for those who “protect” them. Even in the West,
since the inauguration of US President Donald Trump in 2017, the USA has
introduced a whole host of actions against LGBT rights, opening the doors to

prejudice and discrimination in many of their states.

1.3 Reflexive Account

My formative, developmental years were set in the context of a fundamentalist,
evangelical, Pentecostal-Christian family, so organised religion has profoundly

influenced my life and development. Growing up in the context of a conservative
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evangelical religious community caused me enormous stress, even though | was
not “out” in those years, and the prevailing homonegativity resulted in my feeling
deep shame, spiritual isolation, and low self-esteem. Around the same time that |
was becoming aware of an identity conflict and hoping to gain insight, | consulted
a handbook my father had in his library on “Christian Counselling” but, as you
might imagine, what I read was derogatory and pathologizing, and simply
deepened my self-loathing and guilt.

As a young man, | encountered “The Kinsey Report” (Kinsey, 1948) in the local
library, and from this I learned there were other gay people in the world, and |
identified London as the place I needed to get to if | was to be liberated. |
eventually moved from Wales to London in order to study theology and
philosophy in the late 1980s. In choosing theology, | managed to minimise any
parental objections to my moving away, whilst at the same time | was heading for
“the big smoke” where | hoped to find freedom. It is fascinating to me that, all
these years later, I now find myself engaging in my own research exploring the

intersection of religion and sexuality.

The heterosexist and rather cruel environment of my formative years
paradoxically encouraged altruism to flourish and led to a strong desire to help
liberate others who might be oppressed. My experiences motivated me to pursue a
career in psychotherapy. Interestingly, there was no cultural competence training
in any of the core psychotherapy courses | attended but specific post-qualification
training on working with Gender and Sexual Diversities (GSD) helped me to
understand that “passing” for the dominant group, which is not always possible
when difference is more visible and obvious, had ultimately led to erosion of

identity and confidence in myself.

Unfortunately, the sexual prejudice I encountered when initially seeking help in
psychotherapy led to further distress. Those challenging experiences ultimately
proved to be amongst the most important transformative experiences of my life,
because they enabled a depth of reflection that may not have otherwise

blossomed.
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Over the years, my clinical work with a number of lesbian and gay clients who
have been involved with faith communities has stimulated my interest in this topic
as a psychotherapist. Additionally, my own and others’ less than helpful
experiences of psychotherapy training, personal therapy, and supervision
convinced me that many professionals in this field, regardless of their sexual
orientation, may be unprepared to work with gender and sexual diversities,
especially in relation to their faith, and that there is a wealth of unsolicited data to
suggest the existence of questionable, ill-informed practice (Bowers, Minichiello
& Plummer, 2010).

After relocating back to Cardiff in 2007 to work in an NHS Primary Care
Counselling Service, | was shocked to encounter the overtly prejudiced views
expressed by experienced counsellors regarding work with people living with
HIV, and their alarming views on non-heterosexual clients. After reflecting, |
decided that rather than getting into conflict about this in my workplace, it might
be helpful to write a journal article that could be educative. | was delighted when
my proposal was accepted and the article was published. Fortuitously, after
discussing the subject with the Clinical Director at the time, it was agreed to
distribute the article throughout the counselling team. It was titled: Meades, P.
(2009). Sexual Minority Therapy: An introduction to the basics. The British
Journal of Psychotherapy Integration, 6, 6-14.

Seeking to avoid single-theoretical approaches, my initial psychotherapy training
was in Integrative Psychotherapy at Metanoia. | notice in my work with clients
there is a consistent focus on the co-creation of relationship as we work as co-
participants in the healing dialogue, and also in the service of the change process
for the client (Hycner, 1993). Reflecting on my professional practice, | recognise |
hold the centrality of relationship at the heart of my work, and | take the view that
relationships operate at both the explicit verbal level and at the implicit, non-
verbal level of interaction, with a delicate interface existing between the two. My
focus tends to be on the immediacy of the encounter and on what is foreground

for the client in any given moment.
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I have highly valued each of my personal experiences of psychotherapy over the
years and have recently engaged once again with personal therapy in relation to
my own internalised sexual prejudice, which has been further helped by this
research process. | agree with Davies (2007) who highlights the significant
problems that can develop through the internalising of negative messages about
sexuality, and that many people continue to find it difficult to come to terms with
their sexuality, particularly in relation to faith.

1.4 Overview of Integrative Psychotherapy Model

As | am a psychotherapist first and foremost, my theoretical perspective provides
the lens through which | will approach the research and consider its implications
for psychotherapy. This perspective also informs, and is informed by, my broader
ontology and epistemology. My integrative process is based on some paradoxical
principles whereby | endeavour to find the middle ground through a plurality of
perspectives. Therefore, | embrace the intrapsychic, the intersubjective, and ‘the
between’. | avoid dogmatic, absolute truths but I am not so sceptical to believe
that:

Nothing is real, nothing is true, and nothing is important.
(Holland, 2000: 3)

| deeply respect the distinctive meanings that stem from the semantic peculiarities

of different therapeutic approaches because, being bilingual, | know that:

Each language creates meaning that cannot be generated by other
languages. (Ogden, 1986: 6)

I try to bring theoretical, philosophical, and clinical ideas from various
psychotherapeutic traditions into dialogue, whilst, | hope, resisting the temptation
to produce one unified model of commonalities, complementarities, or eclectic
perspectives, as Prall (2004) describes. To my mind, psychotherapy has an
intrinsic sense of direction (Murphy & Gilbert, 2000) and is continually
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established and re-established through ongoing mutual influence (Aaron, 1990). I

value the salient concept of the intersubjective field, in which can be found:

... interacting subjectivities, reciprocal mutual influence, colliding
organising principles, conjunctions and disjunctions, attunements and
malattunements — a lexicon attempting to capture the endlessly
shifting, constitutive intersubjective context of intrapsychic
experience. (Storolow & Atwood, 1996: 181)

I hold the view that “self” is relationship and process (Deurzen-Smith, 1990) so
for me it follows that a dialogical psychotherapy relationship has the potential to
challenge the fixed and limiting ways in which relationships may have been
structured (Hycner, 1993).

My approach is technically based on a model of flexible adjustment to the client’s
own development and | respect the professional issues of assessment, contractual
commitment, personal development, and, above all, the therapeutic relationship
(Elton-Wilson, 1996). Clinically, I prioritise working in the affective realm,

attempting to become:

... a facilitating regulatory background (not foreground) within the
intersubjective field, embedded in the therapeutic alliance. (Schore,
2005: 4)

My search for understanding focuses on what is revealed by the live
intersubjective situation and | emphasise description of what is, rather than what

would be, could be, was, or might be.

The major challenge of my own integrative endeavour is to continually draw on a
broad range of theories and methodologies, and the outcomes of research relating
to these, and at the same time, to develop my ambition to think and work
contextually. It is an ongoing challenge to hold uncertainties and to allow for an

ever-developing integrative process that will naturally shift and change in
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relationship with each client, my own developing self, and the changing socio-

political context in which I live and work.

1.5 Formulating the Research Aims

When | first embarked upon this doctoral programme, | had an early interest in
“reparative therapies”, which are offered in many places as a “treatment” for
homosexuality, most commonly in the USA (Davies, 2012). However, there
appeared to already be a body of academic work on that topic, and further
discussions with colleagues at London’s “Pink Therapy” led me to reflect on the
lack of cultural competence training for therapists. Although interesting (and
recommended later as a potential area for further research) I noticed that I felt that
this represented someone else’s interests and ideas and that it was not honestly
emerging from my own academic interests. During the first year of the doctoral
programme, while | was undertaking the research challenges module, 1 began to
think more earnestly about the effects of oppressive religious practices and
heterosexism on non-heterosexual people, and the implications this might have for

psychotherapy.

I had considered carrying out an autoethnographic study into the experience of
being a gay man from a faith background and later contemplated doing a heuristic
study into how LGBT people manage to reconcile their sexuality and spirituality
in the context of widespread oppression and alienation. | kept a research journal
including numerous iterations of research topics and became curious as to why |
was struggling with the prospect of exploring sexual orientation and faith. On
reflection, I think I was somewhat afraid to confront the subject matter, being
aware of the potential impact it could have on me personally. However, this
reticence also represented a challenge, and it spurred me on. Given the hostility
and indifference often encountered in religious communities toward non-
heterosexual people and vice versa, | finally decided that lesbian and gay people’s

experiences of organised religion warranted greater exploration.

From the outset it may be useful to clarify that it is not the intention of this project

to generate new conceptualisations or emergent theories, nor to make any
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theological arguments for or against religion. It is also not the intention to
condemn or judge conservative religious institutions. The main purpose of this
project is to sensitively explore the experiences of a small group of six
participants using interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), and to consider

the implications of that analysis for psychotherapy.

1.6 Defining the Main Terms

Although “LGBT+” is an internationally recognized acronym, the difficulty with
it in relation to this research is that bisexual (B) and transgender (T) people are
not included in this project. It may be argued that selecting only “lesbian” and
“gay” people denies many others who identify as being somewhere along the
gender spectrum, or who do not identify as being on the spectrum at all (e.g.
gender non-conforming), and those who do not identify as male or female and

nonetheless experience same sex attraction and love.

“Queer” is one of the broadest, most inclusive terms, and is often preferred over
LGBTIQQA by academics, and others who identify as having other alternative
sexualities, and essentially everyone whose experience falls outside the hegemony
of heteronormativity (Davies, 2007). However, the feedback | received when
presenting my Learning Agreement to the Programme Approval Panel (P.A.P.)
persuaded me that not all lesbian and gay people identify with the term Queer, nor
do they feel comfortable with it. Some older people believe it applies only to

younger generations.

The binary terms “homosexuality” and “heterosexuality” represent dichotomies
coined from early studies in psychopathology, and, ever since, they have
influenced contemporary theories of human sexuality (Foucault, 1978; Roscoe,
1988). Identifying the “right” terminology is challenging, reflecting the
complexities of different identities within this research project. However, | am
choosing to use the words “lesbian” and “gay” in this project predominantly
because this was the language used by the participants, and since they are widely
accepted as reasonable nouns and adjectives. Some of the other terms are,

relatively, more straightforward to define.
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For the purpose of the literature review, “organised religion” refers to religious

institutions, and is considered to be:

A structured system of faith or worship, especially one followed by a
large number of people, such as Christianity, Islam, or Judaism.
(O.E.D., 2015).

The term “psychotherapy” normally falls under the umbrella of talking therapies

and is helpfully understood as:

The treatment of disorders of the mind, or personality, by
psychological methods. (O.E.D., 2015).

1.7 Research Aim(s)

The main aim of this research is to explore six lesbian and gay people’s
experiences of three organised religions (Christianity, Islam and Judaism), to
consider the findings in relation to the wider research literature, and to consider

their implications on the field of psychotherapy.

1.8 Why this Research Matters

Reflecting on both practice-based evidence, and an initial reading of the literature,
it seems that modern day psychotherapists may still sometimes be caught between
a positive affirmative healthy lifestyle model of gender and sexual diversities, and
a culturally rooted Western, religious-based heterosexist system of attitudes and
constraints (Bowers, Minichiello, & Plummer, 2010). Therefore, psychotherapists
that either consciously or unconsciously lean towards socially conservative,
religious-based heterosexist constructs, may not be helping clients who request
their assistance, and this research could highlight the impact of these less helpful

ways of thinking and working.

20



1.9 Summary and Signposting

In this chapter the research was introduced and contextualised by first outlining
the reasons for my interest in the topic in the context of my own personal lived
experiences, psychotherapy model, and case work. | described how the research
aims were formulated. Through reflexivity, |1 have shown how my personal and
professional development impacted on my role as a practitioner-researcher and |

explained why this research matters, being both relevant and timely.

Chapter two examines the literature in the wider field. To ensure a balanced
perspective, a thorough, systematic review of the literature was initially carried
out. In this chapter, I will outline the methods and procedures used in conducting

the literature review, and I will provide an evaluative, reflexive discussion of it.

Chapter three explores the methodology employed by the research. It considers
the overall rationale for the design, methodological, theoretical, ethical, and
philosophical foundations that have informed the research process. This chapter
will consider the overall rationale for the qualitative methodology adopted. I will
begin by discussing the wider research paradigm, including my ontological and
epistemological stance, as well as the philosophical foundations that underpin the
research. Within this chapter | will highlight my own reflexive processes, and |

will consider issues of validity.

Chapter four outlines the method and procedures for carrying out the research and
reviews the ethical considerations. This chapter will outline the qualitative
methods used in conducting the research study, including ethical considerations. I
will discuss sampling, the participants, the research aims, research procedure,
collecting data, and analysis of the qualitative data.

Chapter five presents the findings of the research. This chapter considers the
findings of the research in relation to the central research aims. The main aim of
the research was to develop a comprehensive understanding of a small group of
lesbian and gay people’s experiences of organised religion, and to consider the

implications of these experiences on the field of psychotherapy.
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Chapter six discusses the findings in relation to the extant literature and the main
themes found in the data analysis through a psychotherapy lens, drawing on
relevant theory to inform my discussion. Since it could be argued that this
research could perhaps be equally at home within the field of sociology, the
chapter incorporates in-depth consideration of the findings’ implications for

psychotherapy, including additional literature that came to light at that stage.

Chapter seven discusses the implications of the research for practice and the major
outcomes of the project. The main areas in which the research intends to make an
impact includes clinical work, organisational context, presentations, papers, and

within the public sphere.

Chapter eight concludes the research project by summarising the overall work
from a personal and professional perspective as a psychotherapist-researcher,
offering some critical reflections, discussing the strengths and limitations of the

research, and proposing recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 2
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

There exists a burgeoning body of literature exploring religion and sexual
orientation across the academic fields of psychology, sociology, theology, and
philosophy. In my search for literature, | encountered articles and reports of hate
crimes against lesbian and gay people that included murder, punishments,
persecution, prejudice, and discrimination on a daily basis. On the other hand, I

also discovered stories of understanding, protection, inclusion, and recognition.

The wider Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) methodology of this
project requires the researcher to keep an open mind, to avoid developing bias, or
forming preconceptions. To ensure a balanced perspective, a thorough review of
the literature was carried out and | have been guided in this by Smith, Flowers,
and Larkin (2009) who advocate for a more “evaluative literature review”. In this
chapter, 1 will outline the methods and procedures used in conducting the
literature review, and | will provide an evaluative, reflexive discussion of my

findings.

The discussion will begin with an historical perspective and discuss a significant
paradigm shift. This will be followed by discussion of various sub-topics that
include: mental health, heterosexism, conflict and anxiety, cognitive dissonance,
stigma, intersecting identities, identity integration, empowerment, and a gay

ecclesiology.

2.2 Research Aim(s)

The main aim of this research is to explore a small group of lesbian and gay
people’s experiences of organised religion, to consider the findings in relation to
the wider research literature, and to consider any implications for the field of

Psychotherapy.
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2.3 Objectives of the Literature Review

a) To establish a sound knowledge base and gain a comprehensive understanding
of prior research and academic work, pertaining to the research aim(s) above.

b) To compare and contrast, and establish links across, the literature.

¢) To locate theoretical and conceptual frameworks that have enhanced or limited
progress on this topic.

d) To identify any gaps in knowledge that may be filled.

e) To identify areas for further research.

2.4 Method

After gaining ethical approval through the Metanoia Institute/Middlesex
University’s Programme Approval Panel (PAP), the literature review was carried
out during the same period that the initial online survey was open to potential

participants.

The online survey remained open from June 2014 to December 2014. The reason |
carried out the literature review at this stage was to identify some of the strengths
and weaknesses of key contributions within the field, which, in turn, supported the
double hermeneutic. It helped me to develop greater knowledge of the topic, and
also supported specificity regarding aspects of the topic that were interesting to

me as the researcher.

Since the research is grounded in a phenomenological perspective, my approach
to data collection required an open mind. | therefore held an awareness of the
hazards of developing preconceptions when confronting the wider literature at this
pre-interview stage because participants, when interviewed, needed to be able to
express their views independently and without bias. It is for this reason that
Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009) recommend a more evaluative literature review

than may be the case for some other research methodologies.
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2.4.1 Evaluative Literature Review

In this section | will describe my intention to combine a systematic approach
(Aveyard, 2014) with the more evaluative approach suggested by Baumeister and
Leary, 1997. Normally, the purpose of reviewing the literature in an IPA study is
to identify any gaps that interview questions could subsequently address, and to
help the researcher learn something about the potential participants “even though
the interview questions are not themselves theory driven”. (Smith, Flowers, &
Larkin, 2009: 42).

Whilst my review of the literature does not follow the more stringent
requirements of a Cochrane or Campbell collaboration style systematic review, |
have been committed to a systematic approach using explicit rigorous methods of
searching, critiquing, and synthesising the literature in order to expand knowledge
of the topic (Aveyard, 2014).

Although I had initially decided to critique articles using a standardised tool and
to use thematic analysis for “identifying, analysing and reporting patterns within
data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006: 79), | encountered a sense of incongruence with this
type of systematic approach. It contrasted with my genuine desire to read, digest,
and fully understand the literature because there seemed to be too great an
emphasis on structure and on getting it right, rather than on understanding
meaning. This method seems to me to be more relevant when a literature review is
the specific research methodology, rather than part of a project that is
methodologically broader. | therefore combined a systematic approach (Aveyard,
2014) with a more evaluative approach suggested by Baumeister and Leary
(1997).

I am thus honouring the need to follow a careful systematic approach in the earlier
stages of searching and identifying the relevant literature while diverging from a

rigid adherence to critique using standardised tools.

Silverman (2006) advises researchers to:
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Focus only on those studies that are relevant for defining your
research problem and organise what you say in the form of an
argument rather than a simple (and thus academically tedious)

description of other studies. (Silverman, 2006: 341)

In preparing to undertake the literature review, | elected to write a book review on
this topic for an established, peer reviewed journal. This was a helpful exercise
that enhanced my approach to reviewing the literature, and the resulting article
was successfully published in the Journal of Guidance and Counselling (Meades,
2015).

The published paper evidences my professional development in this area and thus

represents one of the required Doctoral programme activities.

2.4.2 Terminology

Identifying appropriate terminology is a key challenge of this research project,
reflecting the complexity of the topic and related semantics. As discussed in the
previous chapter (1.6), I am choosing to use “Lesbian” and “Gay” throughout this

project since these were the terms used by participants.

2.4.3 Search Strategy

Since journal articles are normally indexed within databases using keywords, it
was necessary to establish keywords that captured the essence of the topic and

research aim(s) for undertaking the literature review.

The starting point was determining the keywords that best represent the research
aim(s), bearing in mind that the question was likely to be categorised in a
multiplicity of ways. Creative methods were used such as asking Counselling and
Psychotherapy colleagues to suggest keywords they were familiar with, searching
the internet, and identifying as many synonyms as possible.

27



The search terms | used included:

LGBT* (and variations of this); Queer; Gay; Lesbian; Homosexuality; Sexual
Minority; Sexual Diversity; Religion; Faith; Spirituality; Religious Experience;

Psychotherapy; Counselling.

Appendix 1 provides an algorithmic representation of the search strategy

employed at each stage of the search - “Literature Search Strategy”.

2.4.4 Data Sources

As recommended by Greenhalgh and Peacock (2005), | undertook a systematic
approach to searching in order to acquire the widest possible range of relevant

literature.

| started with free access journals online (e.g. Taylor and Francis Group), and then
searched Google Scholar, Google, and, later, specific databases and searching
facilities via the Middlesex University Ebsco platform, including PsycNet using
the traditional Boolean operators AND, OR, NOT.

2.4.5 Restrictions to Scope

The scope of the literature review extended to all articles that pertained to the

search strategy. It was necessary to impose some restrictions to the scope:

Time span
Given the changing cultural and societal climate in respect to the scope of the

thesis, articles older than 30 years were not included in the search, in order to

keep the literature as up-to-date and relevant as possible.

Transgenderism
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The research does not extend to transgender people’s experiences of religion and

therefore transgender related search terms were not included.

Language
The current study is UK-based with the researcher and participants being English

speaking. The literature search was therefore restricted to papers written in the
English language.

2.4.6 Hierarchy of Evidence

The hierarchy of evidence (Aveyard, 2014) was determined by the aim(s) of the
research and, since the topic is being approached from the point of view of an
exploration of participants’ lived experiences, interviews comprise the main

method of data collection. The hierarchy of evidence is as follows:

1) Empirical qualitative and quantitative research literature
2) Systematic reviews

3) Theoretical literature

4) Practice literature

5) Policy literature

2.4.7 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

I am including research relating to lesbian and gay people and excluding research
on the topics of other non-heterosexual identities and transgenderism because

these fall outside the scope of the research project aims.
I am including research on this topic that relates to organised, Abrahamic,

religious institutions (i.e. Christianity, Islam, and Judaism) but excluding

literature relating to all other religions (e.g. Hinduism, Buddhism, and Taoism).
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2.4.8 Managing References

Referencing was managed using a combination of “Endnote” software and manual
recording. Endnote was problematic at times, not only because the platform was
not always reliable, but also because it required significant online self-study to
learn how to use it. It did not seem possible to export references in the format

required by the university, so this task had to be completed manually.

2.5 Discussion of the Literature

This section provides an evaluative discussion of the literature, organised around
nine salient themes: mental health, heterosexism, conflict and anxiety, cognitive
dissonance, stigma, intersecting identities, identity integration, empowerment, and
a gay ecclesiology. The rationale for choosing these themes is that they highlight
the most salient themes in the literature that directly pertain to the intersection of
religion and sexual orientation. Before moving on to explore these themes, | will

present an historical perspective and explore some evolving paradigms.

2.5.1 Historical Perspective

It is argued that, in the past, pathological notions of human sexuality combined
with powerful prevailing religious attitudes to intensify socio-political censure
and control (Bowers, Minichiello & Plummer, 2010). Therefore, religion and
sexual orientation were, historically, considered incongruous, as though the two
could not co-exist. In fact, the dominant religions often appear to be so powerfully
anti-gay that, for gay and lesbian people, choosing to stay within an institution

feels tantamount to “sleeping with the enemy” (Yip, 2010, p.42).

A multiplicity of dubious translations of religious texts across theistic religions
over the years has resulted in generations of people whose beliefs and values are
unreliably informed (Helminiak, 1994). For example, authors frequently point to
six isolated passages from the Christian Bible, (Genesis, 19: 1-8; Leviticus, 18:22,
20:13; Romans 1:26, 27; 1 Corinthians, 6:9; 1 Timothy 1:10) that are most widely
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recognized as the verses that support conservative Christians’ contention that
homosexuality is a sin (Rodriguez, 2010). Christian doctrine has certainly decreed
homosexuality to be “unnatural”, a “perversion”, and an “abomination in the eyes
of God” based almost entirely on those six passages of scripture (Clark, Brown, &
Hochstein, 1990; Greenberg & Bystryn, 1982; Keysor, 1979; Scanzoni &
Mollenkott, 1978).

There are of course more modern Christian denominations that view
homosexuality more positively (e.g. The Quakers), but the vast majority of
mainstream Christian denominations do not (Ellison, 1993; Mahaffy, 1996). In
fact, Melton (1991) found that 72% of the Christian religious organizations it
surveyed condemned homosexuals and homosexuality as being “an abomination”.
It seems most religions across the world tend to categorise behaviours associated
with homosexuality as “unnatural”, “ungodly”, and “impure” (Yip, 2005).
Research into the tolerance of homosexuality among non-Judeo-Christian groups
has, according to Adamczyk & Pitt (2009), been minimal, a fact that they put
down to the smaller population of non-Abrahamic religious organisations in the
West. Yuchtman-Yaar and Alkalay (2008) found that Muslims had more
conservative attitudes about sexual morality than Catholic Christians did. Other
research on religious contexts (Adamczyk & Felson, 2006; Moore & Vanneman,
2003) has suggested that the influence of religious culture is far-reaching to the
extent that non-religious people living in more religious regions tend to have more
conservative attitudes, even when they do not consider themselves personally

religious.

In Britain, Judaism consists of two main branches — Orthodox and Progressive
(Coyle & Rafalin, 2000). The latter branch is subdivided into the Reform and
Liberal movements. Orthodoxy includes a range of traditions from the Orthodox
mainstream, the United Synagogue, and the Ultra-Orthodox of the various Hasidic
groups. According to Cohn-Sherbok (1996) distinctions are often made within
Judaism in relation to the extent of belief in “Torah min ha-shamayim” (Torah
from Heaven), or to what extent the Torah has been divinely revealed and is

therefore immutable. Coyle and Rafalin (2000) suggest that across Judaism and
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Jewish culture the Torah is widely believed to be clear in its prohibition of sexual
activity between men, and by extension, male homosexuality. This is amplified in
the Talmud (Jewish Law) and perpetuated throughout Jewish culture and
community. This concern has its roots in the historical persecution of Jews
through the ages, including attempts to eradicate Jewish communities entirely
(e.g. the Shoah). Coyle and Rafalin (2000) acknowledge there are significant
divergences between the expectations and responsibilities of men and women
within Judaism. It has been suggested that, in the case of men, the failure to marry
and produce an heir can often be viewed as a type of “communal treason”
(Unterman, 1995: 68). Similarly, there is an emphasis on the successful
continuation of Jewish identities to the extent that:

Sexuality that is not reproductive may be viewed by group members

as instruments of genocide. (Greene, 1994: 244)

The existence of severe penalties, including death, for people found guilty of
“homosexual immorality” in many Muslim countries suggests that the religious
authorities in these countries may be particularly likely to interpret religious
doctrine as prohibiting homosexuality (Helie, 2004). Adamczyk & Pitt (2009)
argue that, where the religious context is more disapproving in Muslim nations,
anti-gay sentiment is disseminated through public discourse, public institutions,

legal codes, social norms, and family structures.

2.5.2 Evolving Paradigms

Notably, the largest body of literature on this topic has been generated in the
USA. It is growing rapidly in the UK but is mostly published in specialist LGBT
journals. There is a growing body of both qualitative and quantitative research
exploring the conflict that can occur between sexual and religious identities
(Barton, 2010), and work in the USA has certainly developed beyond that of
assessing conservative religious attitudes towards sexual minorities and moved
towards exploring the positive role of faith for LGB people (Rodriguez, Lourdes
& Follins, 2012).
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Hood, Spilka, Hunsberger, and Gorusch (1996) note that psychological writing
about religion and homosexuality increased rapidly from the 1980s onwards, but
they also point out that the literature appears to have focussed largely on
“conceptual, political, social, pastoral, and clinical issues” (ibid. p.140). They
contend that empirical research has been lacking, but Rodriguez (2010) believes
the situation is changing within both sociology and psychology. For example, Yip
(1997a) identified two major themes in the wider body of research. The first of
these themes is a contrast between religious and non-religious lesbian, gay, and
bisexual people, and the second is a focus on the relationship between LGB

people and the church itself.

According to Rodriguez (2010), lesbian and gay people have predominantly been
studied in contrast to other religious individuals and groups, or to other religious
ideals. The majority of work has assessed the attitudes of heterosexual religious
people and religious organisations towards homosexuality (Brooke, 1993; Fischer,
Derison, Polley, Cadman & Johnston, 1994; Gay, Elsion, & Powers, 1996; Mader,
1993; Nugent & Gramick, 1989; Westerfelhaus, 1998; Lindley & Schwarz, 2005;
Swank, Eldridge & Mack, 2006), the attitudes of LGB people toward religion
(O’Brien, 1991; Yip, 1997), and the impact of religious authoritarianism and
prejudice on homosexuality (Herek, 1987; Hunsberger, 1996; Laythe et al., 2001;
Whitley & Egisdottir, 2000).

The American Psychological Association (APA) declassified homosexuality as a
mental illness in 1973, by which time the Stonewall riots had already occurred, in
19609, creating greater visibility and acceptance. However, it is only relatively
recently that researchers have started to recognise that many lesbian and gay
people lead active religious lives as well (Barret & Barzan, 1998). Rodriguez
(2010) reviewed the literature during a significant paradigm shift, noticing that
social scientists were beginning to consider LGB people as “spiritual and religious
beings in their own right, rather than needing to be compared and contrasted with
religious others” (ibid. p.8). This shift is reflected in the work of several social
scientists (Lukenbill, 1998; Mahaffy, 1996; Thumma, 1991; Yip, 1996).
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It is worth noting that the vast majority of academic work in this area has been
conducted in the West and from Western cultural frames of reference (Rodriguez,
2010) and there is less research from the perspective of other contexts (i.e. non-
Western cultures). Yip (2010b) recognizes that a lot of literature emerges from a
gay standpoint, and that less comes from a lesbian one. He also observes that the
literature by and large covers experiences from Christian, Muslim and, to a lesser
extent, Jewish perspectives. Figueroa and Tasker (2013) reiterate this criticism of
the literature but note that some studies have, for example, included samples of
gay Latino youths in order to study family influences on development and mental
health (Dube & Savin-Williams, 1999; Grov, Bimbi, Nanin & Parsons, 2006;
Rosario, Schrimshaw & Hunter, 2009).

Adamczyk and Cheng (2014) also acknowledge the dominance of literature with a
Western perspective and argue that Confucian countries can be even less tolerant
than European countries and the USA. In their research paper they discuss their
findings of a unique “Confusion cultural effect”, which they partially explain as
relating to specific cultural concerns with keeping the family intact. However,
they also discuss having found a “Buddhist context effect”, resulting in more
tolerant attitudes in those contexts. Siraj (2012) also addresses race, culture, and
ethnicity. She acknowledges that Islam’s depiction of homosexuality is often
framed within a rigid discourse of sin and deviation, advocated and supported by
a number of Muslim countries that have legalized the punishment of gay men and
lesbian women. For her, Islam is often characterised as an extremely homophobic
religion that tends to negate same-sex sexual orientation (Siraj, 2012).

Yip (2010b) examined the literature on ‘sexuality and religion” and determined
three broad categories that he named: “defensive apologetics”, “cruising texts”,
and “turning theology upside down”. His first category of “defensive apologetics”
is explained as literature that attempts to re-contextualise texts that have
traditionally been used as the indisputable basis for the moral exclusiveness of
heterosexuality, and the unacceptability of homosexuality. Das Nair and Thomas
(2012) suggest that the process of re-contextualising often demands close

academic attention to the original (ancient) language of scripts, reading them in
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their relevant socio-historical contexts. They argue this is actually a highly
cognitive process and, for them, it is both the appeal and the problem. They make
an important point, relevant to psychotherapeutic practice, that many clients from
religious backgrounds already have a full conceptual grasp of their own and
others’ interpretations of religious texts. Therefore, they suggest an important
challenge for therapists is to work more with the affective components related to
client’s cognitive integration of their seemingly incompatible identities (das Nair
& Thomas, 2012: 40).

In Yip’s (2010b) second category, “cruising texts”, he identified a shift beyond
“apologetics” to a more positive identification of sexualities (including non-
heterosexual) within religious texts and characters. das Nair and Thomas (2012)
suggest there remains a particularly cognitive driver in this approach but they also

recognise it as both affirmative and helpfully provocative.

The third category that Yip (2010b) identified was “turning theology upside
down”, where spirituality and sexuality are seen as fundamentally interconnected.
Importantly, he makes the point that sexuality is not just limited to being
conceptualised as “genital acts” (Yip, 2010b: 40). Whilst das Nair and Thomas
(2012) appear to fully appreciate the interconnectedness of sexuality and
spirituality in this third category, they express a valid concern with which |
concur. They argue that the “wholesomeness” of such an inherent connection
between spirituality and sexuality risks demoting “genital acts” to something
lesser, which could inevitably propagate heteronormativity by offending
heterosexual sensibilities, and ultimately creating separations between “good and
bad” types of sex (or “genital acts”). das Nair and Thomas (2012) argue that there
is an inherent problem with the interpretation of religious texts when they are read
as being asexual, or where sex is incidental to the main aim of a committed
monogamous relationship. For this reason, they call for more transgressive
“queering” of religious texts, which goes beyond “cruising” to actively *“sexing
them” (Ibid.: 92).
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Some years ago, Warner (1995) documented the struggle of gay men and lesbian
women within the church over essentialist (being born with it) versus
constructionist (learning and choosing it) perspectives of homosexuality in
religious doctrine. Lukenbill (1998) also found the use of an essentialist approach
useful in supporting the integration of sexual orientation and religious identity in
his study of the metropolitan community church (MCC). In a call for social justice
in US society Lukenbill (1998) expressed solidarity with the gay community by
sharing the more positive view that gay and lesbian people are “made in the image
of God” (Lukenbill, 1998: 441).

Adamczyk and Pitt (2009) highlighted some interesting effects of religious
affiliation, in addition to their key findings that a country’s cultural orientation
moderates the relationship between religious importance and anti-gay prejudice.
They point out that while Muslims appeared less likely to condone same-sex
attraction than Catholics, Orthodox Christians, Jews, Hindus, and Buddhists, and
people with no religion, they did not appear to differ too much from Protestants.

Even though Judaism appears to be potently heterosexist, Coyle and Rafalin
(2000) warn against broadly pathologizing and demonizing the religion. They
argue that, although it may be challenging to understand the orthodoxy and
dogmatism inherent in Judaism, it is important to recognise the possibilities for
the coexistence of both Jewish and gay identities. Indeed, Brown (1991), a Jewish
leshbian feminist and psychologist, makes a salient point that also has relevance for
other evolving paradigms:

To be a Jew is to live with contradictions and diversity. (Brown,
1991:49)

Empirical research, such as that of Wilcox (2003), has shown that the intersection
of religion and sexuality plays out in diverse ways and leads to multiple
outcomes. This is particularly relevant when framed within a life-course
perspective. For example, someone who experiences guilt and shame can

gradually learn to transcend and transform themselves from this, developing
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spiritual, cultural, and social capital within and beyond religious institutional

settings.

2.5.3 Mental Health

It is argued that people often turn to religion to address the unanswered questions
of life, appealing to a higher power, or sacred source for understanding and
support (Bent-Goodley & Fowler, 2006). However, when this place of sanctuary
Is turned against lesbian and gay people, or when they feel estranged from it, this
can inevitably lead to significant mental distress (Super & Jacobson, 2012),
marked especially with increasing feelings of hopelessness, confusion, and
condemnation (Pitt. 2010). Halkitis et al. (2009) identified four main positions
that different types of religious groups and leaders tend to take on homosexuality:
i) full acceptance, ii) qualified acceptance (e.g. if they’re not in sexual
relationships), iii) rejecting non-punitive (“love the sinner, hate the sin”), and the
most abusive, iv) rejecting punitive (homosexuality is a sin punishable by eternity
in Hell).

Drawing on autoethnography and data from interviews, Barton (2010) explored
the religious backgrounds and experiences of “Bible belt gays”. She found that
fundamentalist religious dogma — that homosexuals are bad, diseased, perverse,
sinful, other, and inferior — can be “cumulatively bolstered in other social
environments” (ibid: 477). Participants described living through what Barton
describes as “spirit-crushing” experiences of isolation, abuse, and self-loathing.
The article highlights the harmful consequences of dogma, including the fear of

going to hell, depression, low self-esteem, and feeling worthless.

Sowe, Taylor, and Brown (2017) examined whether opposing lesbian and gay
sexuality on religious grounds could be a predictor of detrimental outcomes for
both same-sex attracted people and their heterosexual counterparts. They
conducted a nationwide (USA) sample of 1600 people, all of whom were
recruited online. Analyses showed that a greater exposure to religious anti-gay
prejudice predicated high anxiety, stress, shame, greater physical/verbal abuse,

and more problematic alcohol use. They concluded that whilst lesbian and gay
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people tended to fare more poorly than heterosexual counterparts on almost every
outcome measured, interestingly, homo-negative prejudice predicated poorer
outcomes amongst all respondents, regardless of their religion. They argue these
results are amongst the first to demonstrate that exposure to anti-gay religious
prejudice is associated with substantial threats to well-being and, more broadly,

that these effects can be observed beyond religious sexual minorities.

Faith groups that affirm gender and sexual diversities are more likely to support
the integration of intersecting identities, whereas non-affirming faith groups tend
to rigidly oppose differences, sometimes resulting in complete abandonment by
the religious community (Lease, Home & Noffsinger-Frazier, 2005). Religious
groups that believe LGB people are immoral and sinful also tend to promote
messages that contain overtly abusive and threatening language and behaviour
that can profoundly affect a person’s self-worth, self-acceptance, cognitive
development, and gender or sexual identity formation (Barton, 2010). A lifelong
process of post-traumatic recovery can follow experiences of religious prejudice,
discrimination and abuse (Herek et al., 1999; Ross & Rosser, 1996; McLaren,
Belinda, & McLachlan, 2007). The notion of “religious abuse” is complex and
seems to have been difficult to define (as with emotional, physical, and sexual
abuse), because of various grey areas, ambiguity, and “scarce research on defining
the term” (Super & Jacobson, 2011).

