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Abstract 

 

Holy Queerness: Towards a Queer, Catholic Ecclesiology 

By Niklas G. Rodewald 

 

 

This thesis gestures towards a way out of the theological inertia that defines existing 

queer-Catholic discourse. Despite recent calls for meaningful dialogue with and more welcoming 

communities for LGBTQ+ Catholics, queer-Catholic discourse remains in a state of theological 

inertia, because the language of moral theology and queer theological interventions find 

themselves at loggerheads. As a result, well-meaning pastoral initiatives are hamstrung and 

LGBTQ+ Catholics find themselves still awaiting meaningful dialogue and welcoming 

communities. Emerging from this state of inertia will require new theological paradigms. As a 

work of constructive theology, this thesis constructs one such paradigm, a hermeneutic of holy 

queerness. 

 

A hermeneutic of holy queerness is an interpretive lens, enabling theological reflection 

on queer performative acts, constructed at the intersection of Judith Butler’s theory of gender 

performativity, John Paul II’s theology of the body, and Ian McFarland’s Thomistic 

interpretation of imago Dei. After constructing this hermeneutic, I apply it to both the Ethiopian 

eunuch in Acts 8 and the tradition of female virginity within the first four centuries of the 

Church. This application of a hermeneutic of holy queerness reveals a subversive gender 

ambiguity deep within the heart of the Christian tradition, which in turn suggests approaching 

contemporary queer performativity with an attitude of discernment. Finally, this thesis applies a 

hermeneutic of holy queerness to the mystery of the Church, revealing an analogous relationship 

between queer performativity and sacramental action. In this way, a hermeneutic of holy 

queerness is able to draw connections between a theological-anthropological view of 

embodiment and the mystery of the Church in a more expansive way than the prevailing “nuptial 

hermeneutic” that dominates Catholic discourse on both gender and ecclesiology.  
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Introduction: The State of Queer-Catholic Discourse 

 

 Speaking on issues queer and Catholic – let alone trying to live as queer and Catholic – is 

like entering an abandoned mineshaft with only a candle to light your way. There seem to be 

countless paths you could take, illumination is scarce, and the danger of a sudden explosion lurks 

behind every corner. Yet for many, this treacherous journey seems necessary. For some, it is 

necessary because we identify as queer and Catholic; for others, this journey is necessary to keep 

a loved one alive or a family together. For others, a friendship hangs in the balance.  

Regardless of motivation, conversations about queerness and Catholicism are unfolding 

with greater frequency and openness. In October 2022, a Vatican document used the term 

“LGBTQ people” for the first time. In the same document, which summarized thousands of 

listening sessions held around the world, it became clear that the people of God yearn for more 

authentic dialogue on gender and sexuality: 

Among those who ask for a more meaningful dialogue and a more welcome space we 
also find those who, for various reasons, feel a tension between belonging to the Church 

and their own loving relationships, such as: remarried divorcees, single parents, people 
living in a polygamous marriage, LGBTQ people, etc.1 

 

The Church – seen as both institution and people of God – seems to agree that dialogue is 

necessary. Yet, when dialogue begins, it becomes clear this is not a simple dialogue, but rather a 

complex interchange of moral and queer theology with pastoral initiatives.  

 Moral theology addresses questions of same-sex relationships, sexual activity, gender 

identity, and gender-affirming healthcare. Queer theological interventions generally advance two 

goals: rendering foundational doctrines, such as creation, the Trinity, church, and sacrament, 

relevant to queer experience and reconstructing theological discourse by questioning the 

heteronormative assumptions that have thus far guided theological inquiry. Pastoral initiatives 

attempt to provide spiritual care and accompaniment to LGBTQ+ individuals within the existing 
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moral and theological landscape. To answer the questions within its particular domain, moral 

theology, queer theology, and pastoral initiatives adopt their own unique conceptual and 

linguistic frameworks.  