Even though a more fluid notion of sexuality or “normalcy” may slowly be
emerging in the West (Weststrate & Maclean, 2010), the wider literature still
underlines the powerfully negative influences of heterosexism and the impact of
homophobia on LGB people’s mental health, including increased rates of
depression and anxiety (Bernhard & Applegate, 1999; Mays & Cochran, 2001;
Lewis et al., 2003), suicide (Bernhard & Applegate, 1999; Faulkner & Cranston,
1998, 1998, 1998; Gibson, 1989; Mays & Cochran, 2001), and alcohol and drug
misuse (Cheng, 2003; Faulkner & Cranston, 1998; Garafalo et al., 1998; Jordan,
2000). According to McGeorge and Carlson (2009), these trends have been
directly linked to “gay-related stress”, which is the stress associated with

belonging to a marginalised group. Lewis et al. (2003) found that gay-related
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stress appeared to be the major cause of depressive symptoms, arguably a direct

result of heterosexism.

According to Rodriguez (2010), there are four main psychological theories in the
literature regarding what happens at the intersection of sexual-orientation and
religion. These include: Rodriguez’s (1997) theory of conflict and anxiety,
Festinger’s (1957) cognitive dissonance theory, Goffman’s (1963) theory of
stigma, and Baumeister, Shapiro, and Tices’s (1985) theory of identity conflict.
However, two concepts that are arguably underrepresented in the literature
according to Rodriguez (2010) are Shallenberger’s (1996, 1998) notion of
integration as a process and Rappaport’s (1981, 1995, 2000) concept of
empowerment. Internalised homophobia (Herek, 1987) is another relevant

theoretical construct that is highlighted.

It is argued that modern-day psychotherapists often appear to be caught between a
positive “affirmative” healthy lifestyle model of gender and sex diversities, and a
culturally rooted Western, religious-based heterosexist system of attitudes and
constraints (Bowers, Minichiello & Plummer, 2010). Therapists who consciously
or unconsciously lean towards prevailing (socially conservative and religious-
based) heterosexist constructs may well be doing harm to clients who are seeking
help. Therefore, improving our understanding of the process of integration and

how identities intersect could help improve practice in this area.

In terms of the mental health of lesbian and gay people more generally, King et al.
(2008) conducted a systematic review and meta-analysis of the prevalence of
mental disorder, substance misuse, suicide, suicidal ideation, and deliberate self-
harm in LGB people and confirmed that LGB people are at higher risk of these
than heterosexual people. Bachman and Gooch (2018) surveyed 5000 LGBT
people in the UK on behalf of Stonewall and found that 52% of participants
experienced depression in the previous year, 13% had attempted to take their own
life in the previous year, 46% had thought about taking their life and 31% of non-
transgender LGB people said the same, 16% said they had drunk alcohol every

day over the previous year, 13% had taken drugs at least once a month over the
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previous year, 23% had witnessed discriminatory remarks by healthcare staff, 5%
had been pressured to access services to question or change their sexual-
orientation when accessing healthcare services, 19% were not out to any
healthcare professional about their sexual-orientation when seeking general
medical care, and 14% had avoided treatment for fear of discrimination. The
report clearly uncovers alarmingly high rates of poor mental health, and the
challenges experienced by LGBT people accessing services in the UK in 2018.

The American Psychological Association (1991) recognises heterosexist bias in
psychotherapy practice, and a rigorous systematic review of psychotherapy in the
UK found clients who are not heterosexual are often misunderstood by therapists
who regularly see their clients’ sexuality as the root cause of presenting issues
(King et al., 2007). A crucial BACP ethical statement affirmed to its members that
LGB experiences are entirely compatible with normal mental health and social
adjustment (BACP, 2012), recognising that some therapists may hold over-
simplified notions of gender and sexuality (Davies, 2012).

2.5.4 Heterosexism

Religion, but more specifically, theologically conservative religion, has been
implicated in a number of studies as being a particularly potent predictor of
heterosexism and anti-gay prejudice (Finlay & Walther, 2003; Herek, 2004;
Hunsberger, Owusu, & Duck, 1999; Johnson, Brems, & Alford-Keating, 1997,
Morrison & Morrison, 2002; Schulte & Battle, 2004).

One of the most researched dimensions of religious faith according to Rosik,
Griffith, and Cruz (2007) has been Allport’s (Allport & Ross, 1967) distinction
between intrinsic faith, representing the central organising values of a person’s
life, and extrinsic faith, in which religion predominantly serves other social and
personal goals (Rosik, Griffith, & Cruz, 2007). From my understanding, intrinsic
religiosity has not been found to be associated with racial prejudice but does
appear to be positively linked to homophobia. However, extrinsic religiosity has

related positively to both racism and heterosexism (Herek, 1987; Wilkinson,
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2004). Rowatt and Schmitt (2003) found that intrinsic religiousness is related to
more restricted sexuality and desire across 52 cultures, claiming that the intrinsic
religiosity-homophobia connection may be universal. By contrast, extrinsic
religiosity was associated with a less restrained sexuality. Rowatt & Schmitt
(2003) suggest that intrinsic believers internalise their religious teachings and
values, whereas the attitudes of extrinsically-orientated believers reflect their

personal or social needs.

Internalised homophobia, also known as internalised heterosexism (Szymanski &
Chung, 2003), happens when anti-gay attitudes are retroflected or directed
inwards, resulting in devaluation of the self, internal conflict, and low self-esteem
(Meyer & Dean, 1998). Intrinsic religiosity, or strong religious affiliation, was
shown to be a strong predictor of internalised homophobia in lesbian and gay
people (Herek, 1987). However, Ream (2001) found that strong religious
commitment was not, on its own, a risk factor for internalised prejudice but that
the homophobic messages often presented and delivered within religious contexts
tended to be a more reliable predictor. Wagner et al. (1994) examined the
relationship between internalised homophobia and the process of integrating one’s
religious faith and homosexuality by comparing levels of internalised homophobia
in a group of gay men with Catholic backgrounds. They found that nearly 50%
felt they should abandon their religious faith, and no longer endorsed a formal

religion, in order to accept their sexuality.

Stokes and Peterson (1998) found that amongst their young, male, African-
American participants, churches were described as the primary source of antigay
messages. It was thought to be the case that exposing young people to these
messages resulted in them having a view that homosexuality is “a sin”
condemning them to hell, and that they therefore wanted to change their sexual
orientation. Kubicek et al. (2009) found that young gay men employed a variety
of strategies to manage painful experiences such as avoiding church altogether,
seeking alternative churches, or using selective listening to avoid internalising

homophobic messages. Ritter and O’Neil (1989) a that Lesbian and gay people in
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their sample often moved away from the religion they were raised in and

developed a range of different ways to cope with religious homophobia.

It is clear that in the West, the gap in attitudes towards LG people between
devoutly religious people and the general culture is growing, especially regarding
their views on the morality of sexual behaviour (Altemeyer, 2001; Finlay &
Walther, 2003; Linneman 2004; Loftus, 2001; Sullivan, 2003). From
psychological therapy’s perspective, McGeorge and Carlson (2009) highlight the
need for heterosexual therapists to become more aware of the influences of their
own hetero-normative assumptions, heterosexual privileges, and heterosexual
identities on the therapy process, whilst recognising that not all LGB clients may
necessarily understand heterosexism as influencing their presenting problems.
They propose a three-step model of self-reflection that could support a more

affirmative stance.

Rosik, Griffith, and Cruz (2007) support a growing body of literature that
recommends sensitivity when examining the relationship between heterosexism
and conservative religion. The authors refer to Wilkinson (2004) when reminding
us that the relationship between religion and homophobia is complex and
perceived differently by people operating either within or outside the religious

framework.

2.5.5 Conflict and Anxiety

Perry (1990) has suggested that there is a tendency for Christians to interpret their
doctrine to mean that same-sex attraction is unnatural and perverse, but that at the
same time they propose that God is Love, and that all believers will have a place
in the Kingdom of Heaven. Such contradictory messages are clearly confusing
and can, according to Englund (1991) and Spencer (1994), create self-loathing
and despair in LGB people of faith. Rodriguez (2010) suggests it is this kind of
duality that creates feelings of anxiety and of a conflict between two identities that
are both equally important to the person’s sense of self. He supports moving

beyond a simplistic definition of conflict as “the tension that can arise between a
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gay or lesbian Christian’s sexual orientation and their religious beliefs”
(Rodriguez 1997, 2006, 2010; Rodriguez & Ouellette, 2000) to include “the
anxiety that arises in a gay or leshian person experiencing such conflict”
(Rodriguez, 2010).

Cohen (1997) describes a destructive form of duality in religion. As well as
highlighting that the black church believes “homosexual behaviour is immoral
and in direct contrast to the word of God” (ibid: 284), she asserts that, while it
refuses to entertain an inclusive and transformed discourse, outsiders will consider
the church’s desire to “serve all” hypocritical. Rodriguez (2010) suggests Cohen’s
(1997) themes address wider issues of inconsistency, intolerance, homophobia,
and fundamentalism found within religion. He points out that, based on Cohen’s
(1997) work, researchers have identified several causes of conflict and anxiety
that have both extrinsic (coming from outside) and intrinsic (coming from within
the individual) causes. These are thought to transcend the boundaries of the wider
society: religious and non-religious individuals, groups, and organisations share
beliefs that “gayness” is unnatural, perverted, or a sin. Rodriguez (2010) notes a
high proportion of the gay community subsequently harbour anti-religious
sentiments, seen as a healthy disdain for anyone or anything having to do with
organised religion, which is viewed as homophobic, heterosexist, and patriarchal.

Extrinsic causes of conflict and anxiety include: strict adherence to religious
tenets, reportedly promoted by the religious right (Birken, 1997; Grant & Epp,
1998; Rodriguez & Ouellette, 2000), acceptance of anti-gay doctrine (Yip, 1997),
acceptance of other leshian and gay people’s negative outlooks and experiences
(Rodriguez & Ouellette, 2000; Shallenberger, 1996, 1998), and contradiction with
the religious beliefs of family members and friends (Mahaffy, 1996; Rodriguez,
1997).

Intrinsic causes of conflict and anxiety include: a fear of divine retribution (Ritter
& O’Neil, 1989; Rodriguez & Ouellette, 2000) and strong beliefs that one’s
different identities are totally incompatible (Mahaffy, 1996; Rodriguez, 1997).

Most interestingly, in his review of the literature, Rodriguez (2010) believes, after
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looking across studies, that religious fundamentalism is arguably the single
primary cause of both intrinsic and extrinsic conflict and anxiety for LGB people

who identify with religion.

2.5.6 Cognitive Dissonance

Scholars from a range of disciplines have used theories of “cognitive dissonance
(Festinger, 1957), “stigma” (Goffman, 1963), and “identity conflict” (Baumeister
et al., 1985), to explain the origins of the internal conflict between their sexual
and religious identities that LGB people experience. Festinger’s (1957) cognitive
dissonance theory is said by Rodriguez (2010) to be one of the more popular
psychological theories used to explain this experience. According to Festinger’s
(1957) original theory:

Cognitive dissonance arises when a person experiences tension
between two psychologically inconsistent thoughts or beliefs.
(Rodriguez, 2010: 11).

Cognitive dissonance theory received criticism from Bagby, Parker, and Bury
(1990) who argued it was “methodologically vague” and “difficult to
operationalise”, and Rodriguez (2010) points out there are various similar theories
claiming greater accuracy in assessing the phenomenon, including self-concept
analysis (Aronson, 1968), theory of self-perception (Bem, 1967), and self-
affirmation theory (Steele, 1988). Regardless of these alternatives, Joule and
Beauvois (1998) proposed a “radical view” of cognitive dissonance theory by
calling for a return to Festinger’s original theory. According to that original
theory, Festinger (1957) suggested that holding two conflicting cognitions is both
psychologically and emotionally uncomfortable, producing a negative mental
state, and causing people try to adjust or get rid of certain cognitions in order to
reduce conflict and anxiety. Achieving such constancy of thought is referred to as
cognitive consonance; this is said to be preferred to cognitive dissonance because

it results in reduced anxiety (Cooper & Fazio, 1984).
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Rodriguez (2010) stresses that, since there can be dissonance between thoughts
and beliefs, there can also be dissonance between thoughts and behaviour.
Furthermore, Jones (1985) argued that inconsistency between behaviour and
cognition is not enough for dissonance to occur, unless the cognitions are rooted
in a person’s self-concept. When the two cognitions relate to the self-concept then
either dissonance or consonance happens. Jones (1985) also believed that if the
two cognitions are not relevant to the self-concept then Festinger’s (1957) theory
does not apply, because there can be no dissonance. Rodriguez (2010) provides a

helpful example to explain this:

Religious people can strongly believe that homosexuality is wrong but
can nevertheless engage in homosexual behaviour because this is not a
facet of their self-concept. However, if the homosexual behaviour
were to impact more directly on the person’s self-concept then

theoretically, dissonance would occur. (Rodriguez, 2010: 9)

Thumma (1991) and Mahaffy (1996) both carried out research studies assessing
religious beliefs and homosexuality using the lens of Festinger’s (1957)
“cognitive dissonance theory’” as the framework for understanding potential
intra-psychic conflict. In a participant observation study, Thumma (1991) showed
how a group of eight gay men successfully integrated their feelings of being
religious with being gay through their membership of an evangelical group called
‘Good News’. An important aspect of the group was that participants considered
both their religious beliefs and their homosexuality to be important components of
their self-concept. According to Rodriguez (2010) this illustrates the significance
of identity negotiation between a person’s religious beliefs and homosexuality in
alleviating cognitive dissonance. Attempting to understand this process
specifically as it occurs in women, Mahaffy (1996) conducted an exploratory
survey of 163 leshians and reported that a fundamental or evangelical Christian
identity predicted higher internal and external dissonance. Furthermore, Mahaffy
(1996) identified three resolution strategies for alleviating dissonance, namely
altering one’s religious beliefs, leaving the church, or living with the dissonance.
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2.5.7 Stigma

Crocker (1995) conducted a review of the psychological concept of stigma,
finding that:

Stigmatised conditions lead to the rejection of individuals because
they have an attribute that compromises their humanity in the eyes of
others. (Crocker, 1995: 633)

Crocker (1995) also found that what is considered “stigmatised” changes as public
attitudes, knowledge, and tastes evolve over time, and he concluded that stigma
originates not just from the circumstances causing the stigma but also from other
reactions to that stigma (Crocker, 1995). The centrality of the stigma to a person’s

identity also appears to be an essential aspect of the stigma theory:

The more importance that is placed on the stigma by oneself or by
others, the more it impacts on one’s identity. (Goffman, 1963 in
Rodriguez, 2010: 13)

Goffman’s (1963) classic work on stigma provides a useful overarching
framework, identifying three main types of stigma: body, tribal, and individual
character. Body stigma is discussed in relation to physical abnormalities; tribal
stigmas relate to race, ethnicity, religion, and nationality; and stigma of individual
character refers to convicts, drug and alcohol abusers, the unemployed, mentally
ill, and homosexuals, among other groups. Rodriguez (2010) points out that the
latter stigma of individual character is not necessarily visible to others, so people

in this category must either disclose the stigma voluntarily, or have it disclosed.

Crocker and Major (1989) outlined three major strategies used by people to
protect themselves from being stigmatised. These include, attributing negative
outcomes they experience to prejudice or discrimination; devaluing those domains
in which their stigma makes it unlikely they will excel; and selectively comparing
themselves and their outcomes with others who share their stigma rather than with
non-stigmatised individuals. Yip (1997a) conducted semi-structured interviews
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focussing on stigma management with 60 gay male Christians in the Church of
England and Catholic Church, UK. He, perhaps unsurprisingly, found that the
Christian church stigmatises homosexuality and homosexuals and that LGB
therefore Christians develop various mechanisms to address this stigma (Yip,
1997b).

Yip (2010a) also highlights the four main strategies used by gay male Christians.
These include: attacking the stigma; attacking the stigmatiser; the use of positive
personal experience; and the use of the “ontogeneric argument”. The first strategy,
“attacking the stigma” involves challenging the accurateness of the six Biblical
passages most commonly used to condemn gay Christians by either invalidating
conventional interpretations of scripture, shifting the focus to broader Christian
principles of love and respect for all, or challenging the relevance of those verses
to today’s society (Yip, 2010a). The second strategy, attacking the stigmatiser” is
a strategy used to discount the credibility of the church as the moral guardian for
LGB Christians by either undermining or ignoring official church doctrine that is
negative to homosexuals and homosexuality. The third strategy, “the use of
positive personal experience” entails adhering to basic Christian moral values
though living in a monogamous relationship with only one partner and avoiding
the “sexual promiscuity” stereotypically assumed to be commonplace in gay
culture. Interestingly, from an optimistic perspective, the final “ontogeneric
argument” proffers that all sexual orientations, including homosexuality, are

created by God and are therefore supported and blessed by Him (Yip, 2010a).

Lalich and McLaren (2010) also explore stigmatization by focussing on the
conflict between sexual and religious identities, not just in the social world, but
also as a major task in participants’ inner worlds. They explore the written
narratives of a subset of gay and lesbian former Jehovah’s Witnesses who were
able to comprehend, negotiate and, in most cases, resolve their multifaceted
stigmas and conflicts through what the authors describe as struggle, self-
determination, and, eventually, connecting with networks and peers who faced

similar experiences of stigmatisation.
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Vilaythong, Nosek, and Lindner (2010) examined whether priming “Golden
Rule” messages (e.g. “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you™)
would influence religious attitudes towards gay people and perceptions that
homosexuality is a choice. They included 585 Buddhists and Christians in a
priming task. Their results suggested that, although the golden rule has an
important influence on believers, the message of compassion produced more

prejudice if it came from an out-group than an in-group source.

2.5.8 Intersecting ldentities

Baumeister et al. (1985) described identity conflict as:

... the problem of the multiply defined self whose definitions have

become incompatible. (Baumeister, 1985: 408).

For Rodriguez (2010), identity conflict occurs when certain developments in a
person’s life create a sense of being in an impossible situation, and two key
components to identity conflict are outlined in his paper. The first is “having a
strong personal commitment to two distinct identity components” and the second
is “having a multiplicity of identity”. According to Rodriguez (2010) this is where
identity conflict diverges from cognitive dissonance. He argues that having a
multiplicity of identities means a person’s identity is comprised of a series of sub-
identities, which are dynamic in nature (Marcus & Wurf, 1987; Rosenberg &
Gara, 1985). It is therefore suggested that the dynamic interaction of these
multiple identities can potentially lead to identity conflict — thus, being LGB and
religious can trigger an experience of identity conflict. In support of this, Coyle
and Rafalin (2000) report their findings from a qualitative study of 21 Jewish gay
males in which all but one participant reported experiences of identity conflict
(arising mainly from the perceived incompatibility of Jewish and gay identities)
impacting negatively on their psychological well-being.

Rodriguez and Ouellette (2000) offer an in-depth discussion of identity theories
including related theories such as identity change (Deaux, 1991), alleviating role
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conflict (Stryker and Statham 1985), and identity negotiation (Deaux et al., 1991).
Significantly, they propose four different pathways that gay and lesbian people (of
strong religious faith) attempt to take to reduce conflict between their homosexual
and religious identities: rejecting the homosexual identity, rejecting the

heterosexual identity, compartmentalisation, and identity integration.

Rodriguez and Ouellette (2000) interviewed 40 gay and lesbian participants and
explored their experiences of identity conflict and identity integration using mixed
methods. Participants were defined as having achieved identity integration when
they were found to have both a positive religious and a positive gay identity, and
they did not experience conflict between the two. In addition to this, the
researchers found that the majority of participants did have successfully integrated
identities, and that being integrated was related to greater church involvement,
having membership of a church, attending more worship services and activities,
and having attended church for more than two years. Lesbians were less likely
than gay men to report past conflict between their identities and were more likely
to report being fully integrated. Finally, the church played an important role in

helping people achieve integration.

Of particular interest to me as an integrative therapist is that Rodriguez and
Ouellette (2000) developed an understanding of integration as a process rather
than a construct. They first measured integration using a cross-sectional design
but they found participants talked extensively about identity integration as a
process they were still involved in. Rodriguez (2010) argues that considering
identity integration as a process is more effective than using psychological
theories when explaining the interaction between homosexual and religious

identities:

Assessing integration as a process has the potential to more
adequately address the complexity of the phenomena at hand, and the
resilience of individuals to be able to live with conflict in their lives.
(Rodriguez, 2010: 17).

49



For me, the findings of Rodriguez and Ouellette (2000) study are important, not
least because they challenge any assumption of conflict. In their research, they
found that not all gay and lesbian Christians reported experiencing conflict, and
that the desire to merge homosexual and religious identities did not follow a
period of conflict between the two. This finding is supported by Mahaffy (1996),
who also found that not all of her lesbian participants reported experiencing
conflict. Rodriguez and Ouellette (2000) found that 12 out of 40 (30%) of their
participants reported never having experienced conflict between their sexual
orientation and that 9 of these 12 reported having fully integrated identities. The
reasons given for this lack of conflict included: never having encountered nor
internalised anti-gay religious rhetoric, devaluing church teachings, having come

out at a later age, having attended seminary, and God’s all-encompassing love.

Levy and Reeves (2011) drew three main conclusions from their qualitative
interviews with 15 participants. First, they found that resolving the discord
between sexual identity and religious beliefs is a five-stage process of internal
conflict resolution: awareness of the conflict, an initial response to the conflict, a
catalyst of new knowledge propelling participants forward, steps of working
through the conflict, and resolution of the conflict. Second, they underline the
extent to which personal and contextual factors affect every aspect of the
resolution process. Lastly, they found that faith development and sexual identity

development are intertwined and fluid constructions.

There is significant ongoing academic debate regarding the various tensions that
exist between scholars of intersectionality. For example, Hancock (2016)
identifies a tension between scholars who believe black women are not given
enough credit or attention for intersectionality and those who believe black
women have been given too much power in this domain. Seeing this as
emblematic of a larger question, Hancock (2016) helpfully challenges whether we
should think of intersectionality as a form of intellectual property belonging to
certain demographic groups, or whether we should think of it as a kind of “meme”
among scholars committed to its visibility and inclusiveness. Carbado and Gulati

(2013) articulate this dilemma exceptionally clearly:
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One can read intersectionality to mean that personhood (or identity)
can be separated out into discrete social parts. For example, race can
be separated from gender. This is because the notion that two things
“intersect” brings readily to mind a Venn diagram within which each
thing exists both inside and outside of the intersection. Indeed, this is
the conception of intersectionality that our students often articulate...
The diagram invites us to imagine social circumstances in which race
and gender exist apart from each other as “pure” identities. Although
the metaphor of intersectionality conveys this idea, the fuller theory of
intersectionality, and Crenshaw’s conceptualization of this theory,
rejects it. Fundamental to intersectionality theory is the understanding
that race and gender are interconnected, and as a result, they do not
exist as disaggregated identities. In other words, there are no

nonintersecting areas in the diagram. (Carbado & Gulati, 2013: 71)

das Nair and Butler (2012) discuss the concepts of intersectionality, sexuality, and
psychological therapies in depth. Approaching these constructs from the
perspective of working psychologically with LGB diversity, their academic work
examines specific identities and how they intersect. These identities include:
gender, race and ethnicity, religion, refugees and asylum seekers, social class,

physical health, mental health, disability, and age and ageing.

Even though there continues to be rhetoric perpetuating the notion that sexual-
orientation and religion are incompatible identities (Lease, Horne & Noffsinger-
Frazier, 2005) many lesbian and gay people do grow up in the context of religious
communities and they continue their involvement with these into adulthood. Dahl
and Galliher (2009) found in a study of 105 LGBQQ young adults aged 18-24 that
42% of the participants reported to have grown up in a family with weekly
attendance at religious services, and another 44% reported growing up in families
that attended services less frequently. 80% of the same sample reported having
“only somewhat” or “not at all” integrated their religious and sexual identifies.

60% of the participants reported having experiences of conflict. Bartoli and
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Gillem (2008) argue that people experiencing conflict at the intersection of these
identities can end up privileging one identity over another. This can result in the
rejection of the lesbian or gay identity, or in changes to religious affiliations.

Yip (2010b) argues that stereotypical constructs of minority sexualities, which are
manifested in controversies such as “the gay debate” within Christianity, feed into
the popular notion that religion is out-of-step with social and cultural realities. In
liberal democracies where equality and diversity are increasingly recognised and
largely respected, traditional organised religious spaces are viewed as antithetical

to these values.

2.5.9 Identity Integration

One of the most common findings in social psychology is that higher levels of
religiosity are associated with more negative attitudes toward lesbian and gay
people (Black, 2008). Hodge (2005) describes two different world views found
amongst people within faith groups - the progressive and the orthodox.
Progressive people tend to include feminists and humanists who are thought to be
more accepting of LGB people (Hodge, 2005). Orthodox people tend to have less
relativist beliefs, with a tendency to be more conservative (Hodge, 2005). White
and White (2004) consider autobiographical writings of gay Christians’ spiritual
journeys in their paper and suggest that visibility is a critical step in coming out

that has both religious and sexual significance.

In a narrative study of 26 gay and lesbian people of different faiths, Shallenberger
(1996) explored the intersection of community and identity and the impact this
has on sexual and religious lives. He explored how gay men and lesbian women
discover and define their spirituality, what processes lead to the construction of
their spiritual identities, and how they evolve and change as gay and lesbian
people of faith during the course of their spiritual journeys. It is worth noting that
whilst Shallenberger (1996, 1998) discusses the process of identity integration in
terms of a “spiritual journey”, other writers (Barret & Barzan, 1996; Spencer

1994) refer to a “faith journey” with reference to the same process.
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For a number of writers (Shallenberger, 1996; Coleman, 1981, Fischer, 1989;
Grant & Epp, 1998), there is broad agreement that one of the most significant
events and primary experiences in a lesbian or gay person’s spiritual journey, is
the process of “coming out”, both to themselves and to others. Rodriguez (2009)
believes this is not only the point at which conflict between identities first begins,
but it also happens when a person becomes more aware of the discrepancies
between living a gay lifestyle and remaining actively involved in organised
religion. Shallenberger (1996) points out that “coming out” is one of the most
widely studied developmental processes in LGBT literature, finding the following
key themes relating to the process: deep and often difficult self-questioning,
growing self-recognition and self-identification in the face of prolific anti-gay
biases from a homophobic and heterosexist culture, sudden or measured
disclosure to loved ones, and passage into deeper involvement with the LGBT
community (Shallenberger, 1996: 197). Rodriguez (2009) emphasises that, whilst
the “coming out” process has been framed in various developmental stage models,
it is nevertheless a particularly individual process, which can be positive or

negative, but not necessarily both.

Mahaffy (1996), Rodriguez (1997), and Shallenberger (1998) appear to agree that
the next stage of a spiritual journey after “coming out”, is the task of
distinguishing between “spirituality” and “religion”. The very word religion is
associated with the trappings of traditional churches and official doctrine, while
spirituality appears to be more related to personal religious and ethical beliefs. For
Rodriguez (2010) making the distinction between the terms “religion” and

“spirituality” supports lesbian and gay people who are:
... attempting to distance and buffer themselves from the negative,
anti-gay messages received from many mainline catholic and

protestant religions. (Rodriguez, 2010: 19).

Shallenberger (1996) highlights three key issues that gay and lesbian people

wrestle with on their continuing spiritual journeys. These are questioning,
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reintegrating, and reclaiming. Questioning involves extensive internal
conversations with oneself. Reintegrating is an attempt to reincorporate religious
identity with a homosexual identity through reading, talking with others, and
trying to connect with others. Reclaiming involves seeking out safe places to
reconnect with both the gay identity and the religious identity in a supportive

community.

Exploration of spirituality is often strongly linked with successful clinical
outcomes, well-being, and healthy identity development (Corey, 2001; Harrison,
1994; Love et al., 2005; McQueeny, 2009; Morgan, 2000; Powers et al., 2007).
Kocet, Sanabria, and Smith, (2011) argue that practitioners need to be aware of
the distinct differences between spirituality and religion, and that it’s helpful to
explore these meanings with lesbian and gay clients. They remind the reader that
religion is often considered to be “extrinsic” and institutional in nature, whereas
spirituality is “intrinsic” and personal (Abernethy et al., 2006; Grimm, 1994). Yip
(2010b) argues that:

... religion and spirituality can represent an important resource for the

construction of meaningful lives for lesbian and gay people. (ibid: 43).

In trying to discover which factors promote or hinder sexuality and religious
identity integration, Kubicek et al. (2009) drew on a longitudinal, mixed methods
study on the role of religion in the lives of 526 young men who have sex with men
(YMSM). They found that participants who described their religious upbringing
as Christian Pentecostal or Evangelical, reported hearing the most homophobic
messages in the context of churches, which resulted in distress, depression, and
suicidal thoughts. They found a high proportion of participants engaged in self-
destructive behaviours (e.g. drug and alcohol misuse, under- and over-eating) in

their efforts to cope with the stress of homophobic messages.
Kubicek et al., (2009) suggest that counsellors work on self-acceptance and

acceptance/integration of the clients’ sexual-orientation and then work towards

identifying ways to integrate their religious beliefs. For many lesbian and gay
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clients, discovering opportunities for group involvement can be helpful in the

process of identity integration, according to Bozard and Sanders (2011).

For Rodriguez and Oulette (2000), there are a number of things that support the
integration between sexual and religious identities. They suggest the main “sites
of identity integration” are reading relevant literature, finding self-acceptance,
talking with others, becoming older and more mature, re-establishing a personal
relationship with God, and coping with a life-threatening illness such as
HIV/AIDS (Rodriguez & Ouellette, 2000). Backed up by reference to other
research studies (Thumma, 1991; Wagner et al., 1994) Rodriguez (2010) argues
that possibly the single most important mechanism of successful identity
integration is involvement with organisations that promote a positive outlook
towards both homosexuality and religion. These religious support groups deliver
gay-positive messages that Rodriguez (2010) believes are made easier to hear by
the emergence of a “Gay Theology” (Englund 1991, Thuma, 1991) that
specifically values gay and lesbian people of the Christian faith and recognises

their spiritual needs.

Rodriguez and Ouellette (1999) make a distinction between gay-positive and gay-
friendly churches. They describe gay-positive churches as “formal Christian
institutions that preaches a positive message about homosexuality, and minister
specifically to the gay and lesbian community”, whilst gay-friendly churches
“may welcome the participation of gays and lesbians... but do not typically
address the specific religious and spiritual needs inherent in the gay and lesbian

community” (Rodriguez & Ouellette, 1999).

In their participant-observer study of the gay-positive Metropolitan Community
Church (MCC) in New York City, Rodriguez and Ouellette (1999) identified
three main strategies used by the organisation to facilitate an integrated LGB-
Christian identity. The authors found the strategies were additional to the use of
inclusive and gender-neutral language and a historical-critical method of
interpreting the Bible in pro-LGB terms. The three strategies uncovered were:

structures that enabled recognition of the legitimacy of the church when it was
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simultaneously gay/lesbian and Christian; the preaching of its lesbian pastor,
which provided lesbian and gay people with a positive way of thinking about
themselves as leshian and gay Christians; and, finally, documenting the struggles
that the church shared with every other moral community, in order to provide a
group of people with a strong sense of identity as a valued group, without creating

boundaries that might exclude others.

It is worth noting that this work followed the particularly negative findings of
Enroth (1974), a sociologist who, through exploratory content analysis, described
the same organisation as merely an extension of the gay lifestyle, and the secular
gay subculture. He found the aforementioned organisation to be somewhere gay
people attempted to cope with their social and cultural alienation from society and
a place to receive “positive reinforcement for a deviant lifestyle” (Enroth, 1974
p.356). Rodriguez (2010) dismissed Enroth’s (1974) contribution as homophobic
and heterosexist but, having said that, his criticisms still carry weight today. For
example, Rodriguez and Ouellette (1999) found some members of the MCC
believed the sex and body-affirming stance toward Christian doctrine was taken
too far by some members, and they expressed distaste for the “cruising” that took

place during some services and events.

Wagner et al. (1994) conducted a descriptive survey, looking at the integration of
religious beliefs and sexual orientation in gay men belonging to a gay-positive
Catholic group called Dignity. They hypothesised that the sample group (n=101)
would show lower levels of internalised homophobia as compared to a community
sample (n=144) of gay men from Catholic backgrounds who were not involved in
any gay-positive organisation. Wagner et al. (1994) found no significant
differences in the level of internalised homophobia. They did find the Dignity
sample showed significantly higher levels of religious beliefs and behaviour and
were significantly older than the community sample when they entered into their

first gay relationship, first accepted being gay, and first felt good about being gay.

Researchers and authors have also explored gay and lesbian people’s celebrations

of their same-sex relationships through marriage and civil unions where it is legal
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to do so (Cawman & Saucier, 2004; Walters, 2006), and the effects of anti-gay

marriage initiatives on stress and poor mental health (Rostosky et al., 2009)

Barton (2010) points out that, although social science tends to focus on the
processes by which LG people integrate what are often assumed to be conflicting
identities, for many LG people, rejecting religion may well be the first part of
their “coming out” process. Indeed, some queer theorists question the meaning of
terms like “the closet” (Barton, 2010). Seidman, Meeks, and Traschen (1999)

state:

We propose to view “the closet” as a strategy of accommodation and
resistance which both reproduces and contests aspects of a society

organised around normative heterosexuality. (ibid: 185)

Similarly, Durber (2006) explores the non-articulation of a gay identity as a
“queering of silence” (ibid., p. 238), suggesting that by not sharing one’s sexual
identity a person can challenge a homonormativity engendered in LGBT
liberation politics. Duber (2006) argues that queering silence may be pleasurable
in an environment where heterosexuality and homosexuality are culturally
constructed as equally acceptable and desirable. On the other hand, Barton (2010)
argues that in certain heterosexist hegemonic geographical areas such as the
American Bible Belt, those identities are not equal, and a “queer silence” becomes

another variation of “the toxic closet”.

2.5.10 Empowerment

Rodriguez (2010) argues that empowerment theory has not yet fully found its way
into the psychological and sociological work being undertaken in this field. In his
view this is because the concept has been difficult to define. However, for me, the
notion is particularly relevant and important to gay and lesbian experiences of
religion. As evidence for this belief, I would cite Rappaport (2000) who, in a
study of a gay-friendly Presbyterian church in the USA, examined the

empowering role of the church in the lives of gay and lesbian members. He found
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the organisation refused to condone the exclusion of gay and lesbian members
from ordained leadership positions. Additionally, they used inclusive language
during services, and included a historical-contextual method of interpreting the
Bible. Perhaps most surprisingly for me, they commissioned a set of stained-glass
windows to reflect the racial, gender, and sexual diversity of the whole
congregation. Rappaport (2000) found that gay and leshian people who had
previously experienced rejection and alienation felt included and involved, and

they expressed powerful feelings of belonging and joy.

Perkins and Zimmerman (1995) aggregated the work of other empowerment

researchers and they discuss empowerment in this context as being:

An intentional on-going process centred in the local community,
involving mutual respect, critical reflection, caring, and group
participation, through which people lacking an equal share of valued
resources, gain greater access to, and control over, their lives,
democratic participation in the life of their community, and a critical
understanding of their environment. (Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995:
570)

Rodriguez (2010) defines it perhaps more succinctly as:

... amechanism where people take back control over certain aspects
of their lives. (Rodriguez, 2010: 23).

Perkins and Zimmerman (1995) identified that empowerment operates on three
main levels, including: individual (also referred to as psychological
empowerment), organisational, and community. Zimmerman (1996) stated that
due to the dynamic interactions that can occur between these levels,
empowerment is likely to take on different forms for different people in different
contexts, and the concept becomes more theoretically complex because
researchers make a distinction between empowerment values, empowering

processes, and empowered outcomes. According to Zimmerman (1996),
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empowerment values focus on enhancing wellbeing instead of fixing problems,
looking for strengths rather than listing the risks, and seeking environmental
influences rather than blaming victims. Empowering processes focus on
developing skills and resources, and on establishing social connections along the
way to empowerment. Finally, empowered outcomes are described as assessments

and particular interventions designed to empower people (Zimmerman, 1996).

In a multiple case-study analysis comparing and contrasting religious
communities, Maton and Salem (1995) found four key characteristics of
empowered organisations: a strength-based belief system that focuses on
individual and group needs; dynamic and meaningful role opportunities; an
overarching peer-based support system; and talented, inspiring leadership. In fact,
Rodriguez (2010) points out that by becoming involved in gay-positive religious
organisations gay and lesbian Christians became empowered to integrate their
homosexual and religious identities. Therefore, empowerment speaks directly to
how lesbian and gay people can potentially reclaim their spirituality in the face of
anti-gay prejudice from religious people and communities, and demonstrates how

they can reclaim a role for themselves within these faith groups.

Empowerment is a crucial theme and empirical research has repeatedly shown
that the intersection of sexuality and religion plays out in diverse ways, leading to
multiple outcomes (Yip, 2014). This is especially true when framed within a life-
course perspective, for example, someone who starts from a position of guilt and
shame can learn to transcend and transform, developing spiritual, cultural, and

social capital within religious institutions and beyond.

2.5.11 A Gay Ecclesiology

Writing about the establishment of suitable religious spaces for lesbian and gay
people, Spencer (1994) coined the term “gay ecclesiology”, and warned about the
possibility that individuals and organisations can potentially become too

integrated, and thereby alienated from the rest of their own communities:

59



The danger... is that it can lead to isolation and sectarianism. It can
also, in time, lead to conservative tendencies as separated
communities eventually build up and acquire their own set of

institutional privileges. (Spencer, 1994: 399)

Indeed, Rodriguez and Ouellette (1999) describe the push for inclusiveness
potentially becoming so great that anyone not complying or conforming to the
norms of the group can be made to feel excluded. They warn that, in the process
of creating a safe place for some people, an unintended result may be that

boundaries are set up against others.

Yip (2011) argues that “non-believers” often consider religion to be fictitious, a
remnant of the past, and associated with rigid, hierarchical, institutional powers.
On the other hand, for believers, religion offers something transpersonal, focussed
on higher, spiritual matters that transcend worldly desire, material attachments,
and physical urges. In an interesting paper, Yip (2010b) pointed out that the
dominant discourse in the Abrahamic religions tends to construct the Divine as
the sole object of worship to which one must submit. He argues that in this
religious context, sexuality is often most closely associated with bodily
performances and practices, in other words, it is reduced to sexual behaviour.
Therefore, sexuality is normally assessed and understood in these terms and this,
according to Yip (2010b), is a dehumanizing view of sexuality. Fortunately, other
pieces of theological work and empirical evidence in the social sciences offer a
broad and necessary discourse, incorporating constructs such as the capacity for
emotional attachment, companionship, and erotic connection (e.g. Machacek &
Wilcox, 2003; Robertson, 2006).

In their study of 583 participants involved in organised religious groups Lease et
al. (2005) found that for lesbian and gay people who join affirming religious
groups, overt and accepting behaviours from the group contrast with negative
societal messages, and they encourage counsellors to develop their ability to
provide information about “affirming faith groups”. However, it is worth noting
that Kubicek et al., (2005) found that many participants would not feel
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comfortable with attending a church of predominantly LGB people, particularly
those from more conservative religious backgrounds. Rostosky et al. (2008)
focussed on same sex couples’ expressions of religiosity and, somewhat
predictably, found that that the more a couple were matched in their religiosity,

the higher their relationship satisfaction was.

Bozard and Sanders (2011) suggest it is particularly helpful for counsellors to be
aware of other (not necessarily LGB) forms of faith communities that hold an
inclusive stance. Similarly, Davidson (2000) reminds counsellors of the
importance of considering integration as a process, because a sudden
abandonment of valued religious expression can result in isolation and associated

mental health problems.

2.6 Summary

This chapter has explored relevant academic literature on the topic of religion and
sexual-orientation through a reflexive, systematic review and discussion. The
research was guided by an intention to combine a systematic approach (Aveyard,
2014) with the more evaluative approach suggested by Baumeister and Leary
(1997) and by Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009). The discussion was organised
around several major sub-headings, including: an historical perspective and
paradigm shift; mental-health and well-being; heterosexism; conflict and anxiety;
cognitive dissonance; stigma; intersecting identities; identity conflict; coming out;

identity integration; empowerment; and the development of a gay ecclesiology.

Ultimately, the literature reflects wider societal debates and represents the
multiplicity of perspectives ranging from conservative fundamentalist views to
more liberal theological attitudes that more readily embrace equality and
diversity.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

3.1 Introduction

This chapter considers the overall rationale for the qualitative methodology | have
adopted for this study. I will begin by discussing the wider research paradigm,
including my ontological and epistemological stance, then discuss the
philosophical foundations that underpin the research (i.e. phenomenology), and

consider issues relating to validity.

3.2 Aims

The aim of this chapter is to present and explain the qualitative methodology |
have adopted, namely Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), and | will
consider its three major theoretical underpinnings: phenomenology, hermeneutics,
and idiography.

Over the course of this chapter, I will relate the methodology to my exploration of
six lesbian and gay people’s experiences of three organised religions (Christianity,
Islam, and Judaism), and their implications for psychotherapy. I will discuss the
limitations and criticisms of IPA and will demonstrate how | explored a range of
other research design options. I will explain my decision to choose IPA instead of

any other methodology and offer some critical reflections.

3.3 Background

It has never really been much of an issue for me to understand with which of the
two major branches of research design | am most at home. Qualitative and
quantitative research serve different purposes, the latter normally being informed
by a more realist ontology. For me, qualitative research fundamentally enables
understanding of experience and processes (Harper & Thompson, 2012: 5) and

was therefore chosen as the most relevant approach for eliciting and making sense
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of phenomena as experienced by the participants. Qualitative research can perhaps

be more clearly explained as:

A set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible.
This means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural
settings, attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in
terms of the meanings people bring to them. (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005:
3)

3.4 Ontological and Epistemological Stance

Although “ontology” is not easily defined and the philosophical discourse in the
literature is complex it can be helpfully understood as:

... the field of philosophy that studies and postulates what is
ultimately real and fundamental. (Slife & Richardson, 2008: 700)

As an integrative, relational psychotherapist with an interest in interpersonal and
existential therapies, I align myself with the relational ontological perspective
proposed by Slife (2004), who argues that the general features of a relational
ontology contrast with abstractionism, and that it is not possible to understand
reality without first considering the context in which the real occurs, and is used.
This ontological position helpfully invites researchers to reflect on situatedness in

their research, asking:

Are theorists and researchers willing to acknowledge their own
situatedness in history and culture, their own inescapable and self-
defining ethical commitments, and their responsibility to engage in
open dialogue with others of a different mind? (Slife & Richardson,
2008: 719)

When considering the apparent oxymoronic and conflicting relationship between
sexuality and religion, | expected there would inevitably be an emotional charge. |
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also anticipated that making sense of these experiences would be complex, and it
was unlikely that idiosyncrasies and nuances could be captured by preconceived
structures. Therefore, prior to starting the research, it was necessary to consider
how the research aim might be best addressed. It was clear that using a qualitative
approach would provide an opportunity to go beyond a simple description, given

the range of associated epistemologies.

Epistemology is a branch of philosophy concerned with the nature, origin,
validity, and limits of knowledge. Epistemology demonstrates how we know what

we know:

Epistemology asks: how do | know the World? What is the
relationship between the inquirer and the known? Every epistemology
implies an ethical-moral stance towards the World and the self of the
researcher. (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005: 157)

Willig (2012) categorises epistemology into three main branches: realist
knowledge, phenomenological knowledge, and social constructionist knowledge.
Broadly, I understand “realism” to be a philosophical position that says what we
know about any object exists independently of our mind. This stands in contrast
with “idealism”, which says what is known exists only in a person’s own mind. |
note the debate and confusion there appears to be regarding the use of the terms
“constructivism” and “constructionism” and | have encountered a range of
baffling (mis)uses of these terms. Raskin (2002) provides a detailed academic
discussion about constructivism in psychology and delineates “personal construct
psychology”, “radical constructivism”, and “social constructionism”. Willig
(2012) also outlines various branches of constructivist epistemology including
“radical constructivism”, which maintains all knowledge is constructed rather than
perceived, and “contextual constructivism”, which embraces the wider contexts
that surround learning such as culture, customs, religion, biology, tools and

language. | concur with Sexton (1997), who helpfully pointed out that:
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The perspective of the observer and the object of observation are
inseparable; the nature of meaning is relative; phenomena are context-
based; and the process of knowledge and understanding is social,

inductive, hermeneutical, and qualitative. (Sexton, 1997: 8)

Larkin and Thompson (2011) emphasise that IPA has an interpretative (or
hermeneutic) phenomenological epistemology. Indeed, my psychotherapy
perspective, combined with my approach to this research demonstrates my
commitment and passion for understanding participants’ relatedness to their own
worlds through the meanings they make. In support of this view, Willig (2013)
clarifies that a phenomenological epistemology aims to produce knowledge about
the subjective experience of the participant. However, there are clearly differences
in the way in which different phenomenological epistemologies approach
meaning-making and, to this end, Willig (2013) described two varieties of
epistemology: descriptive and interpretative. Whereas descriptive phenomenology
concerns itself with capturing experience more precisely as it presents itself,
“neither adding nor subtracting from it” (Giorgi, 1992: 121), interpretative
phenomenology does not take quite as much account of face-value experience. An
interpretative phenomenological epistemology can be thought of as stepping
outside of the reported account and reflecting upon it in its wider social, cultural,
and theoretical context (Larkin et al., 2006: 104).

In seeking to generate knowledge about the quality and texture of the participants’
lived-experiences and the meanings within individual social and cultural contexts,
as well as considering these experiences theoretically in relation to the literature, 1

align myself with an interpretative phenomenological epistemology.

3.5 Phenomenology

The introduction of phenomenology is widely attributed to Husserl (1893/1964)
“the father of phenomenology”, who argued that experience is the foundation of
all knowledge. However, use of the term “phenomenology” dates from the mid
18™ century (Moran, 2000: 6). Historically, there are four overlapping branches of
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phenomenology: the first branch is “realist phenomenology”, which emphasises
the search for the true essence of human actions, motives, and self (Embree,
2001). The second branch, “constitutive phenomenology” extended the range of
phenomenology to the philosophy of the natural sciences and focuses particularly
on the use of transcendental epoché to remove biases (Embree, 2001). The third
branch is “existential phenomenology”, which is concerned with action, conflict,
desire, finitude, oppression, death, politics, ethnicity, gender, and old age. It is
often connected to Heidegger’s “Sein und Zeit” (being and time) (Heidegger
1927/1962), an analysis of human beings as a means to a fundamental ontology
that went beyond the regional ontologies described by Husserl (ibid.) The fourth
branch is “hermeneutic phenomenology” which also emerges from Heidegger’s
“Sein und Zeit” but is most closely linked with Gadamer’s “Wahrheit und
Methode” (truth and method) (Gadamer, 1975/2004). Gadamer’s aim was to
uncover the nature of human understanding and interpretation, and this is the
approach that is most relevant to the present research project. Embree (2001)
predicted there would be a fifth iteration, “planetary phenomenology”, centring on
issues like ecology, gender, ethnicity, religion, aesthetics, ethics, politics, and
internet communications. Given the topic of this research, it could be argued this
fifth branch has indeed emerged, with my research being located on the cusp of

this new strand as it evolves.

Phenomenology is essentially concerned with the “what” of experience (i.e. “what
is it like?”). In phenomenological research there is an attempt to understand
people’s unique perceptions in order to make sense of, and interpret, their
meaning, enabling insight into the gamut of lived experiences in all their
complexity (Wertz, 2005). Studying any phenomenon implies, by definition,
phenomenology:

Phenomenology is best understood as a radical, anti-traditional style
of philosophising, which emphasises the attempt to get to the truth of
matters, to describe phenomena, in the broadest sense as whatever
appears in the manner in which it appears, that is as it manifests itself

to consciousness, to the experiencer. (Moran, 2000: 4)
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In phenomenology, the meaning of the lived experience demands no “outside”
interference that could distort the quality of such meaning through the imposition
of externality. Where research focuses on the person doing the experiencing, the
nature of the observation is direct experiencing. In phenomenology, “bracketing”
means to cease or abstain from positing the existence of the natural world around
us or to suspend our presuppositions of anything independent of our experience
(Moran, 2000: 148). Through a process of “bracketing” biases, described by
Husserl as “epoché”, it is hoped that a qualitative approach can reveal a

phenomenon in its purest form.

Moran (2000) examines the criticisms and counter-criticisms of phenomenology
and highlights two broad categories of critique: an internal critique by
phenomenologists and an external critique from those outside. Some of the key
criticisms include a view of phenomenology as introspective or mystical,
irrational intuition, or as “promoting unregulated rhapsodising on the nature of
lived experience, and seeking to repudiate science and the scientific world and so
on” (Moran, 2000: 14). There are also criticisms of the notion of “bracketing” (i.e.
phenomenological epoché), as well as of the use of the word “phenomenology”
itself but, for me, this is addressed in Merleau-Ponty’s interpretive viewpoint that
“enquiry is a continuous beginning” (1960/1964: 161). Adams offers a fresh and
liberating opposite view of “bracketing”, suggesting that it is essentially an

illusion:

I am now convinced that this wonderful term “bracketing” is simply
an illusion, a comforting idea that bears no relevance to reality.
(Adams, 2014: 2).

For me, phenomenological research methodologies closely reflect the values
inherent within psychotherapy practice, and | believe that the two make ideal bed-
fellows. Attending a professional knowledge seminar by Dr Finlay, I noticed that
she started the seminar by discussing “unknowing and phenomenology”, and |

really enjoyed her exploration of this idea. For her, phenomenology seemed
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largely to be about paying careful attention to subjective experiences. One
attendee bravely challenged the notion of bracketing, which, for me, was not
entirely unexpected because | have noticed criticism of “bracketing” in other
training contexts , and this seminar proved no exception. Dr Finlay explained that
Husserl (1931) had originally intended it to describe a way of focussing but that
Merleau-Ponty (1962) had later interpreted the work within an existential frame.
Dr Finlay noted her preference for the language of “openness” and for more fully
embracing the phenomenological attitude. We were therefore encouraged to
eschew dualisms (i.e. right and wrong, good and bad), and to consider the
“lifeworlds” of our participants - the relational, embodied, temporal, and

experiential domains.

A key learning from this seminar was the notion of “dwelling” that I’d come
across when exploring heuristic research in the Research Challenges module
(Moustakas, 1990). Dr Finlay explored the notion of dwelling by including
implicit, underlying meanings in dialogue and considering the significance of
what often goes unsaid. | appreciated the integration of these ideas, and the
introduction of a dialogical research methodology (Halling, Leifer & Rowe,
2006).

The seminar examined the different branches of phenomenological research in
depth, with a surprisingly determined distinction being made between descriptive
phenomenology and hermeneutic phenomenology. Dr Finlay expressed a clear
preference for hermeneutic phenomenology, which she views as providing both
“structure and texture”. On the other hand, she expressed a view of Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis as “methodical, systematic, and scientific”, and “not
poetic or artistic”. Dr Finlay said she would recommend hermeneutic
phenomenology over IPA in Doctoral level research, but | disagreed with this
viewpoint. Discussing this with a fellow candidate, we found that we both
disagreed with Dr Finlay’s position because we were both able to attest to the fact
that IPA can be fully grounded in phenomenological philosophy, and, at the same
time offer a powerfully descriptive, explorative, flexible, and textured

methodology.
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Dr Finlay was proud of her relational-reflexive research approach (Finlay &
Evans, 2009), but advocating this appeared to come at the expense of other,
arguably more established, research methods. During the seminar | asked the
question “Do you think there is space within IPA to integrate a relational-reflexive
approach?” but Dr Finlay seemed to maintain her position that IPA is more
descriptive and systematic. However, she did helpfully refer to work on relational-
centred IPA (Eatough, 2017).

3.6 Hermeneutic Phenomenology

Hermeneutics is a derivative of the Greek word hermeneuo, meaning “translate”
or “interpret” (OED, 2010: 665). Hermeneutic phenomenology is therefore the
phenomenology of interpretation and, although associated with Heidegger, it is
more closely connected with Gadamer’s “truth and method”. Gadamer argued that
people have historically affected consciousness, and are thus embedded in a wider
context of history and culture that has shaped their consciousness (Honderich,
2005: 236). Gadamer essentially proposed that nothing exists except through

language, and he viewed conversation as vital to understanding, so that:

... the reader and the articulator require a fusion of horizons between
subject and object. (Honderich, 2005: 237)

Ortiz-Osés subsequently applied the principles of Jungian symbolism to
hermeneutics and proposed a symbolic understanding of the world, namely that
meaning is the symbolic healing of the real injury (Ortiz-Osés, 1976/2006).

A central precept of hermeneutics relates to method - the method of understanding
a text, and thereby interpreting its meaning. Heidegger saw this as a circular
process in which understanding a phenomenon’s being/ontology requires the
mode of being, yet to be defined, to have already been defined (Blattner, 2006:
22). In other words, to understand the whole also requires an understanding of the
parts, and vice versa. Interpretation can therefore only be valid in its cultural and
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historical context. Gadamer (1975) developed Heidegger’s concept of the
hermeneutic cycle, arguing that understanding is linguistically mediated through
conversations with others. This reality-exploration resulted in a new and different
understanding of the phenomenon, creating a circular process of interpretation,
which Gadamer describe as an iterative process. Engaging in hermeneutic

phenomenology offers the potential of acquiring:

... meaningful insights which exceed and subsume the explicit claims
of our participants. (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009: 23).

3.7 Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA)

Smith (1996), belonging to the hermeneutic school of phenomenology, articulated
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as a new qualitative
methodology, in an attempt to address the debate between social cognition and

discourse analysis. From the outset, IPA was considered to be:

... intellectually connected to hermeneutics and the theories of
interpretation, combining empathic hermeneutics with questioning
hermeneutics. (Smith & Osborn, 2003: 51)

A fundamental assumption of IPA is that human beings self-reflect:

Human beings are not passive perceivers of an objective reality, but
rather they come to interpret and understand their world by
formulating their own biographical stories into a form that makes
sense to them. (Brocki & Weaden, 2006: 87)

The aim and intention of IPA is to explore this self-reflection and to uncover
“how” participants perceive their lived experiences in relation to the phenomenon
under investigation. This is achieved by investigating an individual’s experience,

understanding, perceptions, and idiosyncratic views (Reid, Flowers & Larkin,
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2005). It involves attempting to understand a person based on the question, what

is an experience like? (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014).

| agree that IPA is a complex interactive process because accessing a participant’s
world of understanding becomes challenging by virtue of the researcher’s own
understandings and biases (Smith et al., 2009). The broader methodology
acknowledges the multifaceted responses to experiences incumbent in everyday
experiences and, importantly, also recognises that any analysis of these
experiences will only be an interpretation (Willig, 2012). For example, Gidden’s
(1987) cogently explains that the double hermeneutic involves a two-stage
process that Smith et al. (2009) refer to as “double hermeneutics”. For example:

As the participant seeks to make sense of their personal and social
world, the researcher is trying to make sense of the participant trying

to make sense of their personal and social word. (Giddens, 1987: 40)

A basic assumption of this approach is that people can experience similar
objective conditions (e.g. sexual orientation in the context of organised religion)
in different ways, relative to their own personal thoughts, feelings, expectations,
and judgements. Additionally, IPA recognises that the meanings attributed to
experience are powerfully connected with broader social influences. Therefore,
whilst IPA is complex, it is also idiographic (i.e. concentrating on the individual
participant) and focused on the participant’s meaning-making. This careful
attention to the individual’s unique meaning-making requires cautious, in-depth
concentration and therefore usually works best with a small group of participants.
In IPA this focus is prioritised above the need for making generalised statements
or finding universal meanings (Smith, Hare & van Langehove, 1995). On the

other hand, it may be possible to gain understanding of wider systems because:

... the specifics of individual cases can illuminate dimensions of a

shared community. (Shinebourne, 2011: 47).
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McLeod (2011) points out that, whilst the majority of psychotherapy research has
been conducted from within the discipline of psychology, IPA is increasingly
being applied within the fields of psychotherapy and counselling research. As an
iterative process, with the results of one iteration used as the starting point for the
next, initially emerging themes lead to superordinate and master themes.
Combining this with the fact that meaning is of fundamental importance to IPA
(Smith et al., 2009) and that it pays close attention to the unique experiences of
the individual, these are sound reasons why it is a good match for psychotherapy

research.

Smith et al. (2009) argue there is no fixed right or wrong way of conducting IPA.
They encourage innovation and creativity and caution against strict adherence to
inflexible methodology. They advise that successful data collection and strategies
require organisation, flexibility, and sensitivity. Equally, data analysis requires the

systematic application of ideas, and methodological rigour as well as demanding:

... imagination, playfulness, and a combination of reflective, critical
and conceptual thinking. (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009: 80).

As a relational, integrative psychotherapist with a particular interest in relational
approaches and existential psychotherapy, I considered IPA to be ideally suited to

tackling my primary research aims.

3.8 Limitations and Criticisms of IPA

Over the course of my Doctoral programme | have encountered a number of
criticisms of IPA, especially from key speakers at professional knowledge
seminars. Some of these criticisms are more or less reflected in the five key
“limitations” of IPA identified by Willig (2012):
- Talking about an experience may not be describing the experience.
- Availability of language for a participant means language precedes

an experience and thus shapes the experience itself.
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- IPA may result in excluding participants who do not have
appropriate language skills and who thus incorrectly point to their
experiences being dismissed.

- An exclusive focus on appearances without causal context limits
our understanding of phenomena.

- IPAis concerned with cognition and this implies a Cartesian
worldview, which is incompatible with some aspects of
phenomenological thought. (Willig, 2012: 66-68)

I acknowledge there is some substance to the argument that interpretations can be
constrained by a participant’s ability to articulate their thoughts and experiences,
and that IPA relies heavily on the “representational validity” of language itself
(Willig, 2012). Finlay (2011) also returns to the question of a participant’s
expressive ability to communicate the rich texture of their experiences. However,
in my experience, IPA does hold the potential to capture the nuances of both what
is said and what is not said, and seeks to stay close to the pre-reflective meanings
within the sense-making process. Indeed, IPA does engage with the individual’s
sense-making through the very language used, and Smith et al. (2009) do not
claim that IPA can ever fully uncover “pure experience” (which they see as
wholly inaccessible), neither do they claim to focus analysis solely on the

language used to describe experience.

Willig (2012) acknowledges that IPA addresses researcher reflexivity in the
process of phenomenological interpretation. However, she argues that IPA does
not sufficiently theorize the reflexive process, leaving open the question of “how”
the researchers’ own perspectives have impacted the analysis. Similarly, Wagstaff
et al. (2014) have uncovered researchers’ struggles with retaining an idiographic
focus whilst simultaneously developing themes, again raising questions about the
“how” of conducting and maintaining reflexivity throughout the IPA process. In
considering these criticisms it is helpful to remember that IPA does not intend to
identify “facts”, rather, its focus is on capturing and exploring the meanings
participants assign to their experiences (Reid et al., 2005). I do concur with Finlay

(2009) who describes the reflexive dance that weaves through the entire process:
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... as researchers strive to move beyond the partiality of previous
understandings. (Finlay, 2009: 239).

Other criticisms include a view of IPA as cold, clinical, and systematic. However,
this argument appears to be purported by researchers advancing alternative, and
arguably less established, forms of phenomenology (e.g. relational or reflexive
phenomenology). Whilst there are numerous ways of carrying out an IPA research
project, having been deeply impacted by the whole research process and
experienced the depth, intimacy, and potency of IPA first-hand, I find myself
disagreeing with these criticisms that do not appear to have a sound theoretical

foundation, and in agreement with Shaw (2010) that:

Reflexivity is not simply an awareness-raising activity that we engage
in prior to and during data collection. It is a vital component of each
stage of the research journey. (Shaw, 2010: 239)

To my mind, the main criticisms of IPA could be equally applied to any research

that uses language-based investigation.

3.9 Alternative Methodologies Considered

I considered a number of alternative methodologies before deciding to utilise
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. In the initial years of the programme |
submitted a draft research proposal (DRP) using Interpretative Analytic
Autoethnography, focussing at that time on heterosexism in psychotherapy.
Although I enjoyed the creativity inherent within the approach, and the freedom to
explore through reflective writing that it offered, after much soul-searching |
realised that I agreed with the criticism that the methodology is overly
introspective and self-indulgent. For this reason, it would not have been congruent
to make further use of it. I also wondered about how useful one autoethnographic

account could be to the wider field of psychotherapy.
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Faced with the task of choosing the most suitable methodology, I experienced
some initial anxiety, as though there was too much choice. Smith et al. (2009)
suggest four principal qualitative methodologies: Grounded Theory, Discourse
Analysis, Narrative Analysis, and Descriptive Phenomenology, so | explored

some of these further.

Originally developed by Glasser and Strauss (1967), Grounded Theory (GT) is
widely utilised in the field of sociology and is concerned with comparing accounts
of personal experiences from the ground up. The main thrust of grounded theory
Is to generate theory, which would have been at odds with my aim to explore
nuanced, detailed experiences. The much larger participant sample sizes simply

would not have generated the depth of data | was seeking.

Having met someone who had completed a PhD using Discourse Analysis (DA)
and who told me all about the methods involved, I decided that this approach did
not appeal to me. | was impressed by the extremely detailed focus on language
and the emphasis on deconstructing experiences. However, using this approach
would probably have affected the idiographic aspect of first-person meaning-

making and for this reason | did not consider it feasible.

I also considered Narrative Inquiry (Clandinin, 2007) and on reflection, I believe
this could have been an equally appropriate and interesting way of approaching
the research aim(s). | appreciate the inherent methods of listening carefully to
participant’s stories and reflecting on them in depth. However, from my
understanding, the focus can be somewhat limited to the narrative (Smith et al.,
2009). Given the term “narrative” is generally used to illustrate people’s ways of
organising events and experiences about self and other (Polkinghorne, 1988), |
take it to therefore refer to meaning-making in a broader sense. | therefore
rejected this methodology on the basis of it being too broad for the aims of my

research.

Relational Reflexive Phenomenology (Finlay, 2009) was one of the strongest

contenders but, having attended a professional knowledge seminar, and having
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bought the associated textbook, I felt that the approach lacked something of IPA’s
rigour. | admire the underpinning philosophy, and certainly agree that it is
perfectly suitable for psychotherapist researchers but, given the highly sensitive
nature of my research topic, the structure of IPA offered clearer boundaries,
reducing the likelihood of subjective experiences interfering too much with the
data coding, and offering an ethical safety that | could not guarantee within
Finlay’s methods.

Having explored a number of methodologies, | found myself agreeing with
Aguinaldo (2004), who argues that research methodologies can often be
insufficient for explaining social phenomenon such as racism, sexism, and
heterosexism, and | did not want to be too constrained within a methodological
straightjacket. This research topic is, in many aspects, an under-researched area
requiring new research approaches at all levels. Furthermore, | concur with
Chamberlain (1999) who argued against “methodolatory” and rigid adherence to
method. This stimulated my interest in the rigorous, adaptable, flexible nature of
IPA, and in being able to consider any suggested methodological “steps” as

intended guidelines rather than fixed rules.

A fortuitous meeting with a DClinPsych candidate in Cardiff emphasised the
flexibility of the IPA methodology, and our discussion confirmed for me how
suitable it would be for researching a complex culturally sensitive topic. In
addition, the methodological strengths highlighted by Brocki and Wearden (2006)
finalised my decision to use the IPA framework:

It is not considered to be “mysterious”.

It is highly accessible.

- ltuses easily comprehendible language with straightforward
guidelines.

- Itis flexible and inductive.

- It allows for different levels of interpretation.

- It doesn’t require a theoretical pretext.

- Itis compatible with existing theoretical frameworks.

(Adapted from Brocki and Wearden, 2006: 100-101)
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3.10 Reflexivity

| agree that psychotherapy-based research inevitably requires one to be open to
the notion of pre-understandings and the impact that they might have (Finlay,
2009). Self-reflection supports the emergence of presuppositions, providing an

opportunity to detach them from participant’s descriptions.

... a reflexive stance enables researchers to be conscious of and
reflective about the ways in which their questions, methods, and very
own subject position might impact on the psychological knowledge
produced in a research study. (Langdridge, 2007: 58)

Given the importance of reflexivity in qualitative research, and even though there
is much debate about the extent to which it is or is not possible to “bracket” all
suppositions, in the spirit of transparency, it may be helpful for me to disclose

something of my own personal experience.

I could summarise my entire formative years as being the Welsh version of
Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (Winterson, 1985). My experience of growing up
gay in a mining community in the valleys during the miner’s strikes, and in a
family that was immersed in an acutely homophobic religious organisation to

boot, resulted in confusion, spiritual isolation, and unrelenting guilt.

My early developmental years were set in the context of a fundamentalist,
evangelical, Pentecostal-Christian family system in which judgment and fear,
“fire and brimstone”, were the most common messages. We attended church
religiously - three times every Sunday and several times throughout the week. |
was taught the powerful message from a young age that as Christians we are in
the world but we are not of the world, and this mistrust resulted in my perceiving

the world as a dangerous place.

I mentioned in the introduction that I initially encountered heterosexism and

ignorance in therapy, but when | eventually found an informed, helpful
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psychotherapist, | was able to confront the past and to work on the effects of these

challenging experiences.

I think the experience of heterosexist oppression (and my escape from it) accounts
for my keen interest in anti-oppressive practice and in exploring the existentialist
notion of authentic living (Spinelli, 2005). The on-going challenge for me has
always been finding a way to reconcile my own spirituality (that | have come to
honour through years of personal exploration) with being a homosexual man who
is largely unwelcomed by the Christian faith. Whenever | have tried to be more
involved with faith communities | have always experienced rejection upon
“coming out”. Similarly, when | have tried to be more involved with the gay
community | have experienced rejection whenever | “come-out” about my faith.
This always leaves me feeling very puzzled and is one of the reasons for my

carrying out this research.

Having experienced being marginalised and ostracised by members of my family,
religious community, and social group, I now recognise that | developed a spirit
of altruism in order to be accepted by others, and the negative, religious script
beliefs formed a pole around which all other experiences came to be organised
(Moursund & Erskine, 2004). As a result, | became the helper, both consciously
and unconsciously sensing a pull into the caring professions. In psychoanalytic
therapy we explored the shadow side of altruism and an in-depth analysis of this
darker-side proved to be a valuable learning for me, and it continues to be so as |
recognise the underlying determinants of my desire to practice.

Over the years, my clinical psychotherapy work with LGB clients who seem to
present with similar experiences of religious abuse has also stimulated my interest
in this topic. My own and others’ experiences of psychotherapy training, personal
therapy and supervision has convinced me that many psychotherapists, regardless
of their sexual orientation, may be unprepared to work with gender and sexual
diversities, and there is a wealth of unsolicited data to suggest questionable, ill-
informed practice (Bowers, Minichiello & Plummer, 2010). Unsurprisingly, I am
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particularly wary of rigid, inflexible, dogmatism (including that within the fields

of psychotherapy and research) and this is another reason why IPA appeals to me.

3.11 Issues of Validity

Smith (2009) argues that the growth in qualitative research over recent decades
has prompted debate about reliability and validity. Yardley (2000) therefore
highlights four main criteria for addressing these, that some scholars describe as
offering a flexible interpretation most suited to qualitative research (Langdridge,
2007; Smith et al., 2009; Shinebourne, 2011). The four criteria put forward are as
follows, and I will attend to each of these in turn:

- Sensitivity to context

- Commitment and rigour

- Transparency and coherence

- Impact and importance.

(Yardley, 2000)

3.11.1 Sensitivity to Context

Yardley (2000) suggests that sensitivity to context relates not only to the main
elements informing the research but also to factors such as research setting,
researcher-participant relationship (e.g. power), and socio-cultural perspectives

(e.g. linguistic, political, or socio-economic factors).

In my attempt to address sensitivity to context, | have set out my epistemological
position and provided my rationale for using the chosen methodology. |
demonstrated sensitivity to the existing literature in the literature review chapter
and also returned to the literature after conducting my data analysis. During the
interviews and in my treatment of the data | maintained a compassionate and
culturally sensitive attitude that was respectful. I also invited follow-up sessions
to the participants, and offered information about organisations at which
participants could find help if they needed support after their involvement with

the research.
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3.11.2 Commitment and Rigour

The notion of commitment and rigour in research appears to relate to the extent to
which researchers immerse themselves in the data and develop competence in the
methods employed (Yardley, 2000).

The exact methods will be explained in the next chapter but it is necessary to
point out that this project benefitted from a pilot interview with a peer supervisee
who, whilst not gay, did have experience of organised religion. The purpose of the
interview was to practice conducting an unstructured interview and to test
recording equipment and so forth. My previous experience of working with
clients who presented with problems associated with their experiences of sexual-
orientation and religion demonstrates my commitment to the topic. Having
worked with these clients, and on turning to the academic literature for help, |
discovered there was little material available to draw upon in order to support
specialised interventions. This was part of my motivation for conducting the

research.

My commitment to rigour is demonstrated by my engagement with two critical
research friends. Dr. Julie Dorey, a specialist psychotherapist in traumatic stress,
Cardiff and Vale University Health Board, offered constructive feedback and
advice throughout the research process. Her knowledge of research methods has
been extremely helpful. Dr. Caitriona Ni Riain offered critical feedback and

guidance on getting through the writing-up processes.

In my research, | adhered to IPA guidelines regarding participant sample size,
selecting six people and ensuring these comprised a sufficiently homogenous
group in order to achieve depth. I chose to manually transcribe each interview
myself, and deliberately chose to “dwell” with the data as this was carried out. For
me, this ensured there was no outside interference with the data (even in the form
of computer software), and the process took an entire year. Although this work
was labour intensive and not time efficient, it was profoundly impactful, deeply

intimate and supported my overall rigour and commitment.
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3.11.3 Transparency and Coherence

Yardley (2000) suggests that transparency and coherence can be achieved through
transparent presentation of the data collection measures, transcripts, theme
creation, and analytical processes. In the writing-up of the research | present
clearly presented chapters on my methods (including data analysis) and findings.
In these chapters | provide clarity and cogency, enabling readers to get close to
the research methods and findings. In the findings chapter I include extensive
verbatim quotations from participants in order to ensure a high level of

transparency, and I include one full anonymised transcript in Appendix 6.

3.11.4 Impact and Importance

Chapter 7 addresses the impact of the research, as this relates to the requirements
of the award being sought. Like Langdridge (2007), I have wrestled with this
particular institutional demand. Whilst | appreciate the need to disseminate
research, | don’t believe that an undramatic impact should in any way invalidate
the research. The numerous professional conversations | have had about this
research with colleagues in the Psychology and Psychological Therapies
Directorate and with the Equality and Diversity team, Cardiff and Vale University
Health Board, are no less important to the process of dissemination and | believe
that they make a valuable contribution in themselves. | concur with the view that
knowledge has an inherent value, even when it does not necessarily have a major

impact on the world beyond the reader.

3.11.5 Independent Audit

The importance of independent auditing in research is articulated by Smith et al.
(2009). This is the process by which the entire research process can be tracked

and made sense of, from the organisation of initial raw data, through to the final
report. The presentation of this project is set out in a coherent and logical format

and there is evidence of how the research was carried out in the appendices, which
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document each stage of the research process. Regular check-ins with my academic

advisor also ensured accountability at each stage of the process.

3.12 Summary

This chapter focussed on the rationale for the qualitative research design and set
out the methodology | selected. The wider research paradigm was examined in
detail, including my ontological and epistemological stance, and the philosophical

foundations that underpin the research.

I outlined the qualitative methodology Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA), and considered its three major theoretical underpinnings: phenomenology,
hermeneutics, and idiography. I related the methodology to my exploration of
leshian and gay people’s experiences of organised religion and the implications
this has for the field of psychotherapy. | discussed the limitations and criticisms of
IPA and demonstrated how | explored a range of other research design options. |
explained my decision to choose IPA above other methodologies, including some

critical reflections on these, and discussed the salient issues of validity.
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Chapter 4: Methods

4.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the qualitative methods used throughout the research study,
including the ethical considerations. Information herein includes sampling, the
participant sample, the research aims, the research procedure, data collection
process, and analysis of the qualitative data. The main aim of this research is to
explore a small group of lesbian and gay people’s experiences of organised

religion, and to consider any implications for the field of psychotherapy.

4.2 Aim(s) of the Study

The previous chapter considered the rationale for choosing a qualitative research
design. I explained that Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was
chosen partly because it rejects formulating hypotheses and offers an open-ended
inductive approach to data collection and analysis. IPA predominantly emphasises
studying people ideographically, with a view to generating rich and detailed
descriptions of “how” people experience phenomena (Pietkiewicz & Smith,
2012).

Developing the research aim(s) was an involved process, and reflections were
made in a personal research journal. When referring back to early journals, it is
interesting to note the multiple iterations of research aims, and the struggle to find
the most appropriate way of formulating these. The final research aims were
ultimately shaped by considering several factors including my ontological and
epistemological positions, my choice of methodology, and advice from my
academic adviser to “keep it simple”. The final research aim was to explore a
small group of lesbian and gay people’s experiences of organised religion, and to

consider any implications for the field of psychotherapy.

The first part focuses on the “emic” perspective of participants. That is, the
account or description meaningful to the participant. The second part allows the
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researcher to explore the “etic”, considering the findings reflexively, thereby

“moving between the emic and the etic” (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012).

4.3 Participant Sample

The main intention of IPA is to engage with and provide a full appreciation of
individual accounts of experiences. For this reason, sample sizes are normally
kept small, allowing for a highly detailed case-by-case analysis. Langdridge
(2007) includes IPA, along with hermeneutic phenomenology, thematic analysis,
and narrative approaches, as methodologies less likely to employ maximum
variation sampling and more likely to use “purposive sampling” (Langdridge,
2007: 58). IPA researchers normally aim for a relatively homogenous sample,
unlike other methodologies such as grounded theory, which seeks constant

comparisons and exceptional cases.

Regarding the number of participants, Turpin et al. (1997) pointed out that clinical
psychology programmes in the UK recommend that having six to eight
participants is appropriate. Smith (2012) argues that a smaller sample size
provides an opportunity to examine similarities and differences between
individuals in-depth, without being overwhelmed by too much data. Langdridge
(2007) also suggests a small sample, with no more than six participants. Most
importantly, Langdridge (2007) argues that recruiting research participants should
be driven by balancing theoretical and methodological demands with practical

constraints.

In my research | chose to focus specifically on the experiences of lesbian women
and gay men. | acknowledge that by not including several other stigmatised and
marginalised identities within this research (e.g. BDSM), | could, by implication,
be adding to the marginalisation of these groups. However, in keeping with the
overall research design, and in order to manage a potentially large amount of data,
it was considered necessary to recruit participants who share an experience at the
heart of the research. This approach enables a more careful analysis of the
similarities and differences between people. The recommended homogeneity was
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therefore achieved by limiting the variables to same-sex attracted people (i.e.
lesbian women and gay men) and those who had experiences of the major
branches of the Abrahamic religions (allowing sufficient heterogeneity of
religious experience but limiting this to “organised” religions that shared a

theological origin).