These frameworks often produce limited insight because they are not capable of 

addressing concerns beyond their own, narrow scope. That is, the language of moral theology is 

frequently insufficient to address the concerns of queer theology, and the language of queer 

theology insufficient to address the concerns of pastoral initiatives, and so on. The failure of 

these areas to speak in terms applicable beyond narrow, disciplinary borders produces 

theological inertia: developments in queer-Catholic dialogue within one area fail to translate into 

developments within another area, hampering pastoral initiatives. As a result, LGBTQ+ 

individuals and their loved ones await in vain the “more meaningful dialogue” and “more 

welcome space” for which they yearn. 

In Newtonian physics, inertia is overcome through the action of an outside force. 

Analogously, I contend that only a paradigm shift can overcome the theological inertia of 

existing queer-Catholic dialogue. If existing moral, queer, and pastoral frameworks are unable to 

generate meaningful dialogue, then theology stands in need of a paradigm that can overcome 

these limits. To this end, I will construct a hermeneutic of holy queerness at the intersection of 

Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, John Paul II’s theology of the body, and Ian 

McFarland’s Thomistic interpretation of imago Dei. This hermeneutic is an interpretive lens, 

enabling theological reflection on queer performative acts. In applying this hermeneutic to a 

particular queer performative act, the theologian analyzes how the act 1) subverts the prevailing 

social and cultural constructions of gender within the act’s own context, 2) advances God’s 

Kingdom through its subversion of prevailing gender constructions, and 3) reflects the 
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eschatological significance of the human person created in the imago Dei. As such, a 

hermeneutic of holy queerness allows the theologian to recognize how God’s Kingdom is 

advanced through the “gender trouble” of queer performativity.  

A hermeneutic of holy queerness is one way of overcoming the theological inertia of 

existing queer-Catholic dialogue because it is able to produce insight across multiple theological 

areas. A hermeneutic of holy queerness can be applied to Scripture or elements of Christian 

tradition to reorient our understanding of the Christian past. It can also be applied to 

contemporary examples of queer performativity, inviting an attitude of discernment that seeks 

understanding of how grace may permeate queer performative acts in our own time and place. A 

hermeneutic of holy queerness may also be applied to elements of Christian doctrine, like the 

mystery of the Church, to produce renewed theological insight. Because of its capacity to speak 

to many distinct aspects of the queer-Catholic dialogue, it may be able to usher in a paradigm 

shift, changing the language and framework of existing queer-Catholic dialogue. Yet before 

exploring the theological insight a hermeneutic of holy queerness has to offer, it is important to 

define what precisely I mean by queer, and to chart the existing landscape of queer-Catholic 

dialogue with respect to moral theology, queer theology, and pastoral initiatives. 

Queer, Queer Theory, and Queer Performativity  

 As queer resists the idea of stable definitions and categories, “defining” queer is 

inherently problematic.2 Etymologically, the English word “queer” can be traced to the sixteenth 

century, where it was used to mean “strange, odd, peculiar, eccentric,” as well as, “of 

questionable character, suspicious, dubious;” it may also have been used to refer to counterfeit 

bank notes.3 By the eighteenth century, ‘queer’ could be used to mean “out of sort” or “unwell,” 

and by the twentieth century, the term had been appropriated as a derogatory reference to 
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homosexuality.4 From the beginning, queer has referred to something that challenges 

expectations, often with a negative connotation. In our own times, “queer” has been taken up by 

activists and theorists seeking to challenge heterosexual societal norms.  

 Queer Theory traces its origins to the 1990s, when it was first mentioned in an article by 

feminist scholar Teresa de Lauretis.5 As an academic discipline, queer theory, “examines the 

prevailing intersections that occur between desire and language” and seeks “to (re)situate 

marginalized identities allied to sexual and gendered modes of cultural or political resistance 

based on hegemonic and heterosexual modes of surveillance and regulation.”6 Queer theory, 

then, looks at the relationship between desire, language, and power, with an aim towards political 

disruption of the status quo. To be queer, or to do queer, is to resist the identity categories, 

expectations, discursive power, and control of heteronormative society.7 

 Within the field of queer theory, queer performativity refers to a conceptual 

understanding of gender developed by American philosopher Judith Butler in Butler’s seminal 

work, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity.8 Building upon Simone de 