I chose to use a survey method to recruit participants, partly as a result of advice
of my academic advisor who recommended it as a suitable method, and partly
because | had a keen interest in mixed-methods at that time. The survey was
posted online, and the link was emailed to a number of established LGBT
religious groups. This initial method of sampling was maximum variation
sampling. It was a speedy and efficient method of recruitment that ensured a high
number of responses. | ultimately decided against using a mixed-methods or

bricoleur research design and so the quantitative data become largely redundant.

The data were cleaned to create a useful data-set that enabled the identification of
suitable leshian and gay participants with experiences of organised religion of
Abrahamic origin, who had fluency in English, and who expressed an interest in
being interviewed (indicated by their having provided contact details). Initially,
filters were applied to the total of 345 responses, which resulted in 117 reasonable
responses. Further filters were then applied, leaving 57 participants who indicated
they were interested in being interviewed. A further cycle of purposive sampling
was then applied leaving 10 participants: 5 gay men, 4 lesbian women and 1
bisexual woman. To satisfy the requirement to have a clear audit trail of the whole
research process for validity purposes, the online survey and survey results are

provided in Appendices 2 and 3.

The initial online survey was used purely as a method for selecting participants
for the main project. While the results of the survey proved interesting, in order to
retain the integrity of the IPA qualitative research design, the significance and
meaning of the quantitative data were not interpreted within this project. The
complete set of questions is included in Appendix 2, with the statistical
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breakdown of responses represented in Appendix 3. The quantitative data are

presented in self-explanatory tables and are comprehendible.

The survey contained information about the research and included an important
final question inviting respondents to provide their email address and/or contact
telephone number if they wished to participate in an interview about their
experiences. Ten final respondents were emailed, thanking them for their
participation in the survey and providing initial information about the IPA
research project and the interviews. Four participants did not reply, which left me

with the final sample of six participants - three gay men and three gay women.

The information sheet with consent form was sent to these participants and,
subsequently, interviews were arranged. A detailed description of each participant
is provided in table format within the findings chapter (5.4) and includes

information on gender, sexuality, age, religion, race, and ethnicity.

4.4 Demographic and Relevant Data

An analysis of the initial survey, presented in Appendix 3, provides a detailed
breakdown of the demographic data and responses of every participant. As
mentioned previously, in honouring the qualitative nature of the chosen IPA
methodology, the survey data is only made available for interested readers, and to

provide evidence of the earliest stage of the recruitment process.

The demographic information includes: age, gender, sexual-orientation, ethnicity,
country of residence, English language fluency, and disability. As well as the
demographic information, other data were collected on the following areas: faith,
spirituality and religion; experiences of organised religion; positive and negative
experiences of psychotherapy; leaving or being rejected by religions; counselling

and psychotherapy; and interest in being interviewed.

A total of six participants took part in the research project — three (3) gay men and

three (3) lesbian women. The major branches of the Abrahamic religions were
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represented, including two (2) participants who had experiences with
Christianity/Catholicism, two (2) who had experiences with
Christianity/Protestantism, one (1) who had experiences with Islam, and one (1)
who had experiences with Judaism. Although four participants had experiences of
Christianity, two of these were Catholic and two were Protestant. One of the
Catholic participants was Roman Catholic, and the other was evangelical.
Similarly, one of the Protestant Christians had experience of the Church of
England, and the other had experiences of evangelical Protestantism. I
acknowledge that there are multiple inter- and intrareligious similarities and
differences across religions, and that attempts to essentialize and generalize
religion should be discouraged (Yip, 2014). Therefore, it may have been more
helpful to have only included Christian participants. However, when recruiting |
was determined to achieve a certain degree of heterogeneity and, given my main
research aim was to explore experiences of organised religion (i.e. institutions),
and because of the small sample size of the study, having Jay and Cate be the sole

voices for Islam and Judaism respectively was considered satisfactory.

For clarity, it is important to note that all participants self-identified with their
respective religious institutions and, with the exception of one person, most of the
participants were not currently practicing their religion, even though they still
identified with it. Note therefore that religious identity in this study is self-

declared.

Table 1 contains the combined demographic information for the final six
participants of this research project including: identifier, age range, sexual

orientation, gender identity, religion and branch, race, and ethnicity:
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Table 1: Profile of Participants

Participant
and

Pseudonym

Participant 1
“Rose”

Participant 2
l‘Catell

Participant 3
l‘Mark11

Participant 4
l‘Pam11

Participant 5
“Paul”

Participant 6
“Jay"

Age
Range

60+

50-59

60+

40-49

30-39

Sexual

Orientation

Leshian

Leshian

Gay

Leshian

Gay

Gay

Gender
Identity

Female

Female

Male

Female

Male

Male

Religion(s)
and Branch

Christianity
Catholicism:

Roman
Catholic

Judaism:

Conservative

Christianity
Catholicism:

Evangelical

Christianity
Protestantism:

Evangelical

Christianity
Protestantism:
Church of
England

Islam: Sunni

Race and
Ethnicity

White

Irish

White
Other

White
British

White
British

White
British

Asian

Pakistani
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4.5 Pilot Interview

One pilot interview was conducted with a peer supervisee (who was not gay but
who had experiences of organised religion) lasting just 30 minutes, and this
interview was not included in the research. The pilot followed normal procedures
regarding consent and information and was conducted in line with normal ethical
practices. The brief pilot interview was carried out to allow the researcher:

- to experiment with an unstructured interview format, trying it on for size.
- to interview in real time.

- to test data recording equipment to ensure it was operational and audible.
- to identify any factors that had not been previously anticipated.

The pilot confirmed that the researcher had the necessary interviewing skills to
use an unstructured interview format and it was clear this would produce rich
data. Thirty minutes seemed brief, but we covered a lot of ground. All data
recording equipment was operating as expected and the data could be clearly
heard when it was played back. An interesting learning from this experience was
to remember to ask participants to turn their phone to silent, if possible. During
the practice pilot interview, the participant’s mobile telephone went off and this

was experienced as intrusive.

4.6 Research Procedures

Josselson (2013) explains that, from her perspective, most qualitative research is
grounded in hermeneutics, as discussed in the previous chapter. In line with my
relational ontology and interpretative phenomenological epistemology, | regard
in-depth interviewing to be fundamentally relational since it is the coming
together of two subjectivities shaped by the intersubjective context. Josselson
(2013) cogently addresses the mechanics and techniques involved in conducting
interviews, and she provides helpful information for supporting researchers in
remaining open to all possible aspects of the intersubjective dance, particularly “to

hear both the music and the words”. (Josselson, 2013: 9)
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Interviews were conducted over a six-month period and took place in a location of
the participants’ choosing. Some travel was involved but this was not problematic
in any way for me. In terms of locations, one interview took place in the
participant’s home in west Wales; three interviews took place in my therapy office
in Cardiff (one of the participants travelled from London to take part in the study,
combining the interview with a visit to friends); one interview took place in my
apartment in London; and one interview took place over the internet using

encrypted FaceTime technology.

The single FaceTime interview arose because the participant was unable (and to
some extent unwilling) to travel from a rural setting in the far north of England,
and he expressed a preference for using this technology. Whilst I was initially
reluctant to agree to this, the technology worked extremely well with no breaks in
connection, and it was as effective as a face-to-face interview. | checked out the
ethics of using FaceTime with a fellow doctoral candidate conducting research
into online therapy and, being au fait with the ethics of doing this, they advised it

was safe to proceed using this platform.

As a UKCP registered psychotherapist and supervisor, conducting an unstructured
interview, dialogical in nature, was not alien to me. However, | had to be careful
to remember that my role was to conduct an interview in a research context, and
to not veer into the realm of “therapy”. | was grateful to have had extensive
experience of the fundamental skills of interpersonal communication, listening,
eliciting information, and being comfortable with extended silences. It was
inevitable that both past and present influences, either in my awareness
(conscious) or out of it (unconscious), may have had a bearing on the
interpretation of data and the subsequent themes that emerged. It is highly likely
that a different researcher would have initially composed the sample differently,
and that their subsequent analysis of the data would have resulted in different

findings.

I have reflected a great deal on the common criticisms of IPA and have developed

a real preference for understanding qualitative research as “soul work”
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(Romanyshyn, 2007; van Manen, 1990). | fundamentally disagree with the
criticism of IPA as cold, clinical, and systematic and encourage others to promote
the flexibility and creativity inherent within IPA, and even develop the notion of

“IPA with soul” somewhat further.

4.7 Data Collection

After an initial warm-up conversation to help participants relax and reduce
anxiety, the consent forms were reviewed to ensure they had been signed. We
went through each item in turn to make sure they understood what was involved
and exactly what they had signed, including their right to not answer any
questions and to withdraw from the study at any time. | opened each interview
with a single expansive question that encouraged participants to begin to talk at
length. This initial question varied to some degree depending on the interpersonal
dynamic and context but, essentially, the opening question reminded the
participant that | was exploring leshian and gay people’s experiences of organised
religion, and letting them know | was interested to hear about their experiences

and that | was asking “where would you like to start?”

As Smith et al. (2009) suggest, | had some general prompts in mind in case the
interview became laboured or we got stuck (see Appendix 5) but, fortunately,
participants were particularly forthcoming and the use of the prompts was not
necessary. | was careful not to lead participants in any particular direction but,
adhering to the idiographic basis of IPA, | stayed close to the participants
experiencing, using the techniques of reflection and of checking understanding.

Interviews were recorded using an encrypted digital recorder and the recordings
were deleted after the interviews were transcribed. Each interview lasted
approximately one hour and, having reminded the participants at the start of each
interview how long they would last, in each case | had to bring the interview to a
close because we had run over time. It was clear that participants would have been

happy to continue beyond the agreed hour, but I was mindful that extensive data
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had been collected and, ethically, it was necessary to honour the agreed time

boundaries.

Finlay (2016) expounded the notion of embodied research in numerous places,
and she describes a theory of reflexive bodily analysis that involves both “bodily
empathy” and “embodied intersubjectivity” throughout all stages of the research
process. As a psychotherapist, I am accustomed to reflexivity and the concept of
embodied intersubjectivity described by Etherington (2004). To my surprise
however, | found transcribing one of the participant’s interviews particularly
challenging and through supervision | became aware of a degree of projective
identification in the interview process. Finlay (2016) helpfully describes a process
of “empathic dwelling”, which uses bodily experiences as a way of tuning-in and
gaining a kind of kinaesthetic sensing of the other (ibid. p.23). Although relatively
straightforward to describe, my first-hand experience of this empathic dwelling in
the research interviews highlighted the intensity and demands of these processes.
However, without a contract to work therapeutically, it is necessary to hold the
ethical boundaries of the research interview. Indeed, I did not work with the
challenging processes in the research interview as | might have done in the

context of a therapeutic relationship.

4.8 Transcribing Interviews

Six unstructured interviews were transcribed manually to minimise any external
interference and, although this required a significant time commitment, | believe
the manual work is essential to conducting “IPA with soul”. Transcribing the six
interviews took around twelve months to complete, and it was laborious,
painstaking work. However, manual transcribing afforded full immersion, and a
unique and crucial opportunity for “dwelling with the data” (Finlay, 2014). This
period of dwelling allowed sufficient time and space for me to be appropriately
impacted by the participants’ experiences.

| developed an intimate understanding of each word and sentence spoken (and of

the silences between them) and the manual transcription was for me, the most
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important reason why IPA is not “cold and clinical”, as has been suggested (e.g.
Finlay, 2016). Transcribing one interview in particular was so intense that I found
myself becoming unwell due to the embodied intersubjective process, and | had to
contact my academic adviser for support. A one-to-one discussion with my
academic consultant helped me identify an underlying anger being expressed by
the participant and, once | was able to relocate this unpleasant embodied
experience back with the participant’s own experience, | was free to continue

working on the data again.

Each interaction on the transcript was coded with a number for reference in the
data analysis. Participants’ names were replaced with pseudonyms and all
identifiers were redacted, as would be the case for a therapist presenting a client in
supervision. Having transcribed the interviews myself, | was well acquainted with
each one, but I also chose to read and re-read each transcript several times before

commencing the formal data analysis.

As suggested by the facilitators of a professional knowledge workshop | attended
on creative and academic writing, | maintained a journal of my own personal
thoughts, feelings, and body responses to the participants and the data, and noted

initial emerging ideas.

4.9 Data Analysis

| appreciate that Pietkiewicz and Smith (2012) promote full immersion in the data
with the main aim of analysis being to provide evidence of the participants’
making sense of the phenomena under investigation, and at the same time
document the researcher’s sense-making. Pietkiewicz and Smith (2012) describe
this as moving between the “emic” and the “etic” perspectives. | achieved the etic
perspective by applying a different lens and employing psychological concepts
and theories to illuminate and understand the data. Figure 1 below represents the

various stages that were involved in the analysis of data, as outlined above.
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Although Smith et al. (2009) provide a useful step-by-step guide to data analysis,
they advocate a flexible approach, and suggest the stages are adaptable, according
to the particular research objectives. Consequently, there are criticisms that the
IPA method may not be sufficiently prescriptive (Giorgi, 2010) so an explanation

of the process of analysis is set out in this section.

The research involved a small, purposive, homogenous sample in accordance with
the principles of IPA (Smith, 2012; Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009; McCleod,
2003). Data was collected using unstructured, dialogical interviews that began
with a deliberately open and expansive question. The interviews lasted
approximately one hour and were transcribed verbatim and manually. Thereafter,
a multi-layered analysis was carried out using the suggested IPA method
providing an idiographic impression of each participant individually (Smith,
Flowers & Larkin, 2009). Relationships between the themes were then clustered
and connections across interviews were made. This process was repeated up until
the final iteration, which enabled the identification of master themes, hopefully

capturing the essence of participants’ experiences.

I initially made detailed descriptive and interpretative notes on each one of the six
interview transcripts, and out of this initial noting the emergent themes were
developed. | then moved on to the next case and repeated the process. Themes
were compared across transcripts with each new transcript being analysed and
from these combined sets of emergent themes, major themes were developed. To
establish the process of analysis and provide evidence for the exact procedures
used a full transcript is included in Appendix 6, an example of initial noting is
provided in Appendix 7, and an example of emergent themes is given in
Appendix 8. A table of the clustered themes from an interview is provided in
Appendix 9. As mentioned earlier, after analysing each of the interviews
individually, further analysis of the connections continued across interviews and
an example of combined clustered themes across two interviews is provided in
Appendix 10. The process continued across all the interviews and a table of the
final master themes for the group was then developed (Appendix 11). The
findings from the analysis of six lesbian and gay people’s experiences of three

organised religions are presented in chapter 5.
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It was necessary throughout the research to ensure that the main themes and sub-
theme labels were defined as precisely as possible, and a rationale for the choice
of terminology is justified at the start of each section in the findings chapter. My
choice of terminology for all sub-theme labels could be interpreted as somewhat
negative but I believe they honour the lived experiences of the small group of
participants as they described them. Of course, there will be numerous alternative

ways of interpreting and labelling the interview data.

Stage 1: Reading and re-reading
the transcript

Stage 2: Initial noting

Stage 3: Developing emergent
themes

Stage 4: Searching for connections
across emergent themes

Step 5: Moving to the next case

Step 6: Looking for patterns
across cases

Figure 1. Stages of IPA Data Analysis

As a methodology, IPA provided a rich and detailed vehicle with which to carry
out this research study. The methodology and methods employed supported the
double hermeneutic, with detailed analysis and interpretation of the participants’
own meaning making, which were co-constructed between them and myself as the
researcher, with all that | brought to the process (Smith et al., 2009). The depth
and breadth of the interview data and the challenge of capturing convergences and
divergences through deconstructing and rebuilding the themes was a monumental

but rewarding task.
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In their thematic analysis involving therapist-researchers, Bager-Charleson et al.
(2018) found that participants experienced profoundly challenging physical and
emotional responses when conducting research, which were “challenging to the
core of one’s identity” (p. 10). My experience mirrors many of the themes
identified by their research, especially feeling “lost”, “lonely”, and “unprepared”
for the impact it had. On reflection, |1 wonder if these processes were more
exaggerated, particularly in the context of tackling a sensitive research topic that

included my own personal process of grappling with the emerging themes.

When | became unwell in 2016 and needed to take a year out of the Doctoral
programme, | note musings in my personal research journal around the notion of
divine retribution, and I did ask myself if | was being somehow punished for
tackling this research topic and, moreover, challenging the church, reactions that
confirm that the roots of evangelical Christianity run deep. Turning to my
academic adviser for support and having some sessions with a body

psychotherapist helped me make sense of what was going on in my body.

4.10 Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval for the research project was sought and granted by the Metanoia
Institute/Middlesex University Programme Approval Panel (Appendix 4). |
adhered to the main British psychology and psychotherapy professional bodies’
codes of professional conduct and ethical practice:

- The code of human research and ethics (BPS, 2014)

- The ethical framework for the counselling professions (BACP, 2018)

- Ethical principles and code of professional conduct (UKCP, 2009)

Josselson (2013) points out that, normally, topics of interest to qualitative
researchers often include aspects of life that people find challenging or troubling
in some way. She points out that, although the interviewer is “doing research”,
they are also entering a human relationship, and there is a desire for participants to

finish the process feeling valued. | agree with Josselson (2013) that the ethics of
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conducting interviews are generally framed in terms of damage control and not
doing harm, and rarely in terms of the ethical value of speaking to and being heard
by an accepting, attentive other person (Josselson, 2013). It was therefore
incumbent upon me to operate within the interviewer role ethically, remembering
the research interview is essentially a human relationship. On reflection, I believe

my background and training as a psychotherapist equipped me for this.

I was aware of new General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR, 2018) regarding
the handling and storage of data. I fully complied with these regulations, not only
for ethical reasons, but also because | was mindful that there are heavy penalties
for breaches. Therefore, all information was initially stored in a locked filing
cabinet. Data stored on a computer were password protected and encrypted on a
memory stick. Protecting the privacy of others was a primary ethical issue in the
research. In order to reduce risk, I ensured all transcripts were anonymised and
removed identifiers, names, places, and references to specific organisations

connected with the participants’ experiences.

Informed consent to participate was ensured through provision of a Participant
Information Sheet and Consent Form (see Appendix 4), setting out information
about the study, the purpose of the research, what taking part involved, who might

have access to the data, and how it would be stored.

When meeting participants | was careful to check they had read and understood
the contents of the information sheet, and ensured they had given signed consent
before being interviewed. A signed copy of the form was provided to all
participants. | clarified, prior to commencing the interviews, that participants were
under no obligation to take part, and could withdraw from the study at any time,
without needing to provide a reason for doing so.

Participants were fully informed about confidentiality and the limitations of this.
They were advised that professional transcription services would not be used, but
any other external services (e.g. proof readers) would only receive “cleaned” data

with identifiers removed. | was clear that, although quotes would be used in the
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write-up, all identifying information about the participants, including names and
places, would be removed and replaced with a code. | was clear that | would work
with an academic adviser and academic consultant, and that they, along with
academics from Metanoia/Middlesex University could read anonymous

transcripts.

There was an initial “warm-up” discussion with each participant to reduce any
anxiety or apprehension, and to prepare them to discuss more sensitive and
personal issues. Interviews started with a broad expansive question and were

unstructured in style.

I included a de-brief period following each interview in which | checked-out how
the participant found the interview. 1 used this opportunity to highlight the
availability of further support and de-briefing as indicated on the information
sheet. Josselson (2013) discusses endings of interviews specifically within her
scholarly work on the ethics of interviewing. | agree with her that the research
interview is deeply intimate, and the participant has risked sharing a lot of highly
personal information and so saying goodbye must be handled carefully. At the end
of each interview I asked the participant if there was anything else they wanted to
add before we finished, and | shared something of the impact they had on me (e.g.
“Thank you for sharing your story with me, I’ve felt very moved when listening to
you.”). As a mark of respect, | gave each participant a small box of Hotel
Chocolat chocolates in a “Thank You” sleeve at the end of the interviews to thank
them for their time and participation.

It was important to remember that there was a small risk that taking part in the
research might cause distress. However, my training and experience as a
psychotherapist gave me a level of expertise that not every researcher has. | felt
confident that | would be able to use my knowledge, skills, and experience to
work sensitively, and minimise any undue distress. However, | made participants
aware that they could take a break at any time, and that they had the right not to
answer my questions if they preferred not to. I also provided information about
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services they could contact afterwards if they needed further support or wanted to

talk more about the issues the interview might have raised for them.

Wider generalisations were not possible given the idiographic nature of the
research and due to the smaller number of participants (Smith et al., 2009).
However, Caldwell et al. (2008) emphasised that “theoretical dialogue” resulting
from IPA studies can provide a broader context which contributes to the wider
literature and body of knowledge. | took the advice of Smith et al. (2009), who
promote the notion of “theoretical transferability” rather than “empirical

generalizability”.

A reflexive approach to IPA research methods helped me maintain an awareness
of the motivations, interests, and attitudes that | brought to the process and which
may have impacted on its interpretation in some way. Normally, as a
psychotherapist working in both the NHS and in private practice, | am able to
manage myself in terms of interpersonal impact. | do this mostly by making good
use of consultative supervision but also through my experience, and my own

internal supervisor.

The depth of my connection with the participants and the impact that they and
their material had on me, took me very much by surprise. As well as contacting
my academic adviser to talk this through, | decide to recommence personal
therapy and in addition, on the advice of a friend, | started regular Reiki practice.
Integrated body energy therapy helped me realise | had been profoundly impacted
by the research, particularly in relation to my own lived-experiences and, whilst
this was a difficult time, the process has been extraordinarily enlightening for me
and helped me move from a state of liminality through to the post-liminal, in
much the same way as | found that the participants had. I will expand on these

liminal processes in the next chapter.
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4.11 Summary

This chapter provided a methodological account of the research process, focussing
on methods. The chapter began with a reflection on the aims of the study and how
these were formulated, looking at the participant sample and demographic
information, the pilot interview, research procedures and data collection method,
the process of transcribing the interviews and data analysis, and, finally, reflecting
on the salient ethical considerations. The next chapter will consider the findings of

the research.
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Chapter 5
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Chapter 5: Findings
5.1 Introduction

This chapter considers the findings of the research in relation to the main research
aim(s): to explore lesbian and gay people’s experiences of organised religion, and
to consider the implications these experiences have on psychotherapy. The
following is an account of the identified themes in detail. Three master themes
emerged from the data analysis, each having distinct but interrelated sub themes.

The master themes that were determined in the analysis are:

1) Religious Tribalism
2) Liminal Processes: pre-liminal, liminal, and post-liminal

3) Navigating Relationships

Considerable thought was given to the choice of major theme labels, and an
explanation is provided at the start of each section to justify the choice of
terminology. This particular endeavour certainly led me to reflect on the potential
tyranny of language and, to honour the double hermeneutic, I chose labels that
most closely reflected the content of data as it was presented to me. The master
themes are illustrated with extensive verbatim extracts from the interviews
throughout this chapter. The themes are presented in such a way as to provide a
logical narrative of the findings rather than the order being indicative of their
importance. The themes are interdependent and not mutually exclusive.

My intention in this chapter is to provide insight into the participants’ experiences
and share my interpretation of how they appeared to make sense of their
experiences of organised religion. It is necessary to point out that it has not been
possible to represent the whole data corpus due to its size, so | have endeavoured
to provide plentiful salient extracts that most suitably represent each given theme.
Further analysis and deeper interpretative work on the findings continue in the

discussion chapter, where connections are made with existing literature.
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All small hesitations, stutters, stammers, minor word repetitions, and utterances
such as “um”, have been removed. In most instances, quotations have been
grammar checked and corrected to improve readability, without changing the
meaning of a sentence. Any material that has been removed is represented by an
ellipsis (...), and any material added is represented by square brackets [ ]. Names
of participants have always been replaced with pseudonyms and where feasible all
identifying information relating to third parties or places has been removed or
changed.

5.2 The Master Themes

Themes were interpreted through a careful analysis of the interview data that
resulted in the identification of three overarching master themes. These are
represented in Figure 2 along with the related sub-themes that are represented in
Figures 3, 4, and 5, which group the master themes with sub-themes. The
presentation of the master themes and their sub-themes forms the basis of the rest
of this chapter.

One complete transcript is provided in Appendix 6 as an example. Appendix 7
provides examples of coding with extracts from one analysed data set. Appendix
11 contains a summary of all the themes that emerged from the interview
transcripts across the six participant interviews. In keeping with the IPA
methodology, extensive verbatim accounts are presented in this findings chapter
to provide clear evidence of the data as it was presented, and to clarify the themes
identified.

Figure 2: The Master Themes

Master Themes

1. Religious 2. Liminal 3. Navigating
Tribalism Processes Relationships
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Figure 3: Master Theme 1 with Sub-Themes

Religious Tribalism

Indoctrination

Orthodoxy and
dogmatism

Patriarchy and
hegemonic masculinity

"The Book"

Figure 4: Master Theme 2 with Sub-Themes

Liminal Processes

Pre-liminal: encountering
the problem

Liminal: ontological and
epistemic shift

Post-liminal:
transformation
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Heterosexism

Words and silence as
weapons

Othering

Coming Out

Betwixt-and-Between

Intersecting identities

Empowement

A quest for authenticity

The Uberwelt



Figure 5: Master Theme 3 with Sub-Themes

Attachments

Family systems

Navigating Relationships

The Socio-cultural
context

Intimacy

Table 2. Recurrent Themes

Master Theme Rose Cate Mark Pam Paul Jay Present in over
half the sample?

Religious Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Tribalism

Liminal Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Processes

Navigating Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Relationships

5.3 Master Theme 1: Religious Tribalism

This section depicts the participants’ experiences of organised religion as being
tribal. The reason for choosing this label as opposed to, for example, “religious
community” is because the religious institutions discussed were experienced by
the participants as being comprised of powerful kinship groups - consisting of
people who shared a specific view of the world, combined with an explicit
theology. Inclusion and exclusion criteria, along with codes of conduct, appeared
to be determined by the nominated leaders and an administrative hierarchy, and

the systems were governed by rules and regulations interpreted from what | am
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calling “The Book”. Tribal norms and taboos were also structured around
particular interpretations of religious doctrine and all of the “tribes” had internal,
patriarchal hierarchies and processes of indoctrination.

Arguably, the first master theme could be found amongst a great many people
within organised religious communities, including heterosexual people. However,
it is important to bear in mind that this research is focussed specifically on the
experiences of six leshian and gay participants, and it is therefore not possible to
generalize beyond this group of people. The first master theme provides the
background and context for subsequent themes, which are perhaps more unique to

non-heterosexual experiences of religion.

Four sub-themes were identified within the master theme of religious tribalism: i)
Indoctrination, ii) Orthodoxy and dogmatism, iii) Patriarchy and hegemonic

masculinity, iv) “The Book”.

5.3.1 Indoctrination

All participants described a process of early indoctrination into a religious
community and none of them had come to religion later in life. The reason for
choosing this label centred on the degree to which socialisation was taught
critically or uncritically. It was clear that from an early developmental age,
participants were inculcated with doctrine and, being dependent on their care-
givers for life itself, compliance was more or less inevitable. The data suggested
that when one is indoctrinated from infancy that indoctrination becomes deeply
embedded, as described by Rose:

It’s kind of in your DNA if you’ve been reared on it... I would have

been in church regularly at [the age of] two. (Rose)
Indoctrination was described as a form of rote learning, and it was apparent that

early indoctrination took the form of a recitation of the rules more than

encouraging critical thinking:
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... In Catholicism you parrot, from being tiny. You know, you have
learnt every page of your catechism by the time you’re about seven
years of age. You can recite a whole string of laws and prayers.
(Rose)

Pam described early indoctrination and being rewarded for attendance at the
tribe’s events with literature that supported the associated doctrine. The notion of
brainwashing passed through my mind as I listened to her describing being

rewarded with a book:

| was taken to church by my mother... almost soon after | was born...

I was christened in church, and went to Sunday School, and remember
Sunday School attendance was rewarded by gifts once a year... on
one occasion, | had a book given to me for very good attendance
called “Follow Me”...It was the story of Jesus, and | thought, “Yeah,
okay, this is a good thing to do.”” So, | would probably say that I’ve
been a Christian since the age of probably about seven or eight.
(Pam)

The indoctrination of participants when they were children mostly took place at
“Sunday School”. Even when the religion’s holy day did not fall on a Sunday (i.e.
if the holy day was Friday), it was still called Sunday School. The notion of
“school” implied a place of education and, for the participants, Sunday School
was the place where they, and other children and young people, were schooled in
the doctrines of the religious tribe they had been taken to without their volition.
For Cate in particular, the sites of indoctrination also involved distant travel to

Israel, to reinforce and locate the doctrines within a religious-political context:

... We would go to Synagogue, learn Hebrew and things, and when |
grew up | actually became a Sunday School teacher — unwillingly...
when | was sixteen | went to Israel for a month... when | was eighteen

| went on my gap year again to Israel, and it’s more intense. (Cate)
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Even though participants had been indoctrinated from an early age, they began to

question more and think more critically as they got older:

I can remember as a young teenager, and certainly as a university
student, having debates with my father, and they were debates about
politics, but | would often draw an analogy with organised religion...
and the gaps between what people profess to be their values, and

actually how they then live their lives. (Rose)

There were positive aspects to early indoctrination insomuch as it provided core
moral guidance that might be usefully applied in the wider social context, which
resulted in a degree of social responsibility. However, it might equally be the case
that these moral values don’t need to be taught because, as Rose pointed out, they

occur naturally:

Church created a kind of moral compass, and it had associated with it
a set of values that, broadly, anyone would want for living in a
civilisation. For me, they’re so obvious — why do you need some

organisation to kind of hand them on to you? (Rose)

The kinship groups that form religious tribes had a named identity and this was a
necessary aspect of indoctrination. For some this was learning the wider values of
the world religion, as was the case in Judaism and Islam for example. Within the
Christian religion it seemed important that sub-tribes were denominated and their
particular doctrines were ingested. In the following extract, Pam explained how

membership followed a process of indoctrination:

... If you wanted to become a member, you were invited to do classes,
relevant classes... and you received “the right hand of membership”.
... We were going to a Baptist church which was Congregational
Baptist. They’d closed the Baptist church and joined with the
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Congregational Church, so it became the Congregational Baptist
Church. (Pam)

Participants talked about denominations joining forces with other denominations
within a particular branch of religion in order to form a new community and new
denomination. The following extract depicts the merger of tribal kinship groups

and their new denomination:

The Congregational Church in England and Wales joined together
with the Presbyterian Church and the Church of Christ, and they
became the United Reformed Church. (Pam)

Indoctrination contained rules about the merger of sub-tribes. For example, within
the same religious group tribal merger was acceptable, but tribes belonging to
different branches of the Abrahamic religions were incompatible. Furthermore,
there appeared to be hostility between them. Loyalty to one’s tribe within a
particular branch of religion was to be expected and *“crossing-over” was frowned
upon. Mark dared to begin to desire to switch from the Baptist tribe to the
Catholic tribe, but eventually settled for a happy medium in order to avoid
parental disapproval:

Now Baptists and Catholics don’t particularly get on... so | found [a]
church that’s very Anglo-Catholic, and | thought ““...my mother
doesn’t want me to become a Roman Catholic, here’s an Anglican

church, so a halfway shop”. (Mark)

This was a potent statement about the indoctrination of “belonging” and who’s in
and who’s out, even before factoring in sexual-orientation. Pam described the

high degree of antagonism between tribes:
... | grew up in a time when a lot of Catholics and Protestants were at

each other throats... and | actually had experience of that in my own

family, where my maternal grandma had been a chapelgoer, and one
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of her brothers had married a Catholic, and in those days, they had to
agree the children would be brought up Catholic... If Catholics and
Protestants saw each other on the road, you know, they’d cross the

road deliberately to avoid each other. (Pam)

Participants were indoctrinated into the various configurations and constitutions
of their tribes. The tribes were all found to have a nominated leader and
hierarchical structure. Learning one’s place was an essential component of the

functioning of the tribal systems:

The way they’re organised is, you tend to have the minister or priest,
you know... and the next administrative roles or pastoral roles... are

elders in some churches, deacons in other churches. (Pam)

All the participants found there was a degree of negativity in the overarching
world view of the religious tribes they were indoctrinated into. For example, Rose
spoke powerfully about the way in which Catholicism tended to construct

negatives, especially around sex and sexuality:

You know, the length of your skirt was measured in order to make
sure that it was long enough... you were literally lined-up and a ruler
was (gestures)... so there was a lot of obsession around anything that
may vaguely verge on sexuality... it was an obsession with
constructing negatives... I’m fortunate I’m a person who has always

tended to operate in the axiom of the positive. (Rose)

An important aspect of socialisation was learning the specific rites of passage and
adhering to the rituals and traditions. Each different tribe had significantly
different rituals and norms. For example, Cate spoke movingly about her Jewish
mother and non-Jewish father debating Christmas. I heard this as a metaphor for

the tension of intersecting identities:
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My dad, who isn’t Jewish, wanted a Christmas tree... my mum
obviously being Jewish [and] stubborn, she didn’t want a Christmas
tree... and in the end we didn’t have a Christmas tree. | guess my
father was disappointed... but my mum was trying to instil Judaism in
us from early on... | guess she wanted us to know we’re Jewish, and to
speak Hebrew, and that kind of stuff. (Cate)

I was moved by this example of indoctrination and not only the family dispute it
generated but also the internal conflict it presented. Cate was regretful as she
talked more about her father’s death and felt remorseful about denying him the
pleasure of a Christmas tree because of her own allegiance to the Jewish tribal

norms that she held in order to please mother.

5.3.2 Orthodoxy and Dogmatism

Orthodoxy in the form of traditional, unquestioned beliefs within religious
institutions was closely linked with dogmatism and was a frequently occurring
component of religious tribalism in the data. This was described humorously by

one of the participants:

Orthodoxy is whichever bully-boy group is stronger than the others.
So, if you’re a heretic, it means you just weren’t strong enough.
(Mark)

As a result of indoctrination, the participants were acutely aware of traditional
religious values and rules for living according to their tribe. These were expressed
in different ways in the interviews. For example, Jay talked about the orthodoxy
of prayer in Islam and his resulting self-definition as “non-practising”, which was

a consequence of his non-compliance:
I wouldn’t judge anyone else but... looking at myself specifically, 1

would say that I’m ““not practising”, where | don’t pray five times a

day... | go through points where my belief and faith are stronger, and
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at those points yes, | will pray more often, and there are other points

in my life where I’m not as “practising”. (Jay)

The tribal “laws” were reinforced and perpetuated not only by designated
religious leaders but also by members of the religious tribes. Inflexibility was
strongly depicted and there was an awareness that this rigidity of thought

extended out into the wider cultural context:

... iI’s strange because a lot of people who aren’t even religious or
believe anything, when it comes to homosexuality; they’ve already
made their mind up. This is the way it is — Islam forbids it, there’s no

way around it. (Jay)

There was something of a sense that religious dogmatism is profoundly deep-

rooted, and the participants had little hope that things will change from within the

religious tribes as a result of orthodoxy:

... Religion will not change. It’s there in concrete... someone could be
having this debate in fifty years, a hundred years from now, and I

suppose because religion sets it in stone, and “the way it should be™.
(Jay)

The consequences of non-conformity to the rules were experienced powerfully.

This was especially apparent across all the interviews:

Because the messaging of exclusion, if you didn’t follow the order, the
consequences of exclusion were so powerful... it’s an organised
religion which is doctrinaire... | was taught that if you’d been shown
the way... and you rejected it... well, you were a bad lot and bad

things would follow. (Rose)
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Although there were clear orthodox and dogmatic beliefs around sexuality and
expressing this within the tribes, there was also much ambiguity and selective

interpretation of doctrine in some cases:

And if they want to justify polygamy in their religion, they’ll justify it.
If they want to justify no sex after marriage, they’ll do it. (Mark)

| appreciated participants’ humour on the subject of ambiguity, and this left me
curious about the use of humour in the therapeutic relationship, which I will
discuss further in the next chapter. Cate and I laughed together when discussing
how her mother strictly adhered to religious doctrine in some ways but on other
occasions, she selectively disregarded major doctrine in favour of her personal

preferences:

... like my [Jewish] mother enjoys bacon, a cheeseburger, or
something... | guess she’s conservative with a small ““c’’. (Cate)

She humorously took ownership of her own partial commitment to Judaic

doctrine:

| sometimes say that to people, I’m Jew ““ish!”” (Cate)

Tribal chieftains were described as having something untouchable about them and
a number of examples were given demonstrating that they too would selectively
disregarded aspects of tribal doctrine, especially when behaving in cruel or

sadistic ways:

| was there for twenty months with a priest... who’s often on television
whenever there are programmes about child sex abuse in the Catholic
church... he was absolutely evil towards me. Not in a sexual way at

all, but mental cruelty. (Mark)
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Participants found themselves increasingly questioning traditional doctrine and
doubting the credibility of the “truth” that had been instilled in them. They
increasingly noticed the contradictions within religious orthodoxy, and grew to

dislike religious dogma and the wider problems it can lead to:

... my experience of it was that to some extent it’s kind of anti-
education because there are these bits called dogma... if you look at
civilisation, people defending bits of dogma has created such trouble

and strife. I think it’s a kind of weird thing to subscribe to. (Rose)

There were numerous examples of psychological manipulation and abuse of
power resulting in humiliation. Mark gave a detailed example of religious abuse

within the clergy that triggered a depressive episode:

Talking about mental cruelty, there was a young priest who’d been
sent [for treatment] for alcoholism and the JL said to the archbishop
“When this one’s out send him to me because I’ll be able to help
him.”” But he meant *““control him””. One day he cooked a dessert and
there was alcohol in it and this young priest said “Oh | can’t have
that if there’s alcohol in it.”” JL went ballistic and had such a temper
tantrum, and he might not speak to you for the next five days, so you
will always obey thinking that to obey is better than to suffer five days
of his moods and slamming doors and windows. So, he’d said to this
priest, “It’s not alcohol it’s flavouring™ ... and afterwards he brought
a bottle of Cointreau out of the cupboard and with a big smile over his

face said “I’ll pour this all over it.”” (Mark)
Religious abuse was not only limited to the internal ranks of the religious tribes it
was also extended to lay members for whom organised religion was a part of their

lives:

I cycled seven miles and when | got to the church, the old lady that

used to have keys to open up the tabernacle, she said “Oh father it’s
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you! He’s [the priest] taken my keys off me so | have no keys to get the
chalice out of the safe or anything at all.”” So, | had to cycle seven
miles back and he’s waiting there dangling the keys, “Oh, you wanted
these?”” (Mark)

Even subjectively well-intentioned experiences could be experienced as abusive.
These were also traumatic and had long-term effects, including body shame:

I was a boarder in this “classic” boarder school thing, you only had
one bath a week - ““unclassic”. In order to get in a bath, you had to
put a shroud over your body because you shouldn’t be able to be in

contact with your body. (Rose)

The data shows that there were inconsistencies and contradictions within tribal
orthodoxy and that dogmatism that ranged from being punitive to abusive. A
growing awareness of these concerns led to the development of a more mature
critical perspective and, ultimately, a rejection of fundamentalist perspectives that

were essentially ego-dystonic.

5.3.3 Patriarchy and Hegemonic Masculinity

The examined religious communities were, on the whole, found to be systems in
which men held the primary positions of power and leadership, hence this sub-
theme label. Even where women were included in leadership roles, men were the
ultimate source of moral and religious authority. They had a distinct social
privilege, as well as control of the tribe’s finances and associated properties. The
dominant position of men was legitimised by the whole tribal system and the
subordination of women was endemic, as was the subordination of any alternative

expressions of masculinity:
... the way that men have silenced women over the years, and it’s the

male gods that have won-out [and]men’s understanding of their gods.
(Mark)
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All participants encountered power and control to varying degrees. The following
extract from Mark provides a key example of the degree of power and control

exercised over subordinate others in the tribe:

He [the priest] would shout, especially at women. He was completely
misogynistic. He would scream at women in church, in front of
everyone. People would see it, and then the women would come to me,
maybe crying and upset, and they’d say “maybe it’s the time of the
month” or ““maybe | was oversensitive™; they’d always blame

themselves for having caused his bad mood. (Mark)

Patriarchy also came into play when there was a threat to established notion of

masculinity:

| used to do a lot of youth work... and it was fine, until 1 ““came out™.
And at that point it was ““rabbit in the headlights™ kind of thing, and
he suddenly fought, very much... It was straight up rejection...
suddenly the game had changed and you’re no longer the same person

you were before. (Paul)

I was moved by Pam’s account of moving abroad to work for a church mission
after several years of training and preparation. This was prior to her coming-out as
a lesbian woman. Even though she was highly qualified and the equal of her
husband in this respect, she experienced hegemonic masculinity first-hand. The

following is a salient example that is representative of all the participants

experiences of being either female or “not male enough™:

... the children and I were seen as the backup team and, despite the
fact that we had this intense year of academic education, when we
actually got to the island, nobody could give two hoots about how

we’d been educated... really. (Pam)
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There was evidence of positive progress in some Christian religions (e.g.
Protestantism). Pam managed to secure the first female elder position within her
church, even though this was a lesser role for which she had to fight. She felt
stifled, that the role affected her mental health, and that taking the role had only
been possible at a time when she was hiding her sexuality and “passing” as a
heterosexual woman. She felt that she exchanged domesticity in one place for
domesticity in another:

I did a lot of voluntary work and | became the first woman elder in
that church... in hindsight I could have probably done a lot more... |
became very disillusioned... | spiralled into depression really. (Pam)

There were numerous examples in the data of male privilege in organised religion,
and this interlinked with the perpetuation of hegemonic masculinity. Even male
participants had experiences of being reminded of the “real male” status quo,
especially when expressing masculinity in an alternative way. Some of the

examples I’ve used in this section were chosen as key depictions of this.

5.3.4 “The Book”

All religious tribes had a Holy Book, a primary text of doctrine, around which
their systems were organised. Frequent and significant reference was made by all
participants to the primary text as being a major locus of evaluation. People
involved in organised religion were seen to derive meaning from it, and structured
their lives around “The Bible”, “The Torah”, “The Qur’an”, or “Scripture” —
essentially what | more broadly label “The Book” in this chapter:

... there’s an onus on you to pray, read the Qur’an, and not just read
it but interpret the Qur’an and understand it, and act upon it as well...
I mean, even now, a lot of children will go to school, finish at 3.30pm,
go home, have a quick bite to eat, and then they’d be sent straight to

mosque, and that would be to learn the Qur’an... that’s exactly how I
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learnt - you’d come home and you’d go to the mosque from 5 till 7

Monday to Friday, you spent two hours there. (Jay)

Knowledge of the primary text was seen as important, and all participants had
been educated in it, studied it, and bought into it as being, in one way or another,
the primary text of their tribe. Pam found that it provided a clear sense of structure

as well as offering a degree of intellectual stimulation:

I like the structure of it, I like the structure of the church year, and |
like the fact that it’s grounded in history and it’s grounded in the
liturgy... so much of it makes sense to me, whereas a lot of Protestant
denominations, you know, they haven’t got a clue... with my
background in RE [Religious Education], and I’ve got a Theology
degree, | realise I’ve got a distinct advantage over a lot of people who

have never been educated in their faith. (Pam)

There was a deep-seated respect for and cherishing of “The Book” found in the
data across all experiences, even though it proved ultimately to be (mis)used as a
basis for discrimination and as providing the permission for enacting tribal

rejection:

Certainly, if anybody’s looking at the homosexuality stuff in scripture,

it’s very negative. (Mark)

In the data analysis, “The Book” was found to provide a meaningful connection to
childhood experiences and, within groups, it offered predictability, identity and
consistency, and an anchoring to a shared document. It also appeared to provide a
form of secure base, being a kind of solid, reliable “other” that provided

boundaries.

Approaches to “The Book” differed across religions and denominations. For

example:
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I like the Word being preached and in the Catholic Church you
always have an Old Testament reading, you always have a New
Testament reading, you always have an Epistle, and you always have
the Gospel. Now to my mind that’s important. The preaching of the
Word is important because | grew up with the preaching of the Word.
So, I’ve got... my ideal structure in my head and in one sense the
Catholics come closer to the structure I like... but then you find more
friendship and familiarity, more fellowship in the non-conformist

churches. (Pam)

There was a tension between an historic respect for “The Book” and a broader
acknowledgement of significant bigotry within the (mis)interpreted religious

texts:

I mean... the Catholic church to this day is one of the most doctrinaire
on the subject of its non-tolerance of the non-heterosexual. (Rose)

“The Book” was cited as the main source of information that heterosexual
members of the various organised religions used for making judgements and it
provided a convenient, albeit uncritical, rationale for this practice:

Because it’s like they’re not judging you just [by] themselves. They’re
judging you, you know, ““from above” so to speak, and they’ve got this
Book, which they use as a reason, which is absolute nonsense. (Cate)

The key texts used by the religious tribes were widely considered to be male
dominated, and the need to maintain this male dominance within organised

religions was apparent, as shown in this extract from Mark:

... | think the Holy Books of all the different religions have been
written by men. It’s a very hegemonic, patriarchal institution and
therefore they want to protect their procreative heterosexuality.
(Mark)
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Female participants were aware the religious texts were silent on same sex
attraction between women but, being interpreted by men, the forbidding of male
homosexuality within religion was seen to represent a forbidding of female

homosexuality by default:

As far as | know there’s no reference to lesbians in the Torah, but for
men it’s not allowed. Some people interpret that if men aren’t allowed
then women aren’t allowed. Other people say well there’s no
reference to women so it’s fine, and there’s a whole thing around
wasting sperm, and you shouldn’t waste sperm because it’s life. So, in

terms of women that’s not a problem. (Cate)

Participants were not always satisfied or comfortable with some of the
interpretations of the content of “The Book” or the ways in which these
interpretations had been acted upon by religious leaders:

I think John Paul Il and Benedict XVI should be prosecuted for crimes
against humanity. The condom lark should have been solved all those
years ago. (Mark)

The fact that some religious tribes interpret certain texts in a conservative way and
others are more liberal also seemed to contain within it the theme of patriarchy

and hegemonic masculinity:

... contraception is only an issue for the Catholic Church. The others
don’t even think about it... so if they’re believing in the same religion,
the same Bible, the same God, how can one lot think differently? So,
has someone got it right and someone got it wrong? So, therefore, it’s
men! (Mark)

Misinterpretation by men in power was particularly emotive for some participants

because not only did their own lived experience jar with what was being imposed
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but they also felt a sense of dissmpowerment. This was sometimes dealt with by

discounting or ridiculing the masculine power:

... there’s lots of interpretation from Rabbis and famous Rabbis, and
that kind of stuff which, again, I think is ridiculous because, you know,
they’re just... men, who write about their own opinion, and people
follow it... I think it’s ridiculous. I’ve been quoted this Rabbi and that

Rabbi, and this guy and that guy. (Cate)

In summary, “The Book” was significant within the theme of religious tribalism
and mixed feelings were expressed. On the one hand there seemed to be a respect
for “The Book” because it was a crucial aspect of the participants’ personal
history and formative education within their religious tribes. The structure and
grounding it provided was highly valued. On the other hand, the way in which
“The Book” was seen to be misinterpreted, often by men, created an internal
tension both intellectually and emotionally. In the process of recognising this

tension, it was apparent that a form of healthy critical thinking emerged.

5.4 Master Theme 2: Liminal Processes

This section concentrates on the liminal processes experienced by lesbian and gay
participants within the context of organised religion. The complexity of this
master theme, having several sub-themes, reflects something of the intricate,
complicated, and nuanced lived experiences found within the three states of
liminality. Land et al. (2010) describe threshold experiences as involving
recursiveness and oscillation instead of a linear, predictable journey and this is
reflected in the themes presented in this section. The three major sub-themes
identified were: i) Pre-liminal: Encountering the problem ii) Liminal: Ontological
and epistemic shift iii) Post-liminal: Transformation and change.

5.4.1 Pre-liminal: Encountering the Problem
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There was emergent incongruence upon the participant discovering that being gay
or lesbian within their organised religious communities was, for the most part,
perceived as oxymoronic. The starting point was realising the religious groups
had a major problem on many levels with any sexual-orientation other than
heterosexuality and that, subsequently a powerful transition process was initiated.
The sub-themes connected with this first pre-liminal state include: i)

heterosexism, ii) words - and silence - as weapons, and iii) othering.

A significant experience for all the participants was the realisation that there was
something profoundly problematic in their lived experience of organised religion
because their emergent sexual orientation was inconsistent with their religion’s
tribal norms and doctrines. Encountering this momentous problem was complex
and multifaceted. Through the awareness that something would have to be left
behind, this experience represented a metaphorical “death” and led to a new

awareness of the need to break with previous practices and routines.

As early awareness of same-sex attraction developed, there was initial confusion
around sexual and religious identity, but sexual-orientation itself was not found to
be ego-dystonic; participants tried to make sense of the contradictions between the

norms of the religious tribe and their own experiences:

... at first it was difficult because I still thought being gay was wrong,
you know, ““How am | like this?”’, there was all sorts of questioning
going on because of the tradition 1’d been brought up in, because
there was no mention of being gay. Well then “Did God create me?”’,
“Did God create me gay?”’, you know, “Why has God created me

gay?”” All those sorts of questions. (Mark)

5.4.1.1 Heterosexism

As an inescapable social ideology, heterosexism was experienced within
organised religion by all the participants and they described experiencing it in a

variety of ways that showed it to be both implicit and explicit. It can be seen to
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interweave throughout all the themes and subthemes in this chapter in one way or
another. Further academic discussion of this phenomenon is provided in the next
chapter. The term “heterosexism” is being used instead of “homophobia” because

it more precisely denotes:

... an ideological system that denies, denigrates, and stigmatizes any
non-heterosexual form of behaviour, identity, relationship, or
community. (Herek, 1990: 89)

Additionally, the term highlights the many parallels between antigay prejudice
and other forms of prejudice such as racism and sexism, and it signifies how

pervasive this theme was found to be within organised religion.

Chieftains, normally male, played a key role in maintaining heterosexism and they

appeared to be somewhat blinded by their bigotry, and apparent need for power:

The reason why | dislike the man-made religion is because of that
heterosupremacy side of it. See, even when it’s to do with
contraception for example, the number of women throughout the
world who suffer horrible lives because they’ve got no control over
their reproductive rights, and its man who’s made that rule, you
know? (Mark)

Perceiving same-sex attraction to be abhorrent and a threat to the heterosexist
norms led to heightened stigma, and male leaders often normalised the

marginalisation of gay and lesbian people both overtly and covertly:

... that’s why that response hurt so much I think, because, suddenly,
one of those aspects of community was being denied... it was a
betrayal in a way. I think I can put that word to it... because this was
a person in charge of a church... with a message of acceptance... and
suddenly saying ““but not for you™. (Paul)
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Heterosexism was so deeply entrenched that participants were compelled to find
out about their own sexual orientation through a dominant heterosexual lens rather
than having any obvious role-models, or messages of love and acceptance, within

organised religion or even wider society:

| remember very often watching a film on television, | was about the
age my parents would go out on a Sunday afternoon, and | would sit
and watch black-and-white films, and I knew that I didn’t fancy the

guys, | fancied the women. (Pam)

This produced a sense of powerlessness in participants, who unwittingly
reinforced the heterosexist ideology through their compliance with it. In their
subjugation, they conformed to the majority expectation that they’d remain
invisible, which perpetuated the subjugation. The alternative was to become
radical or politically active in some way, which often appeared unpalatable or

undesirable:

When we were walking near the pub she would say “Don’t hold my
hand because | don’t want customers knowing” so I kind of got that as
well... she values her personal life. She doesn’t want her colleagues
or customers knowing and asking questions, and | guess I’m quite the
same — like going to SH, 1 don’t want people knowing, seeing, and

judging, you know, because they will judge. (Cate)

Specific anti-gay prejudice frequently operated through a dual process of
invisibility/silence and attack. When their same-sex attraction remained culturally
invisible, participants were not specific targets for attack, even though the
doctrines they were exposed to were more broadly prohibitive. However, when
their sexuality was identifiable and/or became visible, participants then became

vulnerable:
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... | always knew there were homophobic elements in the church
anyway. Everyone knows that it’s there — you just don’t expect it to be

the people you feel that you know. (Paul)

Ubiquitous sexual prejudice meant participants were never in doubt about the
religious tribe’s inclusion and exclusion criteria. This was particularly evident in
the experience of Islam, where more reference was made to the notion that same-

sex attraction is taboo:

From a young age, all you hear about is that homosexuality is
forbidden within Islam, so there is a real taboo to it. And more than
anything else, all you hear about in Islam is “homosexuality is
forbidden.”” You go straight to hell for it... If you look in the Qur’an
about homosexuality nothing is mentioned... except in the context of
Sodom and Gomorrah [and] that is about rape. It’s got a real taboo

associated with it. (Jay)

Participants found that anti-gay prejudice and discrimination was expressed in

different ways, but it was always inescapable:

... it was both verbal and non-verbal... certainly after [coming out] he
would post things on his Facebook wall, and this was when the same-

sex marriage debate was going on. (Paul)

The stigmatising heterosexist ideology was modelled and preached by religious
leaders who had a powerful platform, often quite literally, to communicate it.
Participants often felt like passive recipients of homonegative messages and felt
powerless to respond. However, on one occasion, after many years of wrestling
with her identity, Pam was able to take a stand by walking out of a church service.

Although this was a relatively small protest, for her it was significant:
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It was one of the lay preachers... going on about how awful gay
people are, and | got up and walked out and two elders followed me
and asked me why 1I’d walked out, and I told them. (Pam)

It appeared that responses from people within the religions were informed by a
heterosexist ideology rooted in interpretations of ancient texts. There was often
evidence of a view that “some are more equal than others” expressed in a variety
of ways. Having age and theological authority on her side, one participant queried
this but the unapologetic response of exclusion from membership of the religious

group was confirmed:

So, | said to the minister ““So you’re telling me that if | was to say to
you, well a person is living an active gay lifestyle...”” and he said “No,
I would bar them from membership.” As | say, he didn’t know that |
was talking about myself because | had R there who was wanting the

main questions answering. (Pam)

A critical finding related to the participants’ experiences of being further
marginalised when they sought help. Indeed, the counselling that took place
within the context of organised religion, which apparently came from a
fundamentalist Christian and unhelpful heterosexist ideological position, was
inevitably damaging and, in fact, led to a deterioration in mental health. The first
time Pam named her sexual orientation and “came out” to someone else in her
entire life was after being referred for counselling. She laughed nervously as she
told me this, but | was aware the laugh was incongruent, and it appeared she was
re-experiencing distress. We explored this further and | shared with her the impact

her story was having on me, which allowed her to continue:

Well, 1 think because there was, in my head, there was so much
shame, and guilt, and impossibility attached to it, I think it was, you
know, ““Oh, thank God I’m not!”” even though he persuaded me during
the course of this time that everybody has those feelings and that |

wasn’t. (Pam)

128



Sadly, Pam went into a deep depression and “fell apart”. However, the break-
down was a turning point, when she realised she had to escape the oppressive
tribe. It took another fourteen years after that before she was able to choose to live
her life as a gay woman. It was intensely sad to consider that, after becoming
aware of her sexual orientation at the age of twelve and experiencing a lifetime of
deeply oppressive heterosexism and religious abuse, she came out to a counsellor
at age thirty-eight. This coming out itself proved harmful and she was only able to

come out fully at the age of fifty-two.

To summarise, heterosexism within organised religion was rampant and upheld by
the appointed leaders. It was rooted in doctrinal orthodoxy and on the whole anti-
gay prejudice was so legitimised that it was conveyed without compassion or

regard for the psychological impact on those being marginalised.

5.4.1.2 Words - and Silence - as Weapons

Both words and silence were found to be key mechanisms of heterosexism,
enabling its continuation. Instances of name-calling appeared frequently in the
data and, notably, it most often started with other children, who recognised
something different in their peers, and who, empowered to point this difference
out with words, did so cruelly. It seemed that these children were often at such a
young age that they did not fully comprehend the words and language they were

using:

Children in school used to call me “queer’, and it was because |
didn’t like all the sporty games and everything, so, typically, the way
kids use ““you’re so gay”” in a negative way now, when | was a child it
was “Queer”... and even though they called me queer | used to think
“But | don’t know what that means”. (Mark)
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More subtly, words were used in the context of power play. In this example, Cate
explained how some stigmatised topics normally warranted a switch to the

Hebrew language, especially when gossiping was involved:

...there have been quite a few comments I’ve heard, or kind of

whispered, in Hebrew... (Cate)

Gossip within religious groups was often homonegative and participants described

their recollections of derogatory labels being used:

... well it’s said in such a way that it’s negative obviously, that they
disapprove... and they talk about things like “Oh, she’s a leshian™ or
“He’s a homo™, that’s’ the words they use, so it’s not very positive

words. (Cate)

The following example illustrates the tyranny of language, which will be
discussed further in the next chapter. In this example, the word “family” was seen

to represent heterosexist language for “straights only”:

It got to the point where I’d go past that church and it would say,
“This is a Family Church!”’, and you would think, “Yes, family

means... the traditional unit.”” (Paul)

This was an example of a heteronormative church sign that may not have been
given a second thought by its inventor. However, it provides a good example of
heterosexism as it contains the veiled threat of exclusion (written between the
lines). Based on his experience as a gay man, the participant took the sign outside
the church to mean “You’re not part of this community”:

... the word ““family”” meant ““not you™”. ““Family’” means “only if you

have kids... or are going to have kids™. “This is a Family Church! All

Families Welcome!”’, ““All welcome but especially families™. (Paul)
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There was frequent reference to the heterosexual majority selecting words from
favourite religious texts to judge and to condemn. This was a significant part of
processing in the pre-liminal stage, and all participants ultimately realised the

conservative interpretations and punitive use of words was unreliable:

... I’ve studied the religious side of it loads and loads and I know all
those words in the Bible are completely and utterly wrong, because
the term homosexuality wasn’t even invented then, and the concept of
being gay did not exist. So, especially with all the religious people
who come out with quotes from the Bible, completely and utterly
wrong! (Mark)

When referring to same-sex attraction, Powerful, contemptuous words such as
“abomination’ and “taboo” were often used by those in power. “The Leviticus
Code” was the primary source of pejorative words on this topic across all
Abrahamic religions:

... she said “I believe [it] because it’s the Word of God and the Word
of God can’t change™ and, actually, | said “Do you mind me asking,
do any of you eat shellfish? You know shrimps, clams, prawns?”” and
some hands would go up. ““Have any of you ever shouted at your
parents?”” and a few other things like that, and | said ““Look, in that
holiness code it says if you’ve eaten shellfish you should be taken
outside and stoned to death” and I said “It’s the same thing for all of
them. How come it’s only this one, and then you’ll eat your prawn

crackers?” (Mark)

The place and power of language was evident in the Catholic notion of
confession, and this was present in various guises across the religions. Words in
this context were understood as verbalising remorse in order to obtain

forgiveness:
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... every time I would have sex | would feel terribly guilty about it but
at least with the Catholic tradition you could go to confession then...
you say a little prayer and it’s the act of contrition, and you promise

in there that you’ll try to do better next time. (Mark)

Intellectualisation, and over-intellectualising, was linked to choosing and framing
words in such a way as to form a standpoint and create debate:

A large part of the religious debates about homosexuality appeared to
centre around a form of intellectualizing and over-thinking the
language, and how to frame it. A lot of it came down to semantics.
(Cate)

Language and meaning, interpretation of language, studying words, and framing
arguments, was so much a part of Cate’s religious heritage that it was highly
likely to have influenced her decision to study law in university and then become
a barrister. We identified that an intense focus on language and interpretation of

meaning in Judaism actually led to a particular skill:

... | like reasoning, language, standing-up and talking, so that’s why |
took the barrister route as opposed to the solicitor route. It just

seemed natural for me. (Cate)

Participants noticed the hypocrisy that existed when members of organised
religions selected certain words with a broad range of possible interpretations and

chose which ones to apply or not to apply to themselves and others:

They’re just ordinary people but they’ve been kind of conditioned.
They’re in this really closed society. | mean, on my street it’s really
hidden but there are these Yeshiva boys, and they come there and
smoke because they’re out of the way. And lots of people do things.
They just want to test and break the rules and see what they can get

away with to be honest. (Cate)
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Silence was found to be a particularly potent part of the heterosexist armoury in
organised religion. It denoted something unspeakable, the unacceptability of a gay
or lesbian sexual-orientation for example, and it was often used within organised

religion to maintain heteronormativity, especially when conveying disapproval:

... as | said, in those days, you didn’t, people didn’t talk about it,

about gay issues... just unspoken. Yeah, totally unspoken. (Pam)

A more sinister use of silence extended in one instance to the harassment and
intimidation perpetrated by one heterosexual woman, who would drive past the
home of a participant lurking and staring but saying nothing. This led to a feeling
of being harassed and resulted in paranoia. It was evident that a sexual-orientation
that differed from the majority was dangerous and participants were aware of a
burden, from a heteronormative position, and that they had something to declare.
Interestingly, there was no reference to heterosexual people needing to disclose
their sexual orientation, which supports a view that heterosexism is both unfair

and pervasive:

I kind of had ““a secret” to speak. (Cate)

There were numerous examples of homonegative responses to participants’

coming out experiences, with numerous ignorant, heteronormative platitudes:

I think the biggest element was, with both my sisters, it was straight
away “What’s going to happen to the family name?”’, ““You’re not
going to have children!”’, and of course they were issues I’d thought
about. At the end of the day, this is who | am... and | know for a fact |
could never be happy with a woman because there’s no physical

attraction there. (Jay)
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Normal everyday conversations were loaded with prejudice. Participants even
noticed this in early childhood, recalling memories of particular words that were

used to reinforce heterosexist hegemony:

Just the things she said growing up, you know like ““Man and
woman”, “Adam and Eve”. She thinks that every woman should have
children. (Cate)

Pam recalled the title of a book that struck a chord with her and she emphasised
how unspeakable her sexual-orientation was to the heterosexual religious

majority:

Unspeakable, yeah. | mean there was always that title “The love that
must never speak its name” or something. | never had anybody at all,
I never talked about it with anybody... so | decided ““well okay, | have

to suppress this, and accept the convention route™. (Pam)

The theme of not being able to confide in anybody occurred frequently and 1 felt
deeply moved by the narratives depicting the isolation and segregation that

resulted from the unspoken, the silence:

Obviously being homosexual there’s an element that you’ve got to
discover about yourself and, | suppose, coming from a Muslim family,
I could never confide in anybody. So, you just feel “*No, I’m the only
person that’s gay, and this is wrong.”” Growing up gay it always did

feel wrong. (Jay)

For Rose, the silence and withdrawal of support she experienced at the age of

fourteen after talking to others about her struggle was confusing:
... No-one asked me about it, no-one gave me support, no-one was

kind of caring of me... it was like | shared the information and then |

wasn’t sure about where that left me, or how | was perceived. (Rose)
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In summary, the tyranny of language was acutely highlighted across the interview
data. Both words and silence were used as weapons in the religious and
heterosexist armoury and served to ostracise those who dared to make their same

sex attraction visible, in violation of their religion’s doctrines.

5.4.1.3 Othering

All participants experienced the reductive process of being labelled as “not one of
us” and as belonging to a subordinate social category that was not hetero-normal.
For this reason, the sub-theme was labelled “Othering” and it is discussed further

in the next chapter.

Othering was always a painful experience and, when first encountering it,
participants attempted to find ways to divide sexual-orientation and religion intra-
psychically. This was expressed powerfully by Cate, whose non-verbal
communication was perhaps more significant than her words. | noticed Cate was

expanding and contracting her hands as she described this experience:

I don’t know if that’s kind of a way of trying to repress what | was
feeling? I’m not sure. But | guess it kind of felt like (gesturing) | was
trying to repress that and to get more religious... but that wasn’t

working. (Cate)

The experience of being branded “other” when same-sex attraction and love
became visible was a frequently occurring theme. There was a bizarre shift in how
participants were perceived by the heterosexual people to whom they came out.
The heterosexual people came to view the participants as being marred, and no

longer saw them as they had previously:

... | thought he was a friend. I think if you can turn on a dime like that,

towards one of the people who worships, who has led worship, has
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had that much involvement, then there’s obviously not much to you.
(Paul)

When a gay or lesbian identity was uncovered by others, the participants were
deemed to be “not us”, and there was a palpable change to the quality of
interactions - it was as though the participants were thereon deemed to be “mad,
bad, and dangerous to know”. Exclusion from the religious group was extended
by being designated a “persona non-grata” and, with this, the illusion of love and

friendship in the tribe disappeared.

As part of the process of being ostracized, there was tangible fear of the wider
implications of this “othering” because, being on the margins of a religious tribal
group and having a gay identity also meant being on the margins of the gay
community and having a religious identity. Thus, being judged and marginalised

for being “other” could come from multiple directions:

... | was at Heaven nightclub a few years ago and | saw this religious
guy, Jewish, standing outside, and you know, with his beard and his
clothing, and it was a Saturday night and | went to speak to him... |
was a bit inebriated and | was asking him ““What are you doing
here?”” and he was like ““Oh you know | just came” and it was
Saturday night so after Shabbat, and he was like, you know ““I want to
go in” and I said “Just go in!”” But he was worried that people would
judge him! So, it was really funny that it was the other way around.
(Cate)

There was some acknowledgment that significant social change is underway in
some quarters. There were geographical variations in where this othering occurred
as well as a distinct split between the liberal and conservative perspectives within

religious tribes:

In North London there is a synagogue where a gay couple were

married recently... but then there’s this whole range where at the
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other end of the spectrum there are people who are really suffering.
(Cate)

5.4.2 Liminal: Ontological and Epistemic Shift

The liminal theme depicts participants’ experiences of coming to terms with the
conflicts they encountered with organised religion and sexual-orientation, and
their asking the question “when am | going to be real?” This state represented
passing through a threshold and was found to signify a profound ontological and
epistemic shift for the participants. The threshold experience included the
integrating and discarding of different aspects of identity. Paradoxically, the
somewhat destructive nature of the transition in this stage enabled the participants
to make considerable changes and so it was therefore also re-constitutive (Land,
Meyer, & Baillie, 2010).

5.4.2.1 Coming Out

“Coming out” is an abbreviation of the colloquial phrase “coming out of the
closet” which is a metaphor representing the psychological process associated
with gay and lesbian people’s self-disclosure of their sexual-orientation. The
interview data supports the view that “coming out” is more precisely a process of
“inviting in”, and this will be discussed in the next chapter. However, to reflect
the terminology used by the participants and to follow common usage | will use

“coming out”.

All the participants talked about an inner, embodied knowing that they were
different, beginning at a prepubescent stage of development. A more specific
awareness that their difference was linked to their sexual orientation normally
emerged between the ages of 10-14 years. Although they each knew they were
different from the heterosexual norm, the period of coming to terms with the exact

nature of that difference varied between participants:
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| suppose that, for me, I knew from a young age that | was attracted to
men, and didn’t quite know what it was about men, there was an
attraction to men, and then as you grow up you think ““I prefer their
company”’, and then you think to yourself “No, it’s not just about
company, it’s about feeling passion and so forth for a man rather than

awoman”. (Jay)

Participants were found to have given considerable conscious thought to their
sexual orientation, which is understandable given its enormous significance and
them/us positioning. Participants had to ponder if and how to talk about their

difference in the context of their religion and wider lives:

It’s hard. I just knew. | knew | was “different”, you know? I think I
made the realisation maybe two years before [aged 14] that |

probably did like girls, but I wasn’t ready to say. (Cate)

Given that same sex attraction was not much spoken about in the context of
organised religion, apart from it being framed in a homonegative way, participants
were left to discover information about it for themselves, and they learnt in
differing ways. For example, one participant knew he was different from a young
age, but it was only after happening upon a chapter in a book that he discovered

the social and cultural language assigned to that difference:

I knew | was different from other kids from an early age, but it wasn’t
until 1 was about thirteen that | read a book called, *“Everything you
ever wanted to know about sex but were afraid to ask.” ... and there
was a whole chapter there on homosexuality, and | thought, “Oops,
that’s me!”” ... So that’s how | could put a name or a label to how |

was feeling at that time. (Mark)

Frequently, there was a variable period of suppressing one’s sexual-orientation
before coming out. For some, this process took several years, even decades:
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Although I’d felt myself to be gay from probably about eleven or
twelve, it was never talked about, | never had anybody to talk about it

with so | made the decision to suppress that side of myself. (Pam)

All participants experienced an urge or drive to come out because they felt their
homosexuality was a vital aspect of their true self and they needed to come out of
hiding. In all cases, careful consideration was given to “who, when, and how” to

tell. Participants had to weigh up the risks involved in any given situation:

I think I do that a lot. I think about what could be, before it actually
happens. So, for example, we used to live in SN and my girlfriend also
lived in SN, and whenever we would walk down the road we would
kind of let go of our hands — because | might see a rabbi or a rabbi’s
wife that | know. (Cate)

There was clear evidence of stereotyping and stigmatising of gay and lesbian

identities:

... there is still a big stigma attached to homosexuality and being gay,
and | think a lot [of it] is the lack of knowledge and “ignorance is
bliss™ to a certain extent. | suppose for a lot of people the perception
is [that] somebody who’s gay likes to dress up like a woman and likes
to act a bit effeminate and be camp. I think that’s the stereotypical

image people have. (Jay)

Social norm stereotyping within the religious context had a significant element of

masculine hegemony connected to it:

Concentrating more on people within Islam, so when | look at close
friends that I’ve told, | suppose an initial thing from a few of them
was, “I did think it once but no, you’re just too masculine”, “You
don’t carry yourself in a gay way”’. And you’re thinking, “What is a

gay way?” (Jay)
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There were varied responses to participants’ coming out. There was particular
divergence for one participant, who experienced both positive and negative
responses from two different church leaders, one of whom was liberal and the

other more conservative:

In terms of coming out within religion, | suppose | have the two
conflicting stories of the two particular vicars where | was living...
the one, which was my home church, was brilliant, and it didn’t faze
him at all... but he was more sort of liberal and thought more about
the messages that he gave. He always put things in context, in a

Biblical context and in a modern, social context. (Paul)

More commonly, the process of coming out did not free the participants from
oppression but instead exacerbated it. There were frequent examples of rejection

and ostracism:

... My oldest son is a fundamental Christian. He doesn’t accept, he
doesn’t accept at all. So, | have a very estranged relationship with
them. | have a grandson who | hardly ever see, well, never see. (Pam)

The coming out process took many years in some cases, and was sometimes met

with disbelief:

Now I’m a lot more confident with myself and | know I’m a gay man
and that’s who | am but growing up it took me years to tell any of my
siblings — it was just not the *““done thing’’. Even when I did confide in
my siblings they said ““You can’t be gay!”’, and ““Are you sure?” (Jay)

When rejection came from the chieftains or leaders of the religious tribes, it had

the potential to completely alienate the person from their religion, as was the case

for Paul:
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... itwas the vicar that just put me off religion entirely. (Paul)

There was evidence of identity comparison in the coming out process, but this
was often multifaceted and also pertained to religious, racial, cultural, and
political differences. | found myself deeply impacted by the enormity of the
interpersonal tasks confronting participants when they were faced with the painful
psychological and emotional challenge of navigating a powerful identity transition
(coming out) in a heterosexual world, while simultaneously finding themselves at
a threshold within their religious tribe. The notion of “passing” was a common

theme for all participants, not only in their religion but also more widely:

I had deep paranoia about people knowing my sexual choice and that
deep paranoia was around having a young child... I mean, social
services did remove children because of people’s sexual choice and |
was a member of social services department, so it was very difficult
for a few years... making extra special efforts to pass really. | suppose

| was fortunate that 1’d been practicing for a few years. (Rose)
“Passing” was often employed in order to avoid severe consequences:

I just kind of thought my mother could kick me out or she could hate
me or she could be really upset, and one thing I didn’t like doing was
upsetting my mum, | knew she wouldn’t like it so | put it off for as long

as | could. (Cate)

Since extensive silence about gay sexual orientation was the norm and conveyed
acute condemnation of it, “passing” supported conformity to the norms and to
what was expected. Sometimes the threat of coming out was so great that it

resulted in a heterosexual marriage cover-up.
... | suppose I thought, “Well, this isn’t talked about and can never be

talked about™, and | wasn’t aware of anything happening in the world

as such, you know, “there’s no future in this, so then I got married. |
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had three children and didn’t really deal with it. I don’t think | was in
love with my ex-husband but a form of love grew between us [but] |

never talked about it with him at all... when I went to PNG it surfaced
because there was a woman there that | was attracted to, and she was

attracted to me... and she was married as well. (Pam)

In Muslim communities the hegemonic masculinity was a particularly potent
aspect of this, so that, strikingly, a gay man marrying and producing children was

less stigmatised than a heterosexual woman divorcing:

It [marriage] represents a possible solution for some gay men, that
they might feel so much pressure to produce an heir and to marry...
because they come out the other end of it having ticked all the boxes,

and there’s not a stigma around that actually. (Jay)

The fact that the four younger participants did not feel obliged to find refuge in a
heterosexual marriage of convenience could be seen to be evidence of significant
social change. It also pointed to the possibility that experiences could perhaps be
different for some lesbian women if they came out later in life. This may be an
area for further valuable research. Although Pam talked about things being
different fifty years ago, we’ve seen that younger participants also referred to

silence, and this is explored in the next section:

... ' was born in 1950 and I grew up in that time when, as | said to
you, it wasn’t talked about. Nobody ever [talked], | experienced
discrimination in a form but it was never overtly talked about. My

family never talked about it. (Pam)

There was found to be a holding back period of varying lengths, during which
participants were aware of their sexual orientation but chose to carefully observe
within the religion to see if and how they might have a place. During this time,
full contact with the religion was diminished, because energies were redirected to

observation and processing:
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I was just kind of going through the motions and soaking it up really,
but a bit detached. So, if I could be a fly on the wall I wouldn’t have to
participate and feel like a fraud in a way. You know, like with a skirt
and with long sleeves and that kind of stuff... but | wanted to see if

that was me. (Cate)

All participants found the coming out process to be somewhat inevitable, however
long the process took or in whatever form it would eventually take, with sexual

orientation being thought of as basically irrepressible:

... I mean, I just don’t think you can repress things like that. And you

can’t be who you’re not. (Cate)

Taken in the wider context of the participants’ lives, the realisation that their
sexual orientation was the element that marked their difference from the
heterosexual majority represented an epiphany, and coming out was a key feature
of this pre-liminal state. Paradoxically, coming out involved a process of

reflexivity, self-acceptance, and a quest for authenticity:

I think you get to that point where there’s that element of trust... and
you’ve matured in your way of thinking, and there’s almost that

element of feeling you need them to know who you really are. (Jay)

In summary, coming out was a salient liminal experience for lesbian and gay
people in the context of organised religion. The process was found to be complex
and multifaceted with experiences being unique to individual circumstances yet at
the same time there were several common themes such as suppressing, passing,
disclosing, stereotyping, identity confusion and comparison, and the experience of
a drive towards congruence. Heterosexism featured significantly within and across

all coming out processes.
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5.4.2.2 Betwixt-and-Between

The experience of finding oneself in a no man’s land, of belonging and not
belonging, was shared by all the participants. For this reason, this sub-theme was
labelled betwixt-and-between. As an earlier, more certain, identity dissolved
through a growing self-awareness of sexuality, there was initial disorientation but
also an awareness of new emergent possibilities. This experience was described

beautifully by Pam, who related it to the plight of “The Velveteen Rabbit”:

I suppose all through those years | kept saying to the Lord, you know,
“When am | going to be real?””, “When am | going to be real?”. |
don’t know if you know that story of the Velveteen Rabbit? It’s a
children’s story. It’s about a toy rabbit that wants to be a real rabbit,
and eventually does become a real rabbit. And that’s been a constant
prayer of mine, “When am | going to become real?”” - when am |
going to be able to marry these two things, you know, my gay life, or

wanting to be a gay woman, with my faith? (Pam)

In this state of between, the theme of the search for meaning and authenticity

occurred frequently across the interviews:

... | found a wonderful thing... I read a lot of Rumi, the Sufis, Idries
Shah, which is very, very antithetical to putting oneself in a box. It’s
not overly religious but, there we go — Shams of Tabriz, “Only commit
yourself to learning ‘Who am 1?°, “Where are my roots?’, “What is my
purpose in life?””” | liked that because all the rest of this construct that

we have of society is froth. (Paul)

Participants reframed important constructs from a more critical perspective,
rooted in their experiencing. Being betwixt-and-between, they were able to
explore new possibilities for themselves. However, the roots of religious doctrine
ran deep and so this was often accompanied by a worry about not being whole or

complete:
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I can understand for example, sitting in a beautiful church and that
feeling peaceful, but I don’t have any of those feelings when I go to
those places... Being in a religion, being part of that organisation a) it
doesn’t feel a great need although sometimes it’s felt it would be nice
b) it doesn’t feel it does it for me, and | suppose I’m a bit sad about
that really (cries) because you think “Well, am | a proper person?”,

“Am | a complete person?”” (Rose)

The pull towards being true to oneself in this stage frequently included grappling

with experiences of shame and guilt:

... because in my head, there was so much shame, and guilt, and

impossibility attached to it. (Pam)

Internal conflicts were often intense and there was considerable soul searching
and internal debate. Jay describes this in relation to sexual intimacy and internal

chastisement:

There was an element of “Oh my God, what have | done?”’, you know,
“Am | going to bring shame on the family?”” But then there’s another
part of you that’s kind of saying “You were happy about it, so why are

you re-evaluating what you’ve done?”” (Jay)

There remained a sense that participants could, if they chose, maintain the status
quo, but this rarely felt right. Pam explained her reflections on one’s capacity to

control sexuality in favour of chastity:

I’ve never discussed with contemplative nuns how they feel about their
sexuality, whether it’s very difficult to hold on to this idea of chastity.