Beauvoir’s statement that “one is not born a woman, but rather becomes a woman,” Butler 

develops a view of gender as a “repeated stylization of the body,” as opposed to a stable identity 

category.9 Viewing gender in this way allows Butler to offer a fundamental charge for queer 

performativity: “it will have to remain that which is, in the present, never fully owned, but 

always and only redeployed, twisted, queered from a prior usage and in the direction of urgent 

and expanding political purposes.”10 Thus when I refer to queer performativity throughout this 

thesis, I am referring to performative acts that subvert gender and sexuality’s status quo, in the 

service of concrete political aims, and yet leave gender and sexuality forever unfinished and 

open to new possibilities. 
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Queer Issues in Catholic Moral Theology 

Catholic moral discourse on queer acts focuses primarily on same-sex sexual activity and 

moral questions raised by gender transition and gender-affirming healthcare, including hormone 

replacement therapy and various kinds of gender reassignment surgery. The Catholic 

Magisterium responds to moral questions of homosexuality through a theological framework of 

natural law. This framework considers human sexuality through a teleological lens with 

procreation as the primary end of human sexuality. As such, the Magisterium has a clear position 

on homosexual acts: they, like all non-procreative sexual acts, are “intrinsically evil,” and any 

non-heterosexual orientation is an “intrinsic disorder.”11  

Natural Law provides a valuable framework for Christian ethics because it vigorously 

affirms creation’s inherent goodness. Natural law theology presumes God created the world in a 

way that reflects God’s wisdom and goodness and thus makes claims on human morality which, 

“considered as a part of that natural world, is also an expression of divine wisdom and 

goodness.”12 Natural law methodologies are inherently inductive, and traditional natural law 

methods use scientific knowledge to support normative claims about human morality, though 

many modern theorists see this as an overreliance on “biological structures at the expense of 

distinctively rational capacities.”13 

Applying natural law methodology to make normative claims about human sexuality is 

theologically controversial. The Catholic tradition, especially through Augustine and Thomas 

Aquinas, has held a “primary end/secondary end” view of human sexuality, where procreation 

takes primacy of place as the most important end (or good) of marriage and thus of sexual 

activity. As such, the Catholic Church has traditionally taken positions against masturbation, 

contraception, homosexual acts, and any other form of sexual activity that would obscure the 
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procreative end of human sexuality. As Todd Salzman and Michael Lawler note, a curious 

argument underlies this moral position: “that the primary end of specifically human marriage is 

dictated by humanity’s generically animal nature.”14 That is, for the traditional teaching of the 

Catholic Church, the primary end of human sexuality is determined not by humanity’s capacity 

for reason or love, nor humanity’s creation in the imago Dei, but is rather based on rational 

analysis of biological phenomena that humans share with other animals. 

Following the “personalist” turn of thinkers such as Dietrich von Hildebrand, the Second 

Vatican Council opted to see two ends of marriage – the procreative and the unitive – as equal, 

instead of upholding the traditional “primary end/secondary end” distinction.15 By declaring the 

unitive dimension of marriage as equal to the procreative, this development of Catholic doctrine 

emphasized that the distinctly human capacity for interpersonal love and communion be placed 

on level ground with the generically animal capacity for procreation. This shift has ushered in a 

renewal of Catholic moral theology. Within this renewal, some theologians have defended 

traditional Magisterial teachings with renewed frameworks that balance the human capacity for 

love and communion with the animal capacity for reproduction. John Paul II’s theology of the 

body, rooted in “gender complementarity,” is the most notable example of such a theology. For 

John Paul II, the Genesis creation stories reveal the relationship between woman and man as one 

of mutual help. This principle leads John Paul II to conclude that women and men complement 

each other in their acting and their being, from physical, psychological, and ontological 

perspectives. As such, “it is only through the duality of the ’masculine’ and the ‘feminine’ that 

the ‘human’ finds full realization.”16 John Paul II contends that only a union between man and 

woman can achieve a fullness of communion thereby defending Magisterial teaching on 

homosexuality from an interpersonal perspective. 
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Other theologians argue that Vatican II’s development of doctrine on marriage 

necessitates a change in moral teaching. These theologians advocate renewed theological 

frameworks that emphasize the richness and complexity of the human person. Todd Salzman and 