I mean, | could do the obedience and the other bits alright, but you
know, what do they do about their sexuality? Or is that a calling?
(Pam)
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There was steady recognition that the struggles were the result of prejudice and
stigma within organised religion rather than of a faulty self. There was a range of
emotions associated with this key finding, including sadness and anger:

It’s not a straight road, it’s a gradual process | suppose. For me, it’s
one of those processes where you meet a few twats along the way, and
those experiences with certain people just make you that much
stronger... I’ve been through some strange experiences and when |
look back on them I think “How did I let myself become so
vulnerable?”” from that point of view where it’s because there is that

stigma within religion... of not speaking out if you’re homosexual.
(Jay)

The subjective nature of the rules became more apparent in the liminal stage and
participants felt more empowered to makes choices. All of the participants
decided, in one way or another, that an oppressive, orthodox form of organised

religion was “not for me”:

It’s all subjective, you know. People say things because they’re meant
to be objective and because a rabbi said it, or the Torah says it, and
apparently that’s objective and fact, but actually it’s an opinion, or
that’s just what they want to believe, and if that’s what they want to
believe for them, that’s fine, but it’s when people start saying that’s
what you should be doing, that’s what you should believe, then 1 just
switch off. (Cate)

The notion of choice was frequently explored and there was recognition that
religion was a choice, as opposed to sexual orientation which was presented as

innate:
...  mean, people don’t choose to be gay but people can choose to be

religious, and they can choose how they treat people - that is a choice.
(Rose)
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The transition in this liminal state evoked powerful feelings about organised
religion and, for Paul, the discarding of previous ideologies instigated discussion
about the death of the church:

... iIf the church was a family pet, it would have been put down by now.
I still do believe that. The church is, well it’s got an average age of

sixty-two? It’s dying! (Paul)

Reflections on the relevance of religion and religious institutions were common.

Paul likened the continuation of organised religion to empires that rise and fall:

... i’s tried to keep itself going, as with empires, you have this period
where they grow and they’re relevant and they speak to people, and
then they get institutionalised and they keep going, and the message
gets diluted and they become more irrelevant, and they decay and die.
The church has been trying to keep itself going for far too long, and
far longer than it should have been, because its time has passed. |

suppose | had to be outside the church to see that really (Paul)

All except one of the participants had discarded the formal aspects of religion but
maintained associated identities. However, the struggle with belonging and not

belonging continued to be evident:

I still feel I’m Jewish and, for example, in December there was a big
Hanukkah party in Trafalgar Square... When | was there | felt kind of
part of everything, and part of everyone, but at the same time | was
there with my girlfriend, and we didn’t hold hands because | knew
there would be people there I would recognise, but I still felt like I’'m

Jewish, and these are my people — that’s really weird. (Cate)

The experience of being betwixt and between allowed participants to reframe

religious and political constructs, and to discard previously learned oppressive
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doctrine. Their increased self-awareness and growing reflexivity at this stage of
their lives allowed them to identify heterosexism and prejudice as being the
problem in religion, although there was also some disorientation and a longing to
be whole. Overall, the participants discarded their previous ideologies and even
wondered about the survival of religious institutions. The sense of belonging and

yet not belonging permeated their experiences.

5.4.2.3 Intersecting Identities

It was clear from the data that multiple social forces were at play in the formation
of the participants’ identities. The interaction of race, gender, class, religion, and
sexual orientation created the lens through which each participant experienced life

and reality. This sub-theme was thus labelled intersecting identities.

For some participants, their experiences involved a complex negotiation between
more than one marginalised social group, and this presented a complexity of
internal tensions. For example, dealing with being in a racial minority in a white
majority school context meant that Jay’s religious identity took a back seat and he

hid his sexual orientation:

I suppose for me the main difference I felt in school was not from a
religious point of view but from a racial point of view... you had
darker skin than everybody else that was there, your culture was
different, there were a lot of things you couldn’t do that other children
could do. (Jay)

The formation of identity was unique to each person’s own narrative, although
there were commonalities. As a lesbian woman and an adoptee, Rose struggled to
make sense of the notion of original sin imposed on her by organised religion,

finding it to be ludicrous:

I grew up in this extraordinarily Catholic household but | was what’s
called a “crusade of rescue” baby - my Catholic birth mother had me
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out of wedlock. She would have removed herself from the body of the
church by her act of becoming pregnant before marriage, and | was
“born in sin” as far as the church was concerned... You know, as a
“bastard” you can put up with a lot of things but on top of that, being
told you were ““of sin” the minute you arrived, | just think “What?”...
My adoption gave great joy to the people who adopted me, so |
suppose my own narrative early on told me that this idea that we are
all sinners, and women will always be lesser, and the only way to have

sex is to procreate, just made it ludicrous, frankly. (Rose)

The fluidity of identity was apparent, and the capacity to move in and out of
different aspects of the self when required was found to be helpful. Jay, for
example, described himself as a Welsh speaking, South Asian, Pakistani, gay
male, and Cate explored the distinct differences between her Israeli and Jewish

identities, and how they combined with her female and lesbian identities:

I was kind of leading a double life. Yeah, | guess | was, or a triple life

if you include the Jewish thing. (Cate)

Making sense of these different intersecting identities proved a significant task
within the liminal state and it was linked with a sense of belonging. Participants
with multiple intersecting identities could theoretically belong to a number of

tribes, albeit while remaining on the margins:

When | see gay people holding hands on the street, I like it. And when
I see Jewish people walking around, I like it too. | smile to myself...

that’s kind of me saying, “Hey, I’m one of you!”” (Cate)

The existence of sub-tribes within tribes could helpfully support the integration of
identities. It became apparent from the interviews that participants were aware of
various groups that supported the different aspects of self, yet finding a place and
becoming part of these groups was not always an easy endeavour:
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... at Pride in London there’s always like a Jewish group, and | never
[got] involved with them. Actually, a few years ago at the end | just
followed them and started talking to them, but I haven’t immersed
myself in that, yet. | don’t know if it’s because I’m in a relationship
and feel like I don’t need to... but I’m quite disappointed in myself
actually, there’s a whole world. There’s Tel Aviv Pride and even a
Jerusalem Pride, and there’s lots of gay Jewish people out there, and

| just haven’t spoken to them for some reason. (Cate)

The findings support the view that there is a powerful interconnection between
identity and wider culture. The identities that had been denoted as “unacceptable”
within a given organised religion directly translated to family norms and wider
cultural patterns. For Jay, family and cultural norms were unequivocally informed
by religious norms. He described the interplay between elements of culture,
religion, family, and community but, most significantly for him, he’d learned the

importance of being respected in the community, whatever the cost:

I’ll give it from an Islamic point of view — where in Islam we’re told
“It’s totally against Islam’ so when you get the cultural point of view
it’s like ““No, it’s not acceptable within the religion, it’s not
acceptable in the culture, it’s definitely not happening in my family, I
don’t care what you say but you can’t be gay, you can’t be attracted
to men”... You can’t let anybody know - so you’ve got to put on a
front, you’ve got to get married, you’ve got to produce an heir. (Jay)

Intersecting identities led to a heightened awareness of threat. As a result of this,
there were some examples of the development of hypervigilance. The need to be
more or less “out” about different aspects of one’s identity, depending on the
context, was a highly creative solution to a problem. Cate described what she
thinks Jewish people experience when completing forms that ask for demographic

information, and highlighted how complex defining identity can be:
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| feel Israeli and, at the same time, | don’t. I’m a Londoner, but |
don’t feel English. It’s quite complex. I mean, | don’t hesitate when
someone asks me my religion, never. If I’m filling in a form I’ll always
tick the Jewish box... but lots of people either leave it blank or tick
they don’t want to provide the information. Some people think if you
say you’re Jewish then people associate that with lots of negative
images, and they link it to Israel, and people living in the UK have a

really negative image of Israel generally. (Cate)

The recognition of intersecting identities seemed to come about after the
participants had discovered or met other people with whom they could identify.
For example, Jay was involved in a diversity project at the BBC and when he was
researching the project for an article he discovered a gay group for Asian people;
this led to the realisation that there were other people with similarly complex

identities:

... Il was looking through some documents and |1 Googled it and it was
all about gay Asians, and | thought “Wow! Wow! What’s this?”” and |
kind of I logged onto it and looked at this thing and | thought “Oh my
God, I’m not the only gay, South Asian, Pakistani male around.” (Jay)

In summary, the interaction of multiple social forces in individual narratives
resulted in complex intersecting identities. There was clearly a potent interplay
between aspects of culture, religion, family, and community. When these
identities became visible within different social systems, it created experiences
that challenged personal power and increased threat, but which also provided

opportunities for making meaning and revising perspectives.

5.4.3 Post-liminal: Transformation

“Post-liminal” implies movement from one state to another, in which new aspects
of identity have formed. Across the data, transformation and change occurred for

all participants and these changes were highly significant. Land, Meyer, and
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Baillie (2010) point out that transformation at this stage is irreversible due to the
crossing of conceptual boundaries and the creation of a significantly altered
discourse. The transformation processes found in the analysis of data can be
understood within three main sub-themes: i) empowerment, ii) a quest for

authenticity, and iii) the Uberwelt.

5.4.3.1 Empowerment

Arguably, the findings thus far all relate in one way or another to the psychology
of power, authority, and the abuse of power, either systemically or individually.
Sometimes, against the odds, participants found a way to reclaim power and
control over certain aspects of their lives. This sub-theme was therefore labelled

empowerment.

A key aspect of empowerment for participants was the process of developing a
curious mind and thinking for oneself. Encountering a broader range of
possibilities resulted in sharper critical thinking amongst participants and a
loosening of previously held rigid beliefs. Paul gave a good example of how this

took place for him:

It was a gradual peeling away from the faith... | saw a film, a BBC4
documentary, called The Science of Chaos. Essentially, it was an
investigation into the mechanisms behind evolution and stating the
case very clearly and scientifically. This was beyond the usual
Richard Dawkins rant... it very much said there is no case for a
Creator. (Paul)

Crossing over the carefully guarded boundaries of religious doctrine led to a more
pluralistic perspective, and the reintegration of individual identities fostered a new
outlook. In traversing liminal states, the participants developed a more flexible
understanding of the notion of belonging, and they learned to recognise and
appreciate this concept. For example, when | reflected back to Cate her own

description of her interconnectedness and embodied sense of belonging, she
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demonstrated an openness and awareness of different identities that was accepting

and non-defensive:

I kind of felt really good, and | was happy that my girlfriend got to
experience [the Jewish festival], and at the same time | knew she’s not
Jewish and she wouldn’t know how | was feeling... for example, she’s
Spanish and if I went to a Spanish festival she would feel integrated,
and | would feel like the outsider, I imagine. It’s that kind of thing.
(Cate)

Empowerment often signalled a shift in political perspectives, with numerous

examples of feminist and pluralistic perspectives emerging:

I’ve done a lot of reading about feminism. Have you come across
Camille Panya? She talks a lot about female god religions but also
how the male god religions have gone in and pretty much suppressed
them all. (Mark)

Paradoxically, the pervasive intolerance within organised religion produced
greater tolerance and liberalism amongst participants. Rose provided an example

of this:

A former partner lived in a Dharma Centre without taking Holy
Orders - that’s like being a lay person living in that community. | felt
some benefit from being included in services there, and the opening of
the temples... but my reflection over the years is that I think I’m very
tolerant of people who have a belief and... almost attracted to what

might feed an individual. (Rose)
Empowerment related closely to participants feeling that they had already

confronted “the worst” (i.e. abuses of power, rejection, and humiliation). Out of

these painful experiences, hope had emerged, and humour was a frequent
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occurrence across the interviews. It was a highly evident component of post-

liminal empowerment:

Yeah, | think it’s interesting, and it’s different, it’s just I think, I was

born this way (laughing), “Born this Way”” Lady Gaga, (singing) and
it’s born this way — Jewish, and this way — lesbian. So, | know people
change their religion obviously, but I’m not inclined to do that. (Cate)

In addition to developing resilience and humour, all the participants demonstrated
a sharpness of intellect and a capacity for reflection and making sense of different,
often opposing, socio-political perspectives. This type of critical thinking

demonstrated their intellectual empowerment:

Oh, I’m very sure that “otherness” is what’s informed my thinking.
And you know, it’s a bit like I feel fortunate because | began to
grapple with otherness very early, and so | think that was
advantageous to me... | think | was better able to cope with the

tensions. (Rose)

Ultimately, empowerment is a process of integrating previously disowned aspects
of oneself. For the participants this often took place after many years of being in
denial or at a loss to understand aspects of their own identity as these related to
their religious context. In a manner of speaking, the transformative process that

includes empowerment is akin to individuation and self-realisation:

I think for many years you’re almost in limbo where you’re in denial
about yourself, it’s almost fear of being ““outed’” to the community,
and then you just think “No, there’s more to life”’, and you kind of
slowly but gradually, it’s a slow and gradual process, where you are
slowly more accepting of who you are, | suppose again, getting

stronger within yourself. (Jay)
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Empowerment was hard-won, emerging out of often painful experiences of
oppression and disempowerment. A significant sub-theme, empowerment related
to a greater sense of autonomy, personal power, and self-determination. There
were several salient aspects within the theme, including changed personal politics
(e.g. a shift towards feminism and pluralism), a well-developed sense of humour,

and, more broadly, a process of self-realisation or individuation.

5.4.3.2 The Quest for Authenticity

The participants exhibited a distinct reverence for authenticity, or the degree to
which one could represent one’s true nature and be congruent and genuine. Given
the high regard in which this idea was held, across all the interviews, the sub
theme was labelled as the quest for authenticity. As a starting point within the
theme, the participants frequently displayed an attitude of embracing the range of

human diversity:

I suppose my belief is that people are born, they’ve got very different
circumstances as a result of their birth, and they all have different
attributes, predispositions, and many of them have gifts, right from
being tiny. My core belief is that as human being it’s our duty to kind
of nurture those, and then if they’re developed, to somehow use them

in the interests of other people. That’s what I believe in. (Rose)

Out of suffering in the pre-liminal and liminal states (i.e. depression, stress, and
anxiety), all the participants decided at some stage to dare to be visible, and this
required courage. The experience of eventually finding a way of being true to

oneself, and of being visible, was found to be profound and often life-changing,

bringing about inner peace and a growing self-confidence:

Because 1’d say that for the first time ever, you feel that you’ve been
truthful with yourself. There’s that element of discovering who you
really are again, and the satisfaction you get from it and to know that
being gay isn’t just about sex but it’s about being with somebody,

enjoying their company, and being attracted to somebody of the same
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sex... From that point of view, it was humbling for me to finally be
honest with myself, more than anything else. I’d probably go even
further than just saying it’s humbling - it’s almost peaceful, an inner

peace. With that, you gradually get more confident to be who you are.
(Jay)

All participants realised that not finding a way to live authentically, could have

serious, negative consequences on mental health and well-being:

... iIf you’re going to live your life in total denial, then sooner or later
you are going to go crazy. (Jay)

It was empowering for participants to discover through the earlier liminal states
that their views were not always best represented within organised religions and,

in fact, their stance on many things often emerged as positively harmful:

When the church says “our standpoint is... this”, that sends a clear

message, especially if it’s not of love and inclusion. (Paul)

Participants’ wider socio-political views were also found to be more authentic and

considered in the post-liminal state:

When it comes to religion in general, the equal marriage debate that
raged a couple of years ago was excessively damaging to religion
because you heard the conservative views, and it didn’t matter that a
human being was saying ““actually, | just want to be treated like

everyone else” — this was very damaging for religion. (Paul)

Although authenticity involved a process of self-acceptance, the need to be
“political” continued. For example, challenging others’ use of language continued
and, often, clever reframing helped turn negativity on its head. Participants
described their sexual orientation as “a blessing”, something they prized, and even

as “a gift”:
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Sometimes, | might be teaching nurses or midwives, maybe there’s
two hundred in a class, and if we’re exploring language I’ll say
something about the way kids say “You’re so gay!”” If anyone says to

me “You’re so gay”, | say, “Thank you! It’s a gift!”” (Mark)

Authenticity was thus an important theme. It related to the participants’ sense of
being real and true to themselves and of not complying with tribal expectations or
unquestioningly subjugating to the thoughts and behaviour of others, especially
those encountered within organised religion. Authenticity, being the opposite of
self-alienation, was found to have profound therapeutic, social, and political

consequences that will be discussed further in the next chapter.

5.4.3.3 The Uberwelt

Although there was a plethora of meanings that could be associated with the
Uberwelt and there was no one typical experience, participants made a clear
distinction between spirituality and religion. Regarding belief in a deity, there was
heterogeneity: one participant had become an atheist, one was agnostic, one
remained a full member of an organised religion albeit of a more liberal
denomination, and most participants continued to refer to a belief in some form of
higher power or force. All the participants acknowledged acceptance of their faith
communities to varying degrees and retained aspects of their religious/cultural
identity (e.g. Muslim, Jewish, Catholic). Spirituality was normally understood in
terms of compassion for others, love (divine and/or human), and connectedness.
All the participants described having discovered a different, more evolved

spirituality post-liminality.

Spirituality was often regarded as something deeply personal, such as a personal
life journey or peregrination that involved connectedness, compassion, and a
commitment to helping others. Across the interview data there were detailed,
poignant descriptions of altruism that supported reconstruction of meaning. For

example:
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....on Christmas Eve of the year | was working in that hospital, it was
the first Christmas since about age fourteen that I’d not been to
midnight mass... they asked me to work a night shift and I thought
“Oh no, I’m going to miss midnight mass™ but I said I would do it. |
remember at midnight this bloke rang his buzzer, so | went to his
room. He had terrible diarrhoea, needed a bedpan, needed a bottle,
and as I’m walking out of his room with a bottle of urine and a
bedpan of diarrhoea I’m passing the television and at that very
moment was the consecration — it’s ““the body of Christ, the Blood of
Christ”. Here | am, solids and liquids from a dying person, and that

was a huge, huge change for me... (Mark)

This altruistic attitude contrasted sharply with earlier descriptions of inflexible,
doctrinaire rituals and the cruelty within authoritarian religion that stemmed from

bigotry and dogmatism:

I do notice there’s a huge difference between spirituality and religion,
and | feel that I do lots of good. Spirituality is about helping others

and that’s where my spiritual home is. (Mark)

Participants reflected on some of the “benefits of suffering”, as with the notion of
“redemptive suffering” in many religions, or “post-traumatic growth” in
psychology. Transformation in the Uberwelt was often the direct result of

challenging experiences, and not in spite of them:

... iIf I was to be drawn on what my standpoint is, it’s that society at
large is full of tribes, and all of those are simply distractions, they’re
simply distractions. | don’t think you’ll find *““the path” because of a
group. | certainly found *“the path’ through having been rejected by
groups. (Paul)
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Ironically, the painful experiences of overt prejudice and rejection often served as
a trigger for deeper reflection and soul-searching, ultimately leading to
independent thinking:

When the boot was put in [at the church], that provided the straw that

broke the camel’s back. (Paul)

Essentially, through their lived experiences, participants came to recognise that
spirituality was not limited to, and did not necessarily require, the formal

construction of a hierarchical institution or religious tribe:

Because | guess I’'m talking about feelings, so I don’t feel like I need
to participate, and I don’t feel like I want to pray three times a day,
and all that stuff. (Cate)

When participants no longer felt obliged to conform to the dogmatic and
oppressive structures within heterosexist organised religions, a spiritual
peregrination transpired. Sometimes, this involved an exploration of alternative
spiritualities, albeit with some remnants of guilt associated with disobeying the
rules of their faith community. Explorations of alternative spiritualities led to

discoveries that enabled greater authenticity:

When | left the priesthood and I was living with G, who’d been a nun
for ten years (and she left as well), we were out walking and there was
this psychic fair. Neither of us had ever done that sort of thing before,
Catholics aren’t supposed to do that sort of thing (laughs)... People
were doing reflexology, tarot cards, this, that, and the other... | sat
down with someone doing tarot cards, and in my mind I was thinking,
“Oh God! The Catholic Church! I shouldn’t be doing this!”” As | was
walking away she said “There’s an aura around you™, | think she said
purple and green, and she said “one of those colours means you’re in
a lot of pain, the other one is to do with spirituality”, she said

““you’ve got a very, very strong spirituality’”, and she said ““Now
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you’re going to do things. You’re not going backwards at all.
Whatever you’ve come from it’s not that at all”” and she said “You’re
doing something about healing. Lots of people are going to be
healed”. And I think now when I go into a classroom of two hundred
people, if | can get each of those to walk out and do one bit of good,

that’s two hundred people doing good! (Mark)

One participant described replacing fear with faith, and finding spiritual courage
and strength. She illustrated her understanding of the importance of being
spiritually uncluttered and not carrying responsibility for people’s ignorance. She
described this poetically in terms of “walking on water”:

Well, it’s something I’m unpacking really because going from the
Biblical story of Peter jumping out of the boat and walking on water
to Jesus, when he was afraid he started to sink, so that’s a spiritual
discipline I adhere to. (Pam)

Overall, participants framed spirituality in diverse ways: faith in people, human
connectedness, doing lots of good, faith in the divine and not a single religious
tribe, being “with” others, and being altruistic.

It was evident that the lesbian and gay participants’ experiences of organised
religion were predominantly associated with testing experiences. However, these
experiences were found to prompt the transition from a liminal to a post-liminal
state, and they represented a powerful spur for development and growth. Perhaps
above all, this transition was not just a matter of learning to deal with particular
painful experiences but, instead, of gaining strength, discovering what is
important, and developing a renewed spiritual attitude to life.

5.5 Master Theme 3: Navigating Relationships

This section depicts the participants’ experiences of navigating interpersonal
relationships. Unsurprisingly, this theme weaves all of the other themes and sub-

160



themes together. The significance and frequency of its appearance across the data

corpus necessitated careful attention.

Four main sub-themes were identified within navigating relationships: i)

Attachments, ii) Family systems, iii) Socio-cultural context, iv) Intimacy.

5.5.1 Attachments

The need for attachment relationships was evident across all of the participants’
experiences. Regardless of sexual orientation or religious tribe, participants both
needed and desired attachment relationships. They sought interpersonal support
throughout each of the liminal states described above. Indeed, participants framed
their understanding of organised religion as being basically a need for community.
Consequently, negative community experiences were particularly harmful to

psychological well-being:

People are just there for community. So that’s why the response hurt
so much I think, because suddenly one of those aspects of community

was being denied. It was shattered in that moment. (Paul)

There was insight into the interpersonal nature of many of the problems that
participants encountered because they saw that it was invariably the people within
organised religions that represented the root cause of their suffering, and not

necessarily the organisations themselves:

There’s a very destructive kind of impact of some people. So, it’s the
people in organisations that have such an impact, depending on how
they behave. (Mark)

There was some evidence that people in the religious communities paid lip service

to the notion of acceptance but ultimately demonstrated their prejudice through

the withdrawal of relationships:
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I got messages of support from people within that church but they kept

their distance. Having not gone back I haven’t seen them. (Paul)

There were some particularly shocking examples of interpersonal ruptures that
occurred around the time of participants “coming out”. Not uncommonly, there
could be immediate silence and withdrawal by certain members of the faith group,
who offered no possibility of dialogue or repair. On the other hand, where there
were interpersonal disputes (i.e. when people remained in relationship sufficiently
to at least dispute), they tended to reach an impasse extraordinarily quickly, due to
immovable stereotyping and prejudice. When a religion’s designated “helpers”
demonstrated ignorance, and showed little or no kindness, the effects were

serious, leading to symptoms of depression:

I remember going for a month’s counselling on the mainland and
telling the guy there, the counsellor... That was the first time I’d ever
admitted it to anybody, | must have been probably about thirty-eight,
and | said “I think I might be gay”... It took everything | had to do
[it], but during the course of that month he persuaded me that |

wasn’t. (Pam)

Unsurprisingly, the participants often described their cautiousness in relationships
with others and they developed hyper-vigilance to the threat of judgement and/or
rejection. They also showed relational ambivalence deriving from experiences of
rejection by friends and family members, and their ongoing fear of this occurring

again:

You’ve got to be careful. There’s a strange balance of where you’ve
got to put on a face for the community and society in general, and |
suppose it’s a lot more about not being seen, and nobody talking

about it, definitely. (Jay)

The cumulative effect of religious bigotry could be seen to be social withdrawal,

isolation, sadness, hopelessness, and a chronic sense of not belonging:
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... but whether I can actually be fully me. I mean, I’ve lived on my
own now as | said since 2002, but in one sense | feel that I’ve been on

my own all my life. (Pam)

Even though the withdrawal of relationship had represented significant personal
loss, once this had been worked through and there was a new interpersonal
network, there was real concern expressed about the loss of opportunity for the

faith community they had belonged to:

There is a feeling of just such a missed opportunity for the church -

not for me, but for the church - to change. (Paul)

It has been demonstrated above that heterosexism maintains its power through
“othering”, discounting through silence and silencing. However, finding a
confidant, support, and acceptance was crucially important in crossing the liminal
states and it was notable that support and validation often came from unexpected
sources. In making new positive connections and developing their interpersonal
network, participants could normalise their experiences and become better able to
integrate previously disowned aspects of their identity:

And | suppose then, once I did discover others, and | started making
friends and was able to chat to people, I slowly-slowly met more
people. I remember the first time | actually went to a gay Asian event
that happens once a month — I was just looking around me in this club
and just thinking “There are hundreds of people here, if not

thousands!”” and they’re all in the same situation as myself. (Jay)

The fundamental need for relationships was prominent in the data corpus, with
descriptions of attachment-and-loss permeating it entirely. Making new
connections and developing the interpersonal network was therefore highly
significant. As participants encountered more and more people with whom they
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could identify, and who shared similar experiences, the more normalised their

experiences became, and the greater their confidence grew.

5.5.2 Family Systems

Participants frequently referred to their families and family relationships, and they
all had experiences to share regarding their families” powerful influences and

expectations:

My dad did the family tree, and it was very much “This is the family
tree”, “This is the history”. He traced it back to the seventeenth
century. I’m on that direct line down from the first son of the first son
kind of thing, and the feeling that | wouldn’t be carrying this on was,
back then, a mark of shame - | haven’t taken on the family business
either. (Paul)

The nuclear family was often regarded as a fundamentally heterosexist institution.
Indeed, the use of the word “family” itself was laden with meaning in the data,
and the participants were aware at times of how much their experiences differed
from heterosexual people. For example, there being a certain meaning to the word

family affected Paul:

They [heterosexual people] can use “family”” in the church, or
“family tree”” without thinking about the massive impact of that on

some people. (Paul)

Having talked about his church putting up a sign saying “This is a Family Church!
All Families Are Welcome!”, and about how much of a half-truth this was, Paul
later referred to “family” in a different context, but one that once again involved

an element of not-belonging:

... to me, my family is my sister, niece and nephew, and my brothers-

in-law. That’s family to me. The idea of “community’” and that idea of
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“family” in that way has been coloured | suppose by those

experiences of, well, they will probably reject you after a time. (Paul)

Respecting and venerating one’s parents/primary care-givers, as well as “the
family” and family relationships, was a common finding. Participants longed for
acceptance and dreaded family rejection or disapproval. Both maternal and

paternal figurers appeared equally formidable in this context:

I thought my mother could hate me or she could be really upset, and
one thing | don’t like doing is upsetting my mum... | kind of knew she

wouldn’t like it so | put it off for as long as | could. (Cate)

For the female lesbian participants who had children, there was an added layer of
family and social expectation that they would retain their mothering role and
provide security and stability within the family, at least until the children had
grown-up. Both Rose and Pam felt that they had “lost” many good years as a

result of this:

So okay, | had promised in 1972 to stay in this marital relationship for
ever. | would probably never have said anything. | would have still
kept it under wraps because | didn’t know any gay people. I didn’t

have any outlet. (Pam)

Ultimately though, the notion of family evolved and its meaning was
reconstructed — “family” was redefined. Participants frequently referred to the
existence of an additional “family”, comprised of close friends and partners within
their post-liminal interpersonal network, which became their “family”, a family

through choice rather than birth:
... and the lady leading the worship whom 1I’d never actually met, and

this is a couple of ministers down the line from anyone | remembered,

she said ““Is this someone that you um? ... We will pray for your
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family.” So, I said “This is P. He is my family.”” I’m probably persona

non grata there now too. (Paul)

The family was a powerful system that exerted life-changing influences on
participants. Influence came not only from the people within those systems but
even the wider social meaning attributed to the word “family” could result in
decisions being made about how to live one’s life. The remarkable social norms
pertaining to respecting the family system meant there was often a high price to
pay for disloyalty to it. Although there was some distancing from the family in
some cases, through the formation of families of choice, the participants could
still have close family and kin networks that they valued highly, regardless of the

challenges they faced.

5.5.3 Socio-Cultural Context

The participants’ religious and cultural identities were strongly interconnected but
they were also quite separate and distinct entities. It is noteworthy that culture was
particularly significant for the Pakistani Muslim participant, for whom the

perniciousness of cultural norms resonated more than most:

... homosexuality is forbidden... because those are cultural norms
within society... and because they’re mentioned in some context in
religion then we must live by them, we must abide by them, and it’s
strange because a lot of people who aren’t even religious or believe
anything, when it comes to homosexuality, they’ve already made their
mind up, this is the way it is, there’s no way around it. (Jay)

Jay was aware that being gay was not permitted within the religion of Islam nor in
Pakistani culture, and that this also extended into family and individual values.
Over time, though he did meet other Pakistani gay and lesbian people, this robust

allegiance to cultural identity continued to be observed:
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It’s scary because you’re feeling ““is there something wrong with
me?”” and society telling me as a Muslim | can’t be gay, as a
Pakistani, | can’t be gay, | can’t be attracted to men. But as you grow
older you know there’s a lot more Pakistanis out there that are in the
same situation but the lid’s put on it so much, there’s so much taboo
around the subject that you grow up thinking that you’re the only one
- but there’s a lot more people around you than you actually know.

(Jay)

As a result of the shame and guilt imposed on the participants by the heterosexual
majority, it was necessary for all of them to, at different times, and for differing
periods of time, “pass” as a member of the dominant social group (i.e.
heterosexual “normal’). Hiding one’s sexual orientation was important for
survival, particularly for older participants who lived through a very different
political climate and cultural context in the early part of the second half of the
twentieth century. This resulted in the participants developing a false self and

living inauthentically:

... you focus on keeping everything kind of under control, so you’re
not as straightforward with other people as you want to be, and I find
that particularly difficult because it doesn’t feel honest. I think it was

harmful to a couple of close relationships. (Rose)

There was no one single experience of culture, but rather a complex interplay of

particular cultural norms and religious values that were interconnected:

Because the more you grow up, the more you’re aware, and there are
elements of religion within it, but then I suppose there’s a lot more of
a cultural point of view as well because it comes down to being

respected in the community, and it doesn’t matter at what cost. (Jay)

There were clear social expectations regarding acceptable social presentation,

which were particularly striking in some ethnicities:
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There’s a cultural taboo there... it’s a lot more about keeping the
family happy, keeping the family name going, and being like
everybody else and fitting in to society. Then again, I’d say it’s not
just the South Asian society but Asian communities in general. It’s a
lot more about ““showing face”, and family honour, and the reputation
of the family. So, everything that happens behind closed doors stays
behind closed doors and you’ve got to put on a front, you’ve got to put
on a show for the rest of the world, and | suppose from that point of

view people are living a double life. (Jay)

The earlier finding presented under the heading of heterosexism above, shows
evidence of the existence of some unhelpful practices within the counselling and
therapy worlds. In the struggle to make sense of their identity, people sometimes
seek, or they are forced to undertake, conversion therapies. Conversion therapy
has been strongly denounced within professional psychotherapy and counselling
organisations. One participant understood conversion therapy to be predominantly

informed by the heterosexist and religious notion of “Original Sin”:

... I think it’s a profound belief to say ““We are all born insin™ ... |
think we are all born innocent. I think it has fed the whole kind of re-
education therapy... the conversion therapy — “They’ve just gone
wrong somewhere along the way.” ... | think it’s a really unhelpful

view. (Rose)

Although there was recognition of significant social progress, the memories of

more cruel times surfaced:

... the revolution that’s occurred in my lifetime is phenomenal... |
mean, | had deep paranoia about people knowing my sexual choice,
and that deep paranoia was around having a young child. | feared
for... it’s a very different time... | mean, social services did remove

children because of people’s sexual choice, and | was a member of
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social services department, yeah, so it was very difficult for a few

years. (Rose)

One participant drew on his knowledge of history and likened religion to other
empires, and their inevitable rise and fall. Paul had mixed feelings about the
impending death of the church. On the one hand he expressed some delight but on
the other he seemed genuinely sad to think that religion might have shot itself in

the foot through its lack of openness and acceptance of diversity:

It’s tried to keep itself going, as with ideas and empires, you have this
period where they grow and they’re relevant and they speak to people,
and then they get institutionalised and the message gets diluted and
they become irrelevant and they decay and die. The church to me has
been trying to keep itself going for far longer than it should have
because its time has passed. It’s very much passed, but | suppose you
have to be outside the church to see that really. (Paul)

In a changing Western cultural context, participants reflected on the future of
religious institutions and the long-term effects of rejecting people. Paul

considered the Christian church to be dying:

... if the church was a family pet, it would have been put down by now.
Things go in cycles [and] and | wouldn’t mourn its passing because

I’ve already mourned it. (Paul)
Religion and culture were inextricably linked for all of the participants, with each
element informing the other. However, not all cultural groups were the same, and

it was obvious that these experiences were context-dependent and influenced by a

complex interplay of unique cultural specificities.

5.5.4 Intimacy
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The realisation that previously significant interpersonal relationships were
actually quite fickle and unreliable, triggered symptoms of depression in the
participants. The loss of intimacy due to a sudden indifference or withdrawal of
intimacy was experienced as interpersonally catastrophic at the time, although

healing was possible later:

You just don’t expect it to be the people that you feel you know... It
mattered very much. And I think, I’ll say it again, that it’s because |

counted him as a friend. (Paul)

The punitive withdrawal of intimacy could be expressed both verbally and non-

verbally, as described in the earlier sub-theme of silence:

... it was both verbal and non-verbal. Although the verbal was simply
“Oh!”” the non-verbal was a very palpable sense of turning away,
even though he didn’t quite turn away. It was... yeah, his energy

turned away. (Paul)

There were several descriptions of the regrettable failure of love relationships due
to anxiety, preoccupation, guilt, and shame. For one participant this led to such a

sense of hopelessness that isolation was preferential:

... I mean, I could probably fairly easily be a hermit, or a

contemplative nun. (Pam)

There were numerous moving descriptions of intimate, same-sex love
relationships developing within the context of organised religion but these were
described as being secretive or forbidden. Love relationships were spoken of as
highly risky, “a love that dare not speak its name”. However, on the plus side, this

secrecy created an intensity of experience that seemed curiously romantic:

... we were in this sort of society under a microscope really, you

weren’t really anonymous. You couldn’t be anonymous. People would
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know what you were doing so, | mean, we knew there was an
attraction, but it was very difficult... the only thing that was physically
manifested was kissing, when the opportunity arose, which wasn’t
very often, and she didn’t want to go any further than that. (Pam)

Where same-sex intimacy simply could not be achieved or expressed through
physical or sexual contact, there was a huge sense of frustration and loss that,

again, resulted in depressive symptoms:

... she went back to NZ and I felt completely frustrated. She
subsequently divorced her husband, but I lost touch with her, she
didn’t want to be in touch. I got to the state where | was just at rock-

bottom really. (Pam)

The fact that same sex intimacy was so forbidden in some cultural contexts meant
participants were more vulnerable to abuse and were unable to get any help

because of the taboo nature of their relationship in the first place:

| suppose my ex-partner knew I couldn’t confide in other people... |
was in a relationship and | wanted to make the best of it, and again, |
couldn’t confide in anybody... I think I was afraid almost to put an
end to it, because | was thinking “What if he tells my family?”” or if he
does this or does that, there’s a million things but | suppose for me
then it was again, the lack of confidants around me or people I could

confide in. (Jay)

On the other hand, there were more hopeful descriptions of intimacy in the post-
liminal state. Furthermore, details of inclusive religious groups on social media
and representation at national Pride events opened up more possibilities for

meeting people:

There’s TA Pride and there’s even a J Pride, and there’s a lot of gay

Jewish people out there, and | just haven’t really spoken to them for
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some reason. | have a sense that if my relationship ever broke down, |
would start getting into that world, but at the moment | don’t feel that
I need to. (Cate)

One participant preferred to think about intimacy wholly in relation to other
people and did not associate intimacy with religion in any way. For her, intimacy

was the preserve of interpersonal relationships:

The church doesn’t do it for me. For me, it’s not got an intimacy.
People often talk about religion, and talk about an intimacy, but it’s
never had an intimacy for me, never. Intrusiveness, yes, yeah? Public
accountability, yeah right? But it’s never held intimacy for me, no,
never. And you know, possibly it would only be if I found something
that did that, that would begin to help me sort out the question of do |
have a faith or not. In the agenda of my life, I don’t know if it’s an
item for this lifetime. (Rose)

Intimacy within interpersonal relationships was a sensitive theme that contained
moving accounts of challenges and opportunities. There was no one right or
wrong way of navigating the specific problems encountered in organised religion
but there was evidence of changing attitudes and hope, with various religious

groups offering opportunities for anyone with knowledge of them.

5.6 Thematic Divergences

There were a number of notable thematic divergences that need to be highlighted.
Although there is probably no one type of Muslim gay experience, or Jewish
leshian experience, participants broadly shared experiences of religious tribalism,
liminal processes, and navigating relationships, and these were idiosyncratic.
Experiences were nuanced, set within cultural and family systems, and always

dependent on context.

Most notably, there were divergences within the subthemes. There was a

particular type of shame associated with Islam, a particular type of judgement
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associated with Judaism, a particular type of power associated with Catholicism, a
particular use of silence associated with Protestantism, and a particular type of
betrayal associated with the Church of England.

5.7 Summary

This Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis explored lesbian and gay people’s
experiences of organised religion with openness, sensitivity and reflexivity. A
total of six participants took part in the research including three lesbian women
and three gay men, and their recounting of their experiences produced a rich data
corpus. Each of the Abrahamic religions of Islam, Judaism, and Christianity were
represented. Three main themes and related sub-themes were determined through

detailed data analysis.

The participants’ experiences were dependent on a number of influencing factors,
including: time-and-place, type of religion and denomination, political and
cultural context, personal characteristics, quality of interpersonal networks, and
nature of available support. The next chapter will discuss these findings in more

depth and relate them to the extant literature.
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Chapter 6: Discussion

6.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the findings of the research and articulates their position
within the context of the broader literature. The main aim of the research was to
explore six lesbian and gay people’s experiences of three organised religions, and
to consider the implications they have for psychotherapy. Three major themes
were determined in analysing the data: i) Religious tribalism, ii) Liminal

Processes, iii) Navigating Relationships.

In conjunction with my critical research friends, | decided that, given the large
amount of data, in order to maintain clarity, accessibility, and succinctness, the
findings and discussion chapters should be approached separately rather than as
one combined chapter. This offers a better opportunity to articulate the position of
the findings within the context of the literature and ensures that key points are not
lost within excessive amounts of text. The findings are positioned within a
growing corpus of literature that explores leshian and gay people’s lived
experiences of religious institutions. It is accepted practice within IPA research to
return to the literature after data analysis has been completed in order to add depth

and breadth to the discussion:

It is in the nature of IPA that the interview and analysis will have
taken you into new and unanticipated territory. (Smith, Flowers &
Larkin, 2009: 113)

6.2 Background

In chapter two, the literature review strongly supported the view that lesbian and
gay people frequently experience prejudice and discrimination in the context of
organized religion (Bent-Goodley & Fowler, 2006). From a psychotherapy
perspective, | agree that that people live within a stream of time and that

experiences are a product of who they have been and what they have learned
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throughout that stream of time in relationship with others (Moursund & Erskine,
2004). Therefore, my view is that human beings are fundamentally interactive
rather than monadic, hence the well-known adage:

There is no such thing as a baby... A baby cannot exist alone but is

essentially part of a relationship. (Winnicott, 1960: 586).

It follows then that | consider human motivation in non-static terms, recognising it
is multifaceted and context-dependent. As an integrative psychotherapist, |
maintain an interest in a range of developmental constructs that underline the
power of the relationship as the primary motivational force, and as the way in
which core beliefs about self and others are cultivated (Fairbarn, 1954; Winnicott,
1960; Stern, 1985). | therefore place the relationship at the centre of my view of

human beings:

In the beginning is relation. (Buber, 1958: 18)

I recognise that all needs, and therefore motivational forces, are inseparable from

the overarching and fundamental need for relationship:

All through our lives, in one way or another, this need and search
continues. (Lapworth, Sills & Fish, 2001: 38)

Although different types of therapy emphasise different aspects of the
relationship, integrative psychotherapy recognises that all psychotherapies to
some extent acknowledge the centrality of the relationship as the primary

motivational force, and vehicle for change (Norcross & Lambert, 2011).

Upon closer examination, it is apparent that the major themes emerging from this
study are greater than the sum of their parts, and a dynamic relationship exists
between them. | agree with Riggs and das Nair (2012), who caution against
reducing the issues faced by non-heterosexual people to simple, essential, pre-

determined characteristics. Similarly, 1 suggest that it is helpful to recognise the
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complexities lying between the major themes, being as they are also context-

dependent.

Exploring the intersection of religion and sexual orientation is complex and can
often be perceived differently depending on one’s position within or outside any
given religious and/or psychotherapy framework. On reflection, | wholeheartedly
agree with Rosik, Griffith, and Cruz (2007), who recommend particular sensitivity
when exploring these intersecting identities, especially that of heterosexism and

conservative religion.

I acknowledged earlier that omitting a number of different types of stigmatised
and marginalised identities within this research (e.g. BDSM) could, by
implication, be seen as contributing to the marginalisation of these groups.
However, to maintain a certain degree of homogeneity, as required by the research
design for a detailed interpretative phenomenological analysis of the data, only
leshbian and gay participants were included. It was apparent from reading widely
and simply asking people, that gay men and lesbian women largely embrace the

terms “gay” and “leshian” respectively, and so this was the terminology used.

6.3 Terminology and Language

, “gay”,
“gay and lesbian”, “LGBT”, “queer”, “sexual minorities”, “minority sexualities”,

As discussed in the introduction, finding the right (e.g. “homosexual

“sexual diversities”, “non-heterosexual”) terminology was often challenging, with
convincing arguments being made for and against the use of each of these in
different contexts. | agree that the contemporary term gender and sexual
diversities (GSD) is particularly helpful and inclusive, but it is often used
unwittingly to mean leshian, gay, and bisexual. In fact, Davies’ (2012) intention
in promoting GSD was to encompass the entire gamut of sexual and gender

identities.

The complex dance of language and terminology adds further support to
arguments against definitively pinning-down identities and in favour of adopting
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greater fluidity in understanding diverse sexualities and genders identities (das
Nair & Butler, 2012). As a practising psychotherapist | am often most helpfully
guided by the language clients use to refer to themselves and their own identities,
and | attempt to open up dialogue around this, considering it “grist for the
therapeutic mill” (Yalom, 2001).

The process of grappling with terminology that took place throughout the data
analysis highlights the potential tyranny of language, and was rarely
straightforward. This complexity was especially evident in my caution when
labelling themes whose titles could be seen to lean towards the negative.
However, participants did describe experiencing frequent homonegativity, and
they themselves tended to interpret their experiences of religious institutions
negatively. As previously discussed, in a dualistic conception of the human being,
the mind and body are seen as polar opposites where the mind is more often
closely associated with the spiritual and the divine, and the body is viewed as a
repository of corrupting desires — a vehicle for sinfulness that must be controlled
by the mind (Ellingson & Green, 2002). In attempting to stay close to
participants’ lived experiences, | have therefore labelled themes in a way that
attempted to capture the music behind their words, and something of the negative

tone that was communicated.

6.4 Religious Tribalism

The theme of “religious tribalism” depicted the participants’ psychosocial and
political contexts, and portrayed organised religion as essentially tribal. The theme
represented the religious, socio-political backdrop of the participants’ lived
experiences. Invariably, choices have to be made when labelling themes and | am
aware that an alternative way of thinking about this major theme might be
“religious community”. However, religious tribalism was thought to be a more
accurate depiction, due to the distinct presence of powerful kinship groups that
shared explicit theological world views. Within the theme of religious tribalism, it
became clear that boundaries existed to demarcate who, and what, was permitted,
and equally, who, and what, was not permitted.

178



The religious tribes all had clear inclusion and exclusion criteria and codes of
conduct, which were determined by nominated tribal leaders. These systems were
governed by rules and regulations set out in what I referred to as “The Book”,
from which all religious doctrine was interpreted. Yip (2014) points out that for
many nonreligious people in secular societies, religion is perceived as a
constraining and restrictive force, antithetical to values such as personal liberty,
diversity, and pluralism. From this perspective it appears that the intersection of
religion and sexuality brings tension and conflict and non-religious people are
often mystified as to why anyone would choose to align themselves with
institutions that restrict the full expression of one’s true self and humanity.

However, it is helpful to note:

This is of course a simplistic and exaggerated account of the intricate
relationship between religion and sexuality, underscored by the
“secularism-democracy-choice” ideological nexus. (Yip, 2014: 119)

The empirical basis for the negative discourse is undeniable, as seen within
my own findings, but, since integrative therapists normally take a more
pluralistic perspective in their own processes of theoretical integration, it is
important to be aware that there are other narratives that encapsulate
expressions of assimilation too. The discussion that follows, especially
regarding post-liminal transformation (6.5.3), highlights the potential that
does exist for powerful and positive trajectories away from conflict and

tension and towards integration and growth.

6.4.1 Indoctrination

The participants described having been indoctrinated (i.e. socialised) into their
faith groups from an early age, and compliance with doctrine was therefore
necessary to their survival. It was clear that indoctrination took the form of rote
learning and a recitation of the rules that discouraged critical thinking or freedom
of thought. It was apparent that education took place both informally (e.g. within

the home), and in more formal settings (e.g. “Sunday Schools™). Learning the
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rules was rewarded and positively reinforced through literal rewards (e.g. prize-
giving days) and psychological ego strokes (e.g. affirming or silencing). It could
be argued that this type of cognitive programming represented a form of early

“brainwashing”.

Over time participants became increasingly independent and began to think for
themselves, often questioning dogmatic thought. Kubicek, et al. (2009) discuss
the challenges of emerging adulthood and highlights that the main foci at this
stage are self-development, the beginnings of self-sufficiency, and the
achievement of greater independence. On the other hand, there was a positive
aspect to indoctrination in that, for some participants, it seemed to provide helpful
moral guidance that could be usefully applied to a wider social context, resulting
in a sense of enhanced social responsibility. Having said that, the participants did
point out that perhaps, when seen from a more humanistic perspective, such moral
values do not need to be understood in terms of religious constructs because they
occur naturally in human beings. Linked to this point, it has been well established
in the United States, for example, that many young people who attended religious
services frequently, reduced their participation in the late teens and early twenties
(Gallup & Lindsay, 1999; Hoge, Johnson & Luidens, 1993).

On the other hand, religious participation can be seen to increase again in an
individual’s late twenties, as young people settle down geographically and
socially (Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy & Waite, 1995). Arnett (2002) argues that in the
West today emerging adults view religion with greater scepticism and place
greater value on personal beliefs and individual experiences - this is often termed
“a congregation of one”. Exploration is considered central to one’s development
during emerging adulthood (Erikson, 1968). According to Arnett (2002) the focus
for most emerging adults is on forming a distinctive set of beliefs about religious
issues. Several studies suggest that deciding on one’s own beliefs and values is
viewed by young people as one of the most important criteria in becoming an
adult (Arnett, 2002; Greene, Wheatley & Aldava, 1992; Roof, 1993).

“Belonging” and “not-belonging” are stark features of indoctrination within

religious tribalism. Even before the issue of sexual-orientation is considered, there

180



appears to be antagonism between different denominations within tribes.
Denominating one’s own particular tribal group appears to play an important role
in establishing identity. There are rules about which denominations (or sub-tribes)
are or are not compatible with each other, based on their particular doctrines.
Loyalty to one’s own tribe is highly regarded and crossing-over to join a different
one is frowned upon. Interestingly, research in the social sciences itself has tended
to perpetuate “otherness” by studying lesbian and gay people in relation to how
they contrast with other religious people and groups (Rodriguez, 2010). It is only
relatively recently that researchers have begun to take a more pluralistic
perspective, recognising that many lesbian and gay people also lead active
religious lives (Barret & Barzan, 1998).

The findings of this research project support the view that members of organised
religions tend to construct negatives around sex and sexuality, in some cases
almost to the point of obsession. Melton (1991) found that 72% of surveyed
Christian religious organisations condemned homosexuals and homosexuality as
an abomination. This type of anti-gay prejudice resulted in lesbian and gay people
believing that their difference was shameful and sinful. More recent research
suggests the situation has not much improved, and that the process of positive
LGB identity development is significantly challenged when LGB youth are
exposed to invalidating messages or intolerance (Meyer & Dean, 1998). Messages
can be homonegative, including rejecting content, or homophobic, including both
rejecting and fear-based content (Mayfiled, 2001; Meyer & Dean, 1998;
Newcomb & Mustanski, 2010). Although religion is generally associated with
positive psychosocial outcomes, sexual minorities may feel rejected by their
religion or may cease involvement with them, entirely due to the conflict with

their sexual minority status (Cotton et al., 2006).

The struggle that lesbian and gay people have encountered as a result of the
essentialist versus constructionist debate on homosexuality has been well
documented (Warner, 1995), and Lukenbill (1998) further a call for social justice
(in the USA) by sharing the affirmative view that gay and lesbian people are

people equally “made in the image of God”. Given society itself continues to be
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influenced by many religious values, psychotherapists, being part of this wider
social system, may be somewhat unaware of how these influences play out in a

therapeutic context.

There are clear parallels between the development of heterosexism in religious
and psychotherapeutic training (i.e. indoctrination) and the continuingly apparent
lack of attention being paid to LGBT cultural competence within core training
courses. This is cause for concern. A salient UK-based research study found that
17% of counsellors would actually agree to help a client supress their same sex
attractions (Bartlett et al., 2009). Bowers, Minichiello, and Plummer (2010) argue
that psychotherapists often position themselves somewhere between an
affirmative healthy lifestyle model of gender and sexual diversity, and a
culturally-rooted, religious-based heterosexist system of attitudes and beliefs.
Therefore, psychotherapists who lean towards prevailing heterosexist constructs
could arguably help lesbian and gay clients more by improving their
understanding of intersectionality and identity integration.

6.4.2 Orthodoxy and Dogmatism

In this research project, religious orthodoxy was strongly connected with
dogmatism and rigid rules for living that were prescribed by the religious group.
Tribal laws were reinforced and perpetuated by both the leaders and members of
the various tribes and the consequences of not conforming to the rules were
unambiguous, representing a real threat to the self-in-relationship. Invariably, the
academic work | have consulted was carried out in the West and therefore comes
from a Western cultural frame of reference (Rodriguez, 2010). Notably, other,
non-Western, cultures can be even less tolerant in cases when, for example,
concerns about keeping the family intact add an additional dimension of pressure
(Adamczyk & Cheng, 2014). Islam certainly frames homosexuality within a more
rigid, negative discourse of deviation, but, at the same time, more tolerant
attitudes, such as those within Buddhist social contexts, can be found (Siraj,
2012).
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There was a significant degree of selective interpretation and ambiguity within
organised religion regarding religious doctrine. Even though tribal chiefs were
seen as authoritarian and powerful, they all too often appeared to hold a degree of
ambiguity, and would selectively disregard aspects of doctrine whenever
convenient. In some ways, this helped participants begin to question “the truth”
that had been instilled in them and, as they observed the possibility for re-
interpretation, the intrinsic flexibility of interpreted meanings became more

apparent.

Ultimately, dogmatism and orthodoxy were found to be inconsistent and often
contradictory - different people at different levels of authority selected and used
scriptural texts for their own convenience. This aspect of organised religion was
perceived as punitive and, as discussed later in section 6.7, could result in
relational trauma, poor mental health, and body shame. For most participants, a
growing awareness of these consequences over time led to the development of a
more mature critical thinking perspective, and to a rejection of rigid
fundamentalism that was largely ego-dystonic. As Super and Jacobson (2012)
point out, when a place of perceived sanctuary is turned against lesbian and gay
people, or when they are rejected, the inevitable result is significant mental
distress.

Perhaps as a direct result of my own experiences of both religious doctrine and
core psychotherapy training, | have often reflected on the many commonalities
between the two institutions. I would therefore encourage therapists to hold a
healthy intellectual wariness of all theoretical dogma and reject single-model
approaches in favour of a plurality of perspectives. The developments in
psychotherapy are positive, and the profession appears to increasingly balance art,
science, and philosophy in order to avoid being too dogmatic, and the shift

towards plurality is encouraging.

Schmidt (2011) is especially critical of psychotherapy and uses rather archaic
analytic texts to argue from a conservative, religious perspective that:
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Psychotherapy fits more reasonably into the category of religion.
Those who look at psychotherapy from an analytical and research
point of view have long suspected the religious nature of
psychotherapy. (Schmidt, 2011: 361)

Taking a radical stance, he accused Freud of attempting to destroy the spirituality
of man by reducing religion to illusion and neurosis (Schmidt, 2011). However,
some equally antiquated quotes from the work of Carl Jung do certainly provide
food for thought, especially in the context of this research project that invites
therapists to be aware of the similarities between psychotherapy and religion, and

to reconsider positions that may, potentially, be socially-constructed:

Religions are systems of healing for psychic illness... That is why
patients force the psychotherapist into the role of priest, and expect
and demand of him that he shall free them from their distress. That is
why we psychotherapists must occupy ourselves with problems
which, strictly speaking, belong to the theologian. (Jung, 1933/1969:
246)

Cormier-Otano and Davies (2012) point out that almost all developmental models
and most counselling and psychotherapy theoretical models privilege
heterosexuality, both as a social norm and as a sign of psychological health. It is
also the case that most counsellors and psychotherapists are unlikely to be
specifically trained to work with gender and sexual diversities (Davies, 2007).
Good practice requires subtle curiosity and an exploration of the nuances of a
client’s lived-experience. Lesbian and gay clients often present with experiences
that are not so different from those presented by other clients, but the social
context does create a different dimension, with a multiplicity of complex

associated aspects.
Unfortunately, when one of the participants sought the help of a counsellor she

experienced stigma within this professional relationship and, rather than being

helped, she felt further marginalised. It seemed this was the consequence of the
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counsellor maintaining an unhelpful heterosexist perspective. This kind of ill-
considered approach can have dire consequences for lesbian and gay clients who
have already experienced stigma in organised religion, and, if therapists can
reflect on the potential consequences of perpetuating socially conservative norms
this could improve clinical outcomes. The most common recommendation in the
literature appears to be for heterosexual therapists working with lesbian and gay
clients to learn about models of LGBT identity development (Worthington et al.,
2002).

6.4.3 Patriarchy and Hegemonic Masculinity

On the whole, religious tribes are systems in which men held the primary
positions of power and are privileged over women in this respect. There was no
doubt that men held a distinct social advantage in the lives of participants,
controlling the finances of community estates and associated properties, and being
the primary source of moral and religious authority. In fact, a notable finding of
the present study was the extent to which patriarchy was connected with
hegemonic masculinity, and gay male participants noticed the threats associated
with not being “male enough”, as they were frequently reminded of the “real

man” status quo.

Ellis (2012) discussed hegemonic masculinity as being an idealised and culturally
dominant form of masculinity in which men are strongly encouraged to embody
characteristics such as aggressiveness, strength, drive, and ambition. In addition to
this, they often appear to be required to dominate other males whilst subordinating
females. Connell (1987) argued that rather than being a description of “a real
man”, these characteristics reflect an aspirational goal expressed through a set of
social norms. It is not difficult to see how these norms are then perpetuated and
reinforced by representations in the media of the male hero (Speer, 2005).
Although the field of gender theory has moved beyond simply examining
hegemonic masculinity, and scholars now discuss the multiplicity of masculinities
and femininities, Ellis (2012) pointed out the archetypal form of masculinity (i.e.

the strong, dependable, stoic man) remains the most highly valued type.
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Although patriarchy and male privilege were prevalent across the particular
organised religions included in this research, there was evidence of some progress
in the evangelical Christian denomination in which one female participant had
secured a leadership role as an elder in the church. However, even this participant
felt stifled by the powerful patriarchy that existed, and she certainly had to “pass”
as heterosexual, projecting a false impression of female domesticity to ensure
acceptance. Furthermore, she had to demonstrate subservience to her husband,
who was not an elder, in the traditional way. He could assume authority over her

simply by virtue of his being male.

Reflecting on the principal role of scripture within organised religion it seems
that, as much as the selective and interpreted text can be seen as perpetuating
“textual violence” against lesbian and gay people, it could similarly be argued that
the same principle applies to its attack on women. According to Yip (2011)
feminist, black, post-colonial, and liberation theologies have each attempted to
contest boundaries previously legitimized by patriarchal, sexist hermeneutics.
Siraj (2012) pointed out that, whilst there is a growing interest in the lives of
Muslim homosexuals, they have tended to focus exclusively on the lives of gay

men, with only a few studies including Muslim lesbian women.

6.4.4 “The Book”

Every religion had a primary text of doctrine or a Holy Book around which their
systems were organised. “The Book” provided a fundamental locus of evaluation
and source of meaning. Yip (2011) described the Abrahamic religions as
scriptural religions with written texts operating as the main source of teaching on
sexual morality. He suggests that religious texts constitute the foundations of
censure on homosexuality, though they are not the exclusive source of this. The
fact that radical lesbian and gay theologians refer to certain selected pieces of
scripture as “texts of terror” that commit “textual violence” against non-
heterosexual believers, subjecting them to “Biblical terrorism”, is somewhat

predictable and, based on the findings of my research, not at all inaccurate.
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It was obligatory for participants to have a thorough knowledge of their primary
religious text (“The Book™) and, perhaps surprisingly, there was found to be a
deep respect for and cherishing of the book amongst them. The book had
profound significance for participants, having provided a meaningful connection
to many childhood experiences. It provided a kind of security in its predictability,
creating the base from which identity was formed, and it offered consistency in an
uncertain world. The book itself could be seen to provide a form of “secure base”
because it provided clear boundaries, and was a kind of solid reliable “other”.
However, the religious texts were found to be (mis)used as the root of prejudice,
and the interpretation of the books’ contents appeared to give permission to
discriminate and reject those who were perceived to be non-compliant. Some
religious groups chose to interpret key texts in particularly conservative ways
whilst others took a more liberal position. Helminiak (1994) highlights the
multiplicity of doubtful translations of religious texts over many years and across
theistic religions. This, it is argued, has resulted in generations of people whose

beliefs and values are unreliably informed (ibid.).

Female participants could not help noticing the Holy Books’ booming silence on
the topic of same sex love and attraction between women at the same time as they
explicitly forbid it between men. The fact that religion interpreted lesbian
sexuality solely in relation to the rules regarding male sexuality was seen as
patriarchal and as reinforcing male dominance. Yip (2010a) noted this in the
literature too, suggesting the majority of research literature emerges from a gay
standpoint and much less from a lesbian one. The ways in which texts were seen
to be misinterpreted, often by men, created something of a tension for
participants, both intellectually and emotionally. In the process of realising this,
they developed healthier critical thinking and their approaches to the primary texts

matured.
Overall, the participants involved in this project held deep respect for the Holy

Scriptures within organised religion while, at the same time, they acknowledged

the potential bigotry stemming from widespread misinterpretation. Das Nair and
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Thomas (2012) make an important point for psychotherapy practice in
highlighting the fact that many clients from religious backgrounds already have a
sound conceptual grasp of their own and others’ interpretations of religious texts.
They suggest the challenge for therapists is to work more with affect as it relates

to the process of cognitive integration of alleged incompatible identities.

6.5 Liminal Processes

This labelling of this main theme was chosen because the concept of “liminal
processes” accurately depicts threshold, or transitionary, type experiences. Land,
Meyer, and Baillie (2010) describe liminality as a “suspended state” or “stuck
place”. Their discussion of liminality referred specifically to learners but, to my
mind, there are sufficient similarities with the participants’ experiences to make
use of this construct. Taking a sociological perspective, Land, Meyer, and Baillie
pointed out that, as people cross thresholds there can be not only exhilaration but
also a strong sense of being unsettled and of shifting identity, or paradoxically, a
sense of loss. Cousin (2006) likens the liminal space to the transition from
childhood to adulthood (i.e. adolescence): an unstable space in which a person
oscillates between old and emergent understandings/identities, and this is a

helpful example of a threshold experience.

Cousin (2006) argued that when a person enters the liminal state, they are engaged
in a “project of mastery”, unlike those individuals who remain in a state of pre-
liminality in which understandings can be described as being, at best, vague.
Land, Meyer, and Baille (2010) proposed a relational view of liminality and
described it as a journey through pre-liminal, liminal, and post-liminal states.
They emphasised that, rather than being linear and ordered, “these threshold
concepts have a degree of recursiveness, and oscillation” (ibid.). However, for the
purposes of this discussion, these liminal processes are presented sequentially.

From a therapeutic perspective, | agree we can never absolutely know the

subjective world of the infant, since what we know is based on observation

(Moursund & Erskine, 2004). However, | recognise the consensus regarding what
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infants do appear to experience in their formative months of life. Most striking is
the task the infant has to discover the difference between what is and what is not
self, both physically and psychologically (Stern, 1988). At around six months old,
the infant is said to begin to recognise that they are a separate being from their
mother, that there are other individuals in the world, and that they need to learn
how to interconnect with them. This process of “separation-individuation”, or
what in my opinion should more accurately be called “separation-connection”
(Moursund & Erskine, 2004: 36), is the basic building block in the formation of
personality and the sense of self (Bowlby, 1969; Stern, 1985; Mahler, 1975).
From this perspective, as the infant increasingly experiences itself as being
separate, it also increasingly experiences itself as being in contact. However, |

agree that this view of early object relations takes us only so far:

... to the point of recognising that where the ego is, objects must be.
(Benjamin, 1995: 1).

Merleau-Ponty (1962) highlighted the alienating consequences of over-valuing
objectivity and presented a vision of human relations rooted in a cooperative
intersubjectivity. For me, phenomenology from this perspective can be understood

as:

... an expression of surprise at the inherence of the self in the world
and in others, a description of this paradox and permeation, and an
attempt to make us see the bond between subject and world, subject
and others, rather than to explain it. (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 58).

Stern (1985) described how the infant builds up over time a “representation of
interactions that have become generalised” (RIGS) from the repetition of similar
experiences in a relationship. | recognise that these become a blueprint for certain
expectations of future experiences within relationships. As an integrative
relational psychotherapist, | equally value the idea of the core interpersonal
schema (Beitman, 1992) because this concept captures how human beings

internalise significant relationships throughout their lives, and form patterns of
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beliefs and fantasy about themselves in relation to others. Murphy and Gilbert
(2000) point out that the core interpersonal schema shapes our subjective
experiencing and, furthermore, the quality of the affective tone between people.

Having set out these constructs, | will continue to discuss them in relation to the

sub-themes within the context of participants’ wider threshold experiences.

6.5.1 Pre-liminal: Encountering the Problem

The “pre-liminal” state depicted participants’ experiences of encountering the
“problem” of being gay or leshian while living within organised religion. In this
state there was mounting awareness of a dissonance between innate same-sex
attraction and the learned perception, existing within the faith community, that
this attraction was wrong and prohibited. Recognising that other people viewed
homosexuality and religion as oxymoronic created incongruence, stress, and
internal psychological tensions. This in turn presented participants with a major

existential dilemma - i.e. “Who am 1?” and “What does this mean for me?”

Herek and McLemore (2013) pointed out that despite shifts towards greater
acceptance in some societies prejudice against sexual minorities persists and
leshbian and gay people continue to be widely stigmatized. They argue that
heterosexuals’ negative attitudes are better understood in terms of “sexual
prejudice” than as “homophobia” because the latter implies an individual’s
irrational fear rather than something that is a manifestation of cultural stigma. It is
intriguing, as Herek and McLemore (2013) also note, that whilst many other
forms of prejudice have been addressed in society, sexual prejudice remains

pervasive.
The impact of experiences for participants upon their interpersonal relationships

should not, in my view, be underestimated. It may be helpful to recall the work of
Mitchel (1988) who said:
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At the core of the repressed is not a trauma, a memory, or an impulse,
but a relationship... which could not be contained in awareness and in

continuity with other experiences of self. (Mitchell, 1988: 27)

I hold the view that human beings are powerfully motivated by a need for
recognition and our capacity to recognise others in return makes mutual

recognition possible.

6.5.1.1 Heterosexism

Heterosexism was found to be a substantial sub-theme within the pre-liminal state
and it appears to be something of an inescapable social ideology. Herek (2004)
pointed out that religion, and more especially conservative religions, have been
shown across numerous studies to be highly potent predictors of heterosexism.
Participants described their experiences of heterosexism in a number of ways that
demonstrated it being acted-out both implicitly and explicitly. Male leaders within
organised religion were found to be principally responsible for propagating the

heterosexist position, propelled as they were by their need to maintain power.

The danger of heterosexism and heteronormativity is that it invariably leads to the
stigmatising and ostracizing of gay and lesbian people. Rosik, Griffith, and Cruz
(2007) expand upon Allport and Ross’s (1967) work in distinguishing intrinsic
and extrinsic faith and they argued that both forms are positively linked with
heterosexism. Rowatt and Schmitt (2003) claim that intrinsic “religiosity-
homophobia” is a predictor of restricted sexuality across multiple cultures because
members of organised religions tend to internalise their teachings and values, as
opposed to these just reflecting personal or social needs, as is the case with

extrinsic religiosity.

Heterosexism in organised religion was inescapable and the participants were left
with no doubt about their religious institution’s position. This heterosexism
operated largely through a dual process of invisibility/silence and attack, and it

was expressed in a multiplicity of ways. Essentially, as long as their same sex
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attraction remained invisible, participants were safe from overt attack. However,
when their sexuality became visible and known, participants became more
vulnerable and the interpersonal dynamics changed. The empirical research
continues to show that the preoccupation with carnality persists not only within
the Christian church but across other religious faiths too, highlighting a tension
between the dominant sexual discourse and lived experiences (Machacek &
Wilcox, 2003; Morgan & Lawton, 2007).

In my research, participants were often only able to learn about their own
emerging sexuality through the lens of heterosexism and heterosexual people.
There were no obvious LGBT role-models for them, and no messages of love or
acceptance coming from within organised religion. This induced a sense of
powerlessness, which left them compliant with majority norms. In subjugating
themselves to the dominant powers, participants surrendered to anti-gay prejudice
and the expectation that they would remain silent, which perpetuated that
prejudice. Herek & McLemore (2013) pointed out that since it is possible to
remain “silent” and conceal sexual-orientation heterosexual people can often form
relationships with sexual minorities without knowing about it, and this perpetuates
prejudice. Sowe, Taylor, and Brown (2017) found that a greater exposure to
religious anti-gay prejudice predicated greater mental health problems. They
concluded that exposure to anti-gay religious prejudice is strongly associated with
threats to wellbeing and that opposing lesbian and gay sexuality on religious
grounds is a high predictor of detrimental life outcomes including increased
stress, shame, anxiety, and dependencies.

Festinger (1957) suggested that holding two conflicting cognitions is both
psychologically and emotionally uncomfortable, producing a negative mental
state. Cooper and Fazio (1984) claimed that people try to get rid of dissonance in
order to achieve their preferred state of consonance. This is particularly the case
when dissonance is rooted in a person’s self-concept (Jones, 1985). Szymanski
and Chung (2003) point out that internalised heterosexism takes place when anti-
gay attitudes get retroflected, leading to low self-esteem and internal conflict. As a

consequence of this, many lesbian and gay often people abandon their faith
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entirely and can no longer even endorse religion in order to internally accept their

sexuality (Wagner, 1994).

The stigma surrounding same-sex attraction was inescapable for the participants
because it was preached by religious leaders from powerful platforms. In many
cases, particularly in Islam, same sex attraction was designated to the realms of
taboo, and this ideology was difficult to challenge as it was inextricably linked to
interpretations of “The Book”. Crocker (1995) pointed out that being stigmatised
by a social group inevitably results in rejection because the stigmatised person is
seen to have an attribute that compromises their humanity. Again, the centrality of
stigma to a person’s self-identity directly relates to the extent of the impact this
stigma has upon them. Yip (1997b) found strong evidence that the Christian
church stigmatises lesbian and gay people, and describes the main strategies that
people use to manage it, including: attacking the stigma, attacking the stigmatiser,
use of positive personal experience, and using the “ontogeneric argument” (i.e.

being made in the image of God).

Worthington et al. (2002) and Mohr (2002) have argued that therapists could
focus more on the therapist’s own heterosexual identity development. McGeorge
and Carlson (2009) suggest that this approach shifts the focus from examining the
identity development of the marginalised group to an examination of the identity
development of the dominant, socially-sanctioned group instead. This encourages
heterosexual therapists to reconsider their taken for granted positions and to
reflect on heterosexual privilege, which, in turn, invites them to learn about how
they came to develop a heterosexual orientation (see Appendix 12). McGeorge
and Carlson (2009) have proposed a three-step process of self-reflection that

encourages a more affirmative stance when working with lesbian and gay clients.

One of the more widely recognised psychological models that focusses on the
effects of homophobia in the lives of lesbian and gay people is Meyer’s “minority
stress theory” (Meyer, 1995). This model proposes that various forms of stress
related to being gay or leshian have a deleterious effect on mental health and well-

being. Combined with research into the process of internalised homophobia,
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especially when linked with intrinsic religiosity (Herek, 1987), it is
understandable that participants invariably moved away from religion and
developed ways to cope with, and grow from, their encounters with anti-gay

prejudice.

6.5.1.2 Words, and Silence, as Weapons

Westrate and McLean (2009) point out that wherever the heterosexual narrative
prevails, the gay narrative is silenced. They present a theoretical framework of
“voice and silence” which is based on the dynamics of place and power, emerging
as a function of these, both historically and in the present. They found that people
with personal narratives that matched the “canonical narrative” had a voice, and
those who did not identify with it were silenced. Lesbian and gay narratives
unavoidably subvert and resist dominant conservative narratives, and are therefore
often silenced. Westrate and McLean also noted more subtle ways in which
majorities can silence minorities. For example, by emphasising the expression of

one thing (e.g. sadness) and thereby silencing another (e.g. anger).