Michael Lawler propose their own concept of “holistic complementarity;” Margaret A. Farley 

provides a framework of “just love”; Lisa Fullam emphasizes a virtue ethics approach to both 

sex itself and marriage; and Craig A. Ford, Jr. proposes a queer natural law rooted in identity 

exploration, just to name a few.17 For each of these theologians, post-Vatican II Catholic sexual 

ethics need to embrace the possibility of morally good, same-sex sexual relationships.  

Because questions of gender transition and gender-affirming care are not questions of 

sexual activity or procreation per se, the Magisterium’s teleological view of human sexuality is 

insufficient to address these moral questions. Having only seriously taken up these questions in 

recent years, the Magisterium has yet to articulate a clear, singular moral teaching on gender 

transition or gender-affirming healthcare. Complicating matters further, different Magisterial 

authorities – the United States Conference of Catholic Bishop’s (USCCB) Doctrine Committee 

and the Vatican’s Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith (DDF) – have addressed these questions 

using different theological frameworks. While both authorities advocate a Christian 

anthropology that regards gender transition with suspicion, the USCCB uses a teleological 

argument to condemn medical procedures that would “manipulate the human body,” while the 

DDF emphasizes the moral dignity of acting in accord with the certain judgment of conscience.  

The USCCB’s Committee on Doctrine released a Doctrinal Note on March 20, 2023, to 

address questions of gender-affirming healthcare within Catholic hospitals. The document 

grounds itself in a natural law framework, affirming the goodness of the “natural order” as 

created by God. Just as the natural order reflects the wisdom of the Creator, so too does human 
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nature as a body-soul unity. Human bodies are created according to male-female sexual 

difference. Because the human person is a unity of body and soul, personal identity and 

biological sex cannot be separated.18 As such, “genuine respect for human dignity requires that 

decisions about the use of technology be guided by genuine respect for this created order,” that 

is, respect for the human person as body-soul unity.19 As such, “manipulation of the human 

body” is only permitted for two reasons: repairing a defect in the body, such as “when it has been 

affected by some injury or ailment,” and sacrificing a part of the body for the sake of the whole, 

which may be permissible under the principle of double-effect.20 Under this reasoning, any 

gender-affirming medical intervention, including hormone replacement therapy or gender 

reassignment surgery, is not morally permissible because the intervention would not repair a 

bodily “defect,” nor would it be necessary to preserve normal physiological function. Thus the 

USCCB’s Doctrinal Note prohibits gender-affirming healthcare procedures out of a view of the 

human person as a body-soul unity, grounded in the Magisterium’s theology of creation.21 In 

contrast to the USCCB’s approach, the Vatican’s attempt at a document on gender-affirming care 

emphasizes conscience while treating specific medical interventions with ambiguity. 

 On April 2, 2024, the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith (DDF), the Vatican 

department responsible for doctrinal clarity, issued the declaration Dignitas Infinita, designed to 

clarify Magisterial teaching on gender, human dignity, and Christian anthropology. This Vatican 

document marks the first teaching pronouncement from a Vatican office concerning gender-

affirming healthcare. Grounding the declaration in the “dignity of the human person” as defined 

by Vatican II, the document addresses issues that Magisterial authority sees as threatening full 

expression of human dignity in the contemporary world. Among these issues are “gender 

theory,” which, according to the document, “intends to deny the greatest possible difference that 
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exists between living beings: sexual difference.”22 Believing that human dignity necessitates 

accepting one’s body as a gift from God, the declaration reasons that “any sex-change 

intervention, as a rule, risks threatening the unique dignity the person has received from the 

moment of conception.”23 Yet while the declaration opposes “gender theory” and “sex-change 

intervention,” the document fails to define these terms or engage with specific philosophers, 

thinkers, or practices.  

As such, this ambiguity leaves individual healthcare decisions squarely within the domain 

of conscience. Following Vatican II’s teaching on conscience as a core element of human 

dignity, the document affirms that in following the certain judgments of conscience, even when 

contrary to official Church teaching, the individual rightly exercises moral dignity. Human 

beings owe this moral dignity to their “nature as creatures who are loved by God and called to 

love others.”24 Thus acting against one’s conscience would undermine the sacredness of 

conscience as proceeding from the order of God’s creation and the call to exercise moral agency 

in response to God’s love. Ultimately, by creating an ambiguity of terms and re-affirming 

Magisterial teaching on conscience, the DDF document leaves trans and non-binary individuals 

to discern moral and healthcare decisions in conscience. By leaving concrete healthcare 

decisions within the domain of individual conscience, the Vatican’s position stands in contrast to 

that of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, demonstrating the lack of a clear, 

singular position within the global Catholic hierarchy. 

Ultimately, the conceptual and linguistic framework of Catholic moral theology presumes 

certain theological commitments. Teleological arguments, whether about human sexuality or 

medical procedures, presume a natural order proceeding from God’s creative wisdom. Even the 

Vatican’s theology of conscience is grounded in a theology of creation. God creates the human 
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person “to be guided by his own judgment and … to enjoy freedom.”25 Humanity lives up to the 

dignity of its creation when human beings respond to God’s call through a free, moral response 

to God’s creative love. In this way, moral theology derives from doctrinal convictions, but moral 

theology’s frameworks do not offer new insight into those same convictions. As such, Catholic 

moral theology cannot respond to queer theological interventions given its existing framework. 

Queer Theological Interventions 

Queer theologians claim that queer acts reveal something of the mystery of God. By and 

large, queer theological interventions advance two goals: rendering foundational doctrines 

relevant to queer experience and reconstructing theological discourse by questioning the 

heteronormative assumptions that have thus far guided theological inquiry. These interventions 

unfold both outside of and within Catholicism.  

Outside of Catholicism, Patrick Cheng, Marcella Althaus-Reid, and Linn Marie Tonstad 

are among the most significant voices. Patrick Cheng, an openly gay Episcopal priest, takes a 

systematic approach, queering each of the persons of the Trinity in light of major theological 

doctrines, such as revelation, Trinity, creation, sin, sacrament, and church. Cheng reads each of 

these doctrines through the “sending forth of radical love,” which he parallels to paradigmatic 

queer experiences.26 Whereas Cheng is fundamentally concerned with reading queer experience 

into theology, Marcella Althaus-Reid’s The Queer God is concerned with “theological 

queering,” which she understands as “the deliberate questioning of heterosexual experience and 

thinking which has shaped our understanding of theology, the role of the theologian and 

hermeneutics.”27 For Althaus-Reid, it is not enough simply to read queer experience into existing 

theological paradigms; those very paradigms have to be questioned by queer experience. 

Moreover, Linn Marie Tonstad’s God and Difference is an attempt to rethink Trinitarian 
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theology through the lens of queer and feminist theology. Tonstad sees a contemporary effort to 

“work out” Trinitarian difference “in terms of sexual difference.”28 For her, this presents a 

problem because, in doing so, a Trinitarian theology that ought to value difference instead 

reinforces male hegemony. As such, Tonstad uses systematic theology alongside queer and 

feminist theory to creatively recast Trinitarian theology. 

Within Catholicism, there have been few attempts to queer systematic theology until 

recent years. Miguel H. Díaz’s recent book, Queer God de Amor, is a significant recent attempt 

at queering Catholic theology. Inspired by Juan de la Cruz’s poetry, Díaz relates mystical 

trinitarian theology within Juan’s poetry to “the daily lived experiences of human sexuality and 

the sexual subject.”29 After establishing the bedroom as a locus theologicus, Díaz “queers Juan’s 

notions of divine and human persons as a way to deepen the Catholic analogical imagination,” 

thus revealing that theological “queerness” is “essential to affirm the mystery of God.”30 In 

ecclesiology, Ish Ruiz