Words and silence were found to be key mechanisms for perpetuating sexual
prejudice and heterosexism: name-calling, homonegative gossip, and pejorative
language were all used in the context of stigmatising power-play. An ill-
considered church sign provides a good example of the tyranny of language in this
context. One participant talked about a sign that, for him, contained an excluding,
heteronormative message: “This is a Family Church! All Families are Welcome!”
Although this signage may not have been intentionally excluding (although it may
well have been), from the perspective of a gay member who had recently been

excommunicated after coming out, family meant “not you”, “not gays”. For him
the use of the word “family” was taken to mean “heterosexual”’, even though, of

course, many gay and lesbian people now have families of their own.
Silence was exceptionally potent and often indicated something that was

unspeakable or taboo. It was used effectively to covey disapproval and to

reinforce heterosexist norms and it seemed to be a commonly used technique to
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maintain the status quo and keep homosexuality in its place. To counter this
phenomenon, some queer theorists propose “queering silence” (Durber, 2006) and
argue that “not coming out” can helpfully challenge heteronormativity, which
they argue is engendered in LGBT liberation politics. “Queering” is a technique
that emerged out of queer theory in the 1980s and 1990s and which is used to
challenge heteronormativity and binary thinking by analysing places in texts that
utilise and assume heterosexuality as the norm (Young, 2012). However, | concur
with Barton (2010), who cautions against the suggestion of queering silence,
noting that, in reality, queering silence could only be possible when there is real
social equality, and therefore a queer “silence” could become a variant of “the

toxic closet”, which would be counter-productive.

There were numerous examples of members of organised religions selecting
words and sentences from their key religious texts to justify their prejudice.
Although these were destructive and rejecting, participants ultimately came to
realise these interpretations were unreliable because they knew they had not
chosen their sexual orientation. Sometimes referred to as “The Leviticus Code” in
Christianity, all Abrahamic religions appeared to have their own version of this
creed. These key verses, often cited out of context, include powerfully
contemptuous words such as “abomination” and “forbidden” to reinforce the
heteronormative rules. Rodriguez (2010) makes the point that the same isolated
passages are frequently used to support conservative views that homosexuality is
“a sin”. Language within organised religion can often be highly judgemental and
condemning, with a tangibly negative impact on participants. In Judaism in
particular, there was an intense focus on language in the religious debate about
homosexuality, which took the form of intellectualising, interpretation of

meaning, and how this should be framed.

It was concerning to find that normal, everyday conversations were loaded with
sexual prejudice and heterosexist reinforcers. Even from an early age, participants
remember conversations that bolstered heterosexist norms (e.g. “Adam and Eve
not Adam and Steve”). One of the problems with pervasive heterosexism is that it

isolated the lesbian or gay person to such an extent that they felt there was no-one
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else like them in the world. Participants simply did not know anyone they could

confide in or trust with their experiences of emerging identity.

The fact that no-one seemed to care about them increased the participants’
isolation and their mental health deteriorated as a result. On this theme, Cohen
(1997) highlighted a destructive form of duality in religion, particularly in the
“pblack church”, which, on the one hand believes homosexual behaviour is
immoral, and on the other hand promotes the notion of the church existing for and
serving all. Rodriguez (2010) expanded on this when discussing the psychological
construct of conflict and anxiety. For Rodriguez (2010), anxiety is framed as a
consequence of the internal conflict generated in the individual as a result of
dualities, being both extrinsic (coming from others) and intrinsic (from the
individual). Ultimately, both words and silence were weapons in the heterosexual
and religious armoury that served to ostracize those who dared to violate the

social norms.

6.5.1.3 Othering

All participants had the experience of being designated “not one of us”, and were
reduced to being “other”. On coming out, participants had to confront the shock of
almost instantaneously being assigned to a subordinate social category that was
“not hetero-normal”, and therefore “mad, bad, and dangerous to know” (Davies,
2013). This re-assignment was something that participants initially struggled to
comprehend because, up until the point of coming out, they had been fully
included, involved, and accepted by the group. Interestingly, there was a palpable
change in the quality of interpersonal relationships noted by participants when

being othered, and interactions became charged with suspicion and grew colder.

Even though participants had not fundamentally changed at the point of coming
out and were, in point of fact, inviting people to know them more intimately,
heterosexism was clearly so potent a phenomenon that they were perceived to
have betrayed the tribe, and were thus branded “other”. The illusion of love and

friendship quickly dissolved and there developed a growing fear of the wider
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implications of this process of othering. These experiences were likened to being
designated a “persona non-grata” and led to participants experiencing self-doubt
and questioning their own sanity. For me, these experiences resemble the
psychological concept of “gaslighting” and represent an aspect of religious abuse,

described more commonly in the literature on emotional abuse (Ni, 2017).

In the findings there were a range of responses to homosexuality within organised
religions depending on doctrine and denomination. Halkitis, et al. (2009)
identified four main standpoints that religious groups and leaders take on
homosexuality. These include full acceptance, qualified acceptance, rejecting, and
rejecting punitive. They describe the last of these as the most abusive, although,
for me, all but the first have the potential to be abusive, being founded on a view
that homosexuality is a “sin” punishable by eternity in hell. Participants described
a stressful kind of two-pronged marginalisation whereby they knew that, as well
as being marginalised by the religious tribe, they could also find themselves
marginalised by the lesbian and gay community because of their faith, which can

be seen as anti-gay and therefore unwelcome.

For Baumeister (1985) identity conflict is the problem of the multiply-defined self
whose definitions have become incompatible. Rodriguez (2010) argues that
having a multiplicity of identities means a person’s identity is compromised. For
participants in this research project, the experience of “othering” was emotionally
and psychologically painful and participants inevitably attempted to separate
religion and sexual-orientation intra-psychically. This resulted in a deepening

crisis of identity that was difficult to resolve in isolation.

Kubicek et al. (2009) point out that lesbian and gay people may often approach
psychotherapists in the hope of changing their sexual orientation. When British
therapists were asked if they had engaged in attempts to help reduce same-sex
attraction, one in six revealed that they had agreed to do this and a startling 4%
admitted they had attempted to “cure” homosexuality (Bartlett et al., 2009).
Rather than agreeing to collude with clients’ internalised heterosexism in this
way, Kubicek et al. (2009) suggest that the most helpful strategy to support
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clients’ long-term well-being is to help them accept their sexual-orientation and
explore ways to more fully integrate their religious/spiritual beliefs with their
sexual identities. They highlight the common problem of dissociating from
intense negative emotions in order to cope with repeatedly encountering
homophobic attitudes, and they suggest therapists should not only offer an
“affirmative approach”, but also focus on helping clients work through feelings
that are repressed or difficult to identify. Lastly, they recommend engaging gay-
friendly religious leaders to explore ways of supporting the client within their

communities.

6.5.2 Liminal: Ontological and Epistemic Shift

The “liminal” was a state in which participants adjusted to the conflicts they
encountered within organised religion as gay and lesbian people. Essentially, this
state depicted experiences of passing through a threshold and it marked a
profound ontological and epistemic shift. In the liminal state, participants were
integrating and discarding aspects of identity, which paradoxically became a

reconstructive process.

From a psychotherapeutic perspective, | think a particularly helpful nomenclature,
which highlights the relational origins of psychopathology, is Johnson’s (1994)
description of characterological expressions. | appreciate this work because he
recognises how tragedies in human development can lead to painful
psychopathology. Johnson (1994) explains how the most basic existential issues
often underpin severe pathologies of personality disorders, the symptoms of
neurosis, and the more functional adaptation of character styles. He names the
experiences of the hated child, the abandoned child, the owned child, the used
child, the defeated child, the exploited child, and the disciplined child. | appreciate
the fact that this model provides a detailed description of character structures on a
continuum of psychic structure, as well as honouring the internal experience of

phenomenology.
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6.5.2.1 Coming Out

“Coming out of the closet” or “coming out” is a widely accepted metaphor for the
psychological process of self-disclosure of one’s sexual-orientation. White and
Kendall (2004) suggest that, socio-politically, the notion of visibility is a critical
step for LG people. They argue that many heterosexual members of organised
religions are often unaware that they worship, pray, commune, and fellowship
with gay and lesbian people. Therefore, the ignorance of heterosexual people
predominantly depends on the silence of lesbian and gay people. For this reason,
White and Kendall (2004) strongly encourage sexual minorities to develop
“public visibility” that can counteract negative representations of them.
Undoubtedly, this is easier said than done and achieving visibility in the context
of organised religion can be challenging to say the least, as can be seen within the

themes in the findings chapter.

Davies et al. (2012) argue the notion of a universal “coming-out” is mostly a
Western concept with little relevance for people from other social and ethnic
groups (e.g. black and other minority ethnic groups). Beckett (2010) powerfully
described the process of “inviting-in” rather than “coming-out” in the context of
her work with a young Muslim man, demonstrating how significant people were
selectively “invited-in” to know more about his life and sexuality. The notion of
“Inviting-in” provides an alternative perspective to the heteronormative notion of
“the closet”. For example, Moore (2012) highlights that where “coming out” is a
process dependent on a person publicly exiting “the closet” as an act of resistance
or protest, “inviting-in” is a process that focusses on the person as part of a wider

community, and on their own self-agency.

Based on their case study research, White and Kendall (2004) demonstrated that
gay and lesbian people actually experience multiple “comings-out” in the context
of religion. These include coming out to oneself, coming out to God, and coming
out to one’s religious community. They described these types of coming-out
events as “multiple transformations” whereby personal internal lives are changed,

the divine is rediscovered in the context of social action and interaction, social
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relationships are irrevocably altered, and religious communities are presented with

unexpected challenges and opportunities (ibid.).

Remarkably, there was simply no information available to participants at the stage
of their initial “coming out” to themselves, except for the prejudice and biased
conservative doctrine within their religious group. One participant described
encountering information in a secular book he found, and this allowed him to put
a name to his experience and to understand it better. Shallenberger (1996) argues
that coming out is one of the most significant life events for lesbian and gay
people, with several major intrapsychic and interpersonal themes involved in this
developmental process. It took participants varying amounts of time, but it always
took time, to understand their sexuality, and they were, in effect, forced to give it
a great deal of contemplation. For some participants this process took several

years, even, in one case, decades.

Perry (1990) pointed out the confusing and contradictory messages within
religion, which states on the one hand that “God is love” while at the same time
arguing same-sex attraction is “unnatural” and “perverse”. Spencer (1994)
suggests these conflicting messages produce self-loathing and despair in lesbian
and gay people of faith. Rodriguez (2010) also argues that these rigid dualities
cause conflict and subsequent anxiety because these two core identities are often
of equal importance to a person’s sense of self. He therefore proposes that stress
and anxiety arise in lesbian and gay people as a direct result of their experience of
this internal conflict. These seemingly contradictory dualities meant that the
participants in this research project had to seriously ponder if and how they could
ever talk about their sexual-orientation with anyone else. However, even though
they experienced conflict and anxiety, all the participants experienced a notably
strong urge to “come out” and this was framed as something inevitable and
irrepressible, a force toward greater freedom of self-expression. In all cases,
careful consideration had to be given to “whom” to come out to, “how” to come
out, and “when” to come out. It was never the case that one episode of coming out

sufficed, and this is discussed further in a later section.
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Stereotyping and stigmatising were clearly evident in participants’ experiences of
coming out. People’s responses and reactions varied widely but in the majority of
cases the experience of coming out led to more oppression. There were multiple
examples of non-acceptance/disbelief from others and of being ostracised. The
participants experienced a great deal of mental torment as a result of this. When
rejection came from the religious leaders themselves, this appeared to result in
more complete alienation of the person by the religious group, which damaged the
participants’ relationship to their faith. Kubicek et al. (2009) found that young
people in this context reported a high risk of self-destructive behaviours such as
turning to drugs, alcohol, or over/under eating, in order to cope with the stress of

homophobic messages within the religious communities.

“ldentity comparison” appeared to be another inevitable consequence of the
coming out process and, furthermore, it was multifaceted as it related to religious,
racial, cultural, and political identities. There was a variable period of the
participants holding back on coming out to others after coming out to themselves.
During this time the participants were aware of their sexual orientation but chose
to observe from within to see if and how they might find a place, and how their
difference may be interpreted. In this period, full contact with the organised
religion was reduced while energies were redirected towards understanding what
their difference meant within their religious tribe. Upon realising that their
difference was due to same sex-attraction, participants experienced something of
an epiphany that involved a process of deep personal reflection, gradual self-
acceptance, and a newly discovered quest for further authentic living.

The notion of “passing” for the dominant group was a common experience for the
participants not just in their religious communities but also more widely within
the heteronormative societies in which they lived. “Passing” is the ability of a
person to be regarded as a member of an identity group or category different from
their own (Sanchez & Schlossberg, 2001). Although it can be used to gain certain
privileges, increase social acceptance, and help deal with stigma, it can also
represent a denial of authenticity and lead to depression and self-loathing

(Sanchez & Schlossberg, 2001). For participants, “Passing” was employed to
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avoid the potential severity of reactions from people who were imagined to have
the capacity to reject, ostracize, and punish them. It was an effective way of at
least appearing to conform to the social norms, and this conformity created time
to think and plan a way forward. In Islam, passing was thought to be preferable
and the gay Muslim man was encouraged by his siblings to appear to be straight,
to marry, and produce heirs. This was seen as being more acceptable than a
heterosexual woman divorcing, for example. Two of the older lesbian participants
had married and had children themselves and even though they were aware of
their same-sex attraction, their “coming out to others” occurred considerably later
in life. The fact that the younger participants did not feel this obligation could be

seen as evidence of some positive social change.

Coming out was a salient liminal process for participants in the context of
organised religion. The process was multifaceted and included a period of initially
suppressing one’s identity, then passing for the dominant group before disclosing
the truth, experiencing stereotyping, identity confusion, and compassion, and
finally accepting a drive towards greater authenticity and congruence.
Heterosexism was a potent social force in participants’ coming out experiences
that interfered not only with their acceptance by others but also their own self-
acceptance. Mahaffy (1996) and other theorists (Rodriguez, 1997; Shallenberger,
1998) agree that, often, the next stage of a spiritual journey after coming out is the
task of making a distinction between spirituality and religion. Shallenberger
(1998) suggests this process involves questioning, reintegrating, and reclaiming.
To my mind, all of these aspects of the process involve, to some extent, a search
for meaningful interpersonal networks, and this is especially relevant to therapists
integrating interpersonal approaches to their work (Weissman, Markowitz &
Klerman, 2018).

Regarding the spiritual journey that one goes on after coming out, Kocet,
Sanabria, and Smith (2011) suggest that therapists need to be aware of the
significant distinctions between religion and spirituality, and they recommend
exploring these different meanings overtly with clients. Yip (2010b) offers a

balanced and helpful reminder that religion and spirituality can be important
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resources for the construction of meaningful lives for many leshian and gay
people, and therefore an open mind is helpful when exploring individual
meanings. Indeed, Langdridge (2008) provides a rigorous queer critique of the
dominant lesbian, gay, and bisexual “coming out” models, arguing against the
notion of fixed dualities, and suggesting that lesbian and gay people should
engage more with a radical queer hermeneutic of suspicion, and that the endpoint

of coming out:

... should not be quiet contentment with one’s self and one’s social
world with but appropriate and justifiable anger at the endemic
heterosexism and homonegativity in the late modern world.
(Langdridge, 2008: 23).

6.5.2.2 Betwixt-and-Between

Even though it does seem that a more plural notion of sexuality may now exist in
the West, the negative effects of heterosexism on lesbian and gay people’s mental
health continue to be felt (Westrate & Maclean, 2010). In the process of coming
out, the previously existing, more certain, sense of self-concept begins to dissolve.
For me, the experience of finding oneself “betwixt and between” can equally be
thought of as “belonging/not-belonging”. As awareness of same-sex sexual
attraction emerged, and as the participants realised what this could mean for them,
there was at first a period of disorientation, but this feeling was combined with a

sense of new possibilities, and there was evidence of ambivalence in this state.

Finding themselves betwixt-and-between, the participants expressed worries
about not being whole or being incomplete if their religious identity was spoiled.
These internal conflicts were often intense, and one participant described one part
of himself feeling elated by the prospect of being able to be more fully himself
while, at the same time, another part was worrying about bringing shame on his
family. In this state of “between” the participants’ searches for meaning and

quests for authenticity was marked. One of the participants beautifully described
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this liminal experience as the plight of “The Velveteen Rabbit” and the following

extract gives a sense of why that story was meaningful:

He said “you become”. It takes a long time. That’s why it doesn’t
happen often to people who break easily, or have sharp edges, or who
have to be carefully kept. Generally, by the time you are real, most of
your hair has been loved off, and your eyes drop out and you get loose
in the joints and very shabby. But these things don’t matter at all,
because once you are Real you can’t be ugly, except to people who
don’t understand. (“The Velveteen Rabbit” - Margery Williams, 1922:
48).

Within the liminal state, participants recognised that the personal struggles and
pain they experienced were essentially due to heterosexism and anti-gay
prejudice. A range of emotions was associated with this state but the predominant
ones were sadness, anger, and despair. However, out of this misery, a greater
understanding of the subjective nature of rules became apparent, and along with it
the liberating insight about the potential freedom to choose one’s own path.
Interestingly, there was also insight into the fact that religion for most people
represented a choice, as opposed to sexual-orientation, which did not. Therefore,
if anyone were to be rebuked, perhaps it ought to be the group that had chosen a
religion that caused suffering instead of those who have not chosen to feel same-
sex love and attraction and who are innocuous. All the participants decided in one

way or another that oppressive, doctrinaire religion was “not for me”.

For one participant, the discarding of his previous, limiting ideologies prompted
him to reflect on the health of the Christian church and draw the conclusion that
the church is, in fact, terminal. There was a fascinating parallel between his notion
of the death of the church and the death of a previous aspect of his own identity.
There was a sense of sadness about this kind of ultimatum, the hopelessness and
the lack of possibilities. Rodriguez and Ouellette (2000) pointed out a number of
helpful ways to support the successful integration of different identities,

including: reading relevant literature, self-acceptance, talking with others,
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becoming older, coping with illness, and re-establishing spiritual meaning. For
Rodriguez (2010) the single most important mechanism of identity integration is
interpersonal involvement with groups that support a positive outlook for both

sexual diversity and religion.

The process of reframing religious and political constructs occurred for all
participants in the threshold experience of betwixt-and-between. After some initial
identity confusion, an increased self-awareness and reflexivity enabled
participants to identify heterosexism and prejudice as major problems within
organised religion. The sense of belonging, and at the same time not-belonging,
permeated their experiences. McGeorge and Carlson (2009) stress the need - for
heterosexual therapists in particular - to become more aware of the particular
influences of everyday heteronormative assumptions, heterosexual privileges, and
the impact of heterosexual identities on the therapy process, and they offered

some tools to help explore these issues further (see Appendix 12).

6.5.2.3 Intersecting Identities

The concept of intersectionality has existed for some time, the term being first
coined by Crenshaw (1991). In offering a helpful framework for applying
intersectionality to psychology research, Cole (2009) poses three questions: who
is included in this category? what role does inequality play? and, where are there
similarities? Firstly, she challenges the perceived homogeneity of groups, and
invites consideration of diversity. Secondly, she introduces the issue of power and
points out that people often exist within fluid hierarchies consisting of different
levels of privilege and power. Finally, she invites a consideration of
commonalities between people that may ordinarily be seen as major differences.
Although this concept was first articulated from the perspective of gender studies,
the concept of intersectionality is applicable to any academic pursuit attempting to
understand individual and social phenomena holistically (das Nair & Butler,

2012). Davis (2008) underlines the importance of intersectionality, stating:
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Any scholar who neglects difference runs the risk of having her work
viewed as theoretically misguided, politically irrelevant, or simply
fantastical. (Davis, 2008 p.68).

In the research data, it was apparent that multiple social forces were at play in the
formation of identity. das Nair and Butler (2012) highlight the numerous
challenging aspects of intersectionality, sexuality, and psychological therapies,
placing a particular focus on the interaction of race, gender, class, religion, and
sexual-orientation. They suggested that for many people there is a particularly
complex negotiation between aspects of the marginalised self; for example, one
participant negotiated being a gay Pakistani Muslim in a white majority, Welsh-
speaking school; another participant was an adopted Irish lesbian who attended a
London Catholic boarding school. das Nair & Butler (2012) suggested the
“project of intersectionality” will always be incomplete, whether that is in
scholarship, activism, or service provision. They argued that this is not only the
case because of the endless possible permutations and combinations of identities
and social positions people can have, but also because of the amorphous and

changing nature of these identities and positions.

The findings support a view that there is a powerful interconnection between the
various aspects of culture, religion, faith, family, and community. When the
participants’ lesbian and gay identities became visible within different social
contexts, it sometimes created an increased sense of threat and challenged
personal power, but this also created opportunities for making meaning and
revising perspectives. Being able to identify with similar people seemed to offer
the participants the greatest hope, and developing an interpersonal network in a
positive, supportive way seemed to be key to increasing confidence in the
developing sense of identity. According to Lease, Home, and Noffsinger-Frazier
(2005), faith groups that affirm gender and sexual diversity are more likely to
support the integration of diverse, intersecting identities. Conversely, they argue
that religious groups that believe lesbian and gay people are immoral and sinful
promote perspectives that can profoundly harm a person’s self-worth, and identity

formation.
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We have seen that seeking out and participating in community groups that
represent and support diverse aspects of identity (e.g. a Jewish LGBT group) can
helpfully support the integration of previously disowned aspects of self. Although
the participants did seem to be aware of various groups that could potentially
support them, finding a place and becoming part of those groups did not appear to
be an easy or straightforward endeavour. The gradual formation of identity was
clearly unique to each participant’s own set of circumstances and their narrative,
although many commonalities were found. Developing fluidity of identity was an
important feature of survival for some participants and making sense of the
different intersecting identities was a major task of their development. While
Lease, Horne, and Noffsinger-Frazier (2005) argue that many leshian and gay
people who grow up within organised religions continue involvement with these
into adulthood, Bartoli & Gillem (2008) contend that conflict at the intersection
between sexual-orientation and religion often results in the complete rejection of
either the lesbian or gay identity, or in changes to religious affiliation. Rodriguez
and Ouellette (2000) explored identity integration as a process and, importantly,
found that not everyone experiences conflict. Additionally, Rodriguez and
Ouellette (2000) defined people as having achieved identity integration when they
no longer felt any conflict between their religious and gay identities. They argue
convincingly that the notion of identity integration as a process is more helpful
than psychological theories explaining the interaction between different identities
(ibid.).

Bartoli and Gillem (2008) recommended that therapists see the thrust of their
work as supporting clients to find points of connection between their religious and
sexual identities. This includes an exploration of the attachments to each identity
and the individual meanings that clients hold about those identities that may be
contributing to inner conflicts. Further to this, Bozard and Sanders (2011) believe
it is imperative for therapists working with lesbian and gay clients to make sexual
and religious identity central to the process of therapy. This inevitably requires
therapists to attend to their own cultural competence and proficiency in being able

to hold these two identity development processes together in therapeutic dialogue,
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with a view to identifying factors that may further help clients in the process of

integration.

6.5.3 Post-liminal: Transformation

In the findings, the “post-liminal” theme depicted participants’ transitions from
one state of being to another, where new aspects of identity were discovered
through transformative learning (Bager-Charleson, 2010), and a process of
integration transpired. The themes depicted in this project could be seen to
represent a trajectory or journey from a place of tension and conflict to one of
integration and growth towards greater authenticity. Yip (2014) conceives this as
a journey of spiritual growth, in which people mature in their relationship with

themselves, others, and the divine:

From a sociological and psychological perspective, this process could
be seen as the development of a positive identity, often leading to a
heightened politicization or religious faith and sexuality, as well as to
better social adjustment. (Yip, 2014: 120).

As the participants began to develop a curious mind and to think for themselves,
in place of ingesting doctrine whole, there was a loosening of previously held
beliefs and an increase in independent thought. The crossing over from the
boundaries of rigid, religious doctrine appeared to lead to more flexible and
pluralistic perspectives, which also included a different understanding of the

notion of what it might mean “to belong”.

In this post-liminal state, participants reflected on their interconnectedness with
others in the wider world in a mature, non-defensive way. There was also a shift
in political perspectives, with multiple examples of feminism and pluralism being
exhibited that ran counter to the insidiousness of intolerance that the participants

had encountered within organised religion.
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Thinking about this from a psychotherapeutic perspective, I concur with the
intersubjectivists who argue that in a relationship one has to eventually be
recognised as a separate “other” for one to fully experience one’s own subjectivity
in the other person’s presence (Benjamin, 1992). Embracing the unique identity
that is also formed by such a meeting of subjectivities, | am drawn to a dialogical
psychotherapy approach (Hycner, 1993) that, to my mind, represents a clinically
purposeful and applied intersubjectivity:

At the core of a dialogical therapy approach is an overriding concern
with the rich and variegated nature of the whole person. (Hycner,
1993: 43)

A dialogical perspective recognises an ontological dimension in the meeting
between people that | believe Buber (1958) called “the between”. To my mind,
the process of psychotherapy is therefore not about what to do for the client or
what to say, rather, it is how to be with the client that is paramount. This way of

being with the client is described cogently by Schore (2005):

My mental posture, like my physical posture, is not one of leaning
forward to catch the clues, but of leaning back to let the mood, the
atmosphere, come to me — to hear the meaning between the lines, to
listen for the music between the words. As one gives oneself to being
carried along by the affective cadence of the patient’s sessions, one
may sense its tone and subtleties. (Schore, 2005: 9)

In my clinical experience, these intersubjective approaches can help support the

transformation of shame into pride, and pain into hope.

6.5.3.1 Empowerment

Power, authority, and the abuse of power (either individually or systemically) are
all themes that ran throughout my findings and these themes also formed the

dominant discourse in the literature. For Rodriguez (2009) the notion of
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empowerment is principal, and it is indeed a key theme in this project. | agree that
it directly addresses how gay and lesbian people have reclaimed their spirituality
in the face of sexual prejudice and anti-gay bias from those in religious
communities, and also how many have reclaimed roles for themselves within
organised religions. The notion of empowerment is important in the context of the
findings because, as Rappaport (2000) points out, when lesbian and gay people
who may have previously experienced rejection become included and involved,
they expressed powerful feelings of belonging and joy. Their research was carried
out within an inclusive religious organisation that refused to condone the
exclusion of lesbian and gay people, and used inclusive language during services,
which this was ultimately empowering.

Perkins and Zimmerman (1995) describe empowerment of lesbian and gay people
as an intentional and ongoing process within communities, involving respect and
inclusion, in which people are encouraged to actively share resources and increase
control over their lives. Similarly, Rodriguez (2010) describes empowerment as
essentially a mechanism whereby people reclaim control over aspects of their
lives. Ultimately for participants, re-empowerment was hard-won and something
that emerged gradually out of painful experiences, disempowerment, and
suffering. It included processes of realising their own right to autonomy, personal
power, and self-determination, all of which were often accompanied with a good

sense of humour about life.

Paradoxically it appeared that being the recipients of intolerance within organised
religion produced a greater individual tolerance of equality and diversity. Having
confronted the worst (e.g. abuses of power, humiliation, rejection, and ridicule) it
seemed that the participants emerged with a sense of hope, resilience, and
humour. This was a significant aspect of empowerment in the post-liminal stage.
Additionally, there was evidence of a sharpened intellect and a greater capacity
for reflecting on situations — for example, when making sense of opposing socio-
political perspectives. The theme of empowerment included the integration of
previously disowned aspects of the self that had been rejected. Yip (2014) also
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focusses on the less audible stories of transgression and transformation that offer

hope and optimism while, again, warning against essentialising such narratives:

The marginal space is no doubt a space of oppression and alienation,
but it also contains the seed of productive and transformative energy.
(Yip, 2014: 131).

Bozard and Sanders (2011) developed a model for therapists working with lesbian
and gay clients around religious issues. They offer the Goals, Renewal, Action,
Connection, Empowerment (GRACE) model. Although the context for this model
Is Western and Christian, they argue it can be adapted for clients of other religious
faiths and backgrounds. The authors caution however, that religious identity may
not always be a topic that arises for lesbian and gay people of faith, and it may
sometimes be an unnecessary factor in therapy. It is also necessary to note that
this model does not appear to have been empirically validated, but it is based on
practice-based evidence and can therefore helpfully support therapists’ clinical

work in this field.

As | mentioned earlier, | believe that, through a dialogical psychotherapy
relationship supporting affect regulation, a person can dare to face the range of
human emotions, and that healing can take place through meeting. Within a
process of mutual recognition, a reparative relationship is co-created, existing
within the person’s wider relational matrix, and this facilitates the development of

personal power.

6.5.3.2 The Quest for Authenticity

The quest for authenticity was evident across all of the participants’ experiences.
The starting point for this was a wholehearted enthusiasm for the range of human
diversity, including the lesbian and gay experience. Many years of hiding and
“passing” for the dominant group had resulted in the participants having poor
mental health, so they all felt a newfound confidence and a new daring to be

visible. However, to be seen, and to be one’s authentic self, having previously
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been beaten down, required courage. Realising that they could live more
authentically was described by the participants as life-changing, and even as
having the potential to bring about inner-peace and self-confidence.

Levy and Reeves (2011) pointed out that, historically, identity has often been
understood as unified and authentic, suggesting that in “finding ourselves” people
seek an essential core identity that is waiting to be uncovered. In their research,
which holds a more fluid, flexible, and pluralistic perspective, they concur with
Clark and Dirkx (2000) who proposed that in a postmodern world the idea of a
unified self is no longer relevant, since it does not capture the diversity of

personal experiences and plurality of voices.

There are a number of theories and models that attempt to explain sexual identity
development, with Cass’s (1979) theory of gay and lesbian identity development
being arguably the most well-known and influential. Cass (1979) proposed six
stages that have to be navigated: identity confusion, identity comparison, identity
tolerance, identity acceptance, identity pride, and identity synthesis. Although
especially helpful as a description of the “coming out” experience, there has been
a great deal of debate about this and similar models, with some theorists arguing
that they risk being interpreted as linear and can be prescriptive in nature (Rust,
2003).

Levy and Reeves (2011) proffered queer theory as an alternative lens through
which to consider religion and sexual-orientation because it offers flexibility and a
more nuanced view, considering subversive sexualities to be socially constructed.
They proposed a helpful five-stage process that includes: awareness of the
conflict, an initial response to the conflict, a catalyst of new knowledge propelling
forward, steps of working through the conflict, and resolution of the conflict.
They argue that the entire process of conflict resolution is affected by other
personal and contextual factors. One of the interesting findings from their
research, which was reflected in the experiences of the participants within this
project, was that faith development and sexual identity development are often

intertwined and fluid constructions, and that there was an increase in the authentic
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alignment of political views outside the confines of organised religion (Levy &
Reeves, 2011).

In the post-liminal state, it became apparent that participants felt more able to
explore a range of different perspectives (e.g. the equal marriage debate), and they
felt more able to challenge other people’s rigid, conservative perspectives.
Challenging the pejorative language used by heterosexual people helped reframe
negativity by turning it on its head, and participants described the emergence of a
more positive view of their sexuality as something they could prize as “a gift” and

“a blessing”.

6.5.3.3 The Uberwelt

In existential psychotherapy, the “Uberwelt” refers to the spiritual domain of
existence where, it is argued, people attempt to relate to the unknown (van
Deurzen, 1984). This sub-theme was salient in the post-liminal state and
participants made a clear distinction between the notions of spirituality and
religion. Kocet et al. (2012) encouraged therapists to be aware of the distinct
differences between religion and spirituality, and a number of authors (e.g.
Abernathy et al., 2006; Grimm, 1994) suggest religion is “extrinsic” whereas

spirituality is “intrinsic”.

Kocet et al. (2012) noted that for some people spirituality is nurtured and
expressed within a religious framework but for others it is constructed in a
particularly individualised way. Supporting this view, Helminiak (2006) proposed
that spirituality may be more about identifying a deeper existential understanding
of the self and how that self relates to the world. Drawing comparisons between
psychotherapy and spirituality, Lynch (1997) argued that, in a quest to understand

the source of the client’s pain and its cures:

I must affirm on the most profound level that wholeness, holiness, and

fullness of life can come to the individual through an understanding of
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God in their life. This approach I call psychospiritual growth. (Lynch,
1997: 199)

Interestingly, all participants acknowledged the important place of their faith
communities in their lives, and they retained a respect for some aspects of their
earlier experiences within organised religion. However, there was a different,
more mature understanding of spirituality for them in the post-liminal stage,
which was expressed further in terms of having discovered the importance of
compassion for fellow human beings, giving and receiving love (divine or

human), and the importance of human connectedness.

Spirituality was regarded as something deeply personal, or a personal life journey,
and altruism appeared to be a crucial aspect of their understanding of it in this
state. The relishing of altruism was a surprising finding given it contrasted so
sharply with the earlier descriptions of bigotry and cruelty associated with
authoritarian, patriarchal religion. However, previous suffering appeared to have
led to deeper reflections and independent thinking, and participants reflected on
the “benefits of suffering”, which were not dissimilar to the religious notions of
redemptive suffering or the psychological idea of post-traumatic growth. Much
debate has been generated since Nietzsche (1997/1889) stated:

What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.
(Nietzsche (1997/1889) cited in Haidt (2006: 135)).

According to Hanson (2010), the adversity hypothesis suggests that people
actually require adversity, trauma, and setbacks in order to grow. The notion is
discussed in the literature under various terms such as “benefit finding”, “post-
traumatic growth”, and “stress-related growth” (Park & Helgeson, 2006). After
examining the literature, Hanson (2010) concluded that the body of literature on
post-traumatic growth (PTG) refers to three principal benefits that people report
following adversity: finding strength and abilities, improving good relationships,
and a positive change in priorities and philosophies. Mancini (2016), on the other

hand, cautions against automatically assuming post-traumatic growth occurs
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following adversity and recommends distinguishing between “perceptions of
change” and “actual change”. For him, there is little empirical evidence of actual
change and more evidence that, no less importantly, people simply perceive they
have grown through the experience. Therefore, he suggests that conflating *“actual

growth” and “perceived growth” can be perilous.

There were significant divergences amongst participants regarding belief in a
deity and they all appeared to have different constructions of this; one participant
was an atheist, one was agnostic, one retained a strong belief in God and others
referred to an unknowable higher power or force. Yip (2010a) noted that some
academics turn theology on its head by connecting gay and lesbian sexuality with
spirituality. In this theoretical context, it is worth noting that Yip (2010a) also
described sexuality more flexibly, as breaking free from restrictive notions of
sexuality as pertaining to “genital acts”. While fully appreciating this idea of an
interconnection between spirituality and sexuality, das Nair and Thomas (2012)
expressed caution that the “wholesomeness” of this viewpoint may risk
consigning “genital acts” to something lesser, which could in turn perpetuate

heteronormative perspectives about sex and sexuality.

Indeed, das Nair and Thomas (2012) called for much more transgressive queering
of religious texts that challenge the status quo. For me, this latter queer theory
perspective is intellectually stimulating and avoids splitting sexuality into “good
and bad” types of sex. However, based on the findings, I also fully appreciate the
view that one’s sexual-orientation is much more than just physical behaviour and
that, for the participants of this research, it was undoubtedly connected with the

Uberwelt, and an evolving spirituality.

One thing that the participants had all come to realise is that spirituality did not
require the formal construction of hierarchical institutions or unquestioning
membership of religious tribes. Yip (2010b) pointed out that the dominant
discourse within the Abrahamic religions constructs the divine being as the sole
object of worship to whom one must submit. In this religious context, he argued

that sexuality becomes regrettably reduced to physical, sexual behaviour, and this
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is a dehumanizing view of sexuality. When the participants no longer felt obliged
to conform to the dogmatic and oppressive structures of organised religion, their

own individual spiritual journeys began.

Davidson (2000) reminded counsellors of the importance of considering
integration as a process, because the sudden loss of religious community and
expression for lesbian and gay people can result in isolation, which can have a
significant impact on a person’s mental health. Sometimes the process of
integration involved an exploration of alternative spiritualities, not without first
working-through the reported sense of guilt around “betraying” the former faith
community. One participant described this positive transformation process as

reconstructing her idea of faith - “replacing fear with faith”.

Overall, the participants’ exploration of alternative possibilities outside the
framework of religion further increased authenticity and self-discovery which, in
turn, increased their sense of freedom. In this post-liminal state, participants were
able to frame spirituality in diverse ways, including having faith in people, human
connectedness, altruism, faith in a divine being rather than a religious tribe, and

“being with” others.

To support therapists who may want to improve their ways of working with
lesbian and gay clients in this context, Kocet et al. (2012) outlined a useful
framework to communicate more effectively. Their framework again appears to
be rooted in a Western perspective but it could be applied across different
religious traditions. The main focal areas of the framework include: understanding
the importance of religion and spirituality to developing identity, exploring
unresolved feelings about religion and spirituality, integrating the client’s spiritual
and sexual identities, and, finally, connecting with resources in the community to

support a positive self-identity.

6.6 Navigating Relationships
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Moursund and Erskine (2004) point out that our earliest learning involves
connection and individuation (i.e. the self develops in ongoing relationship with
other individuals). They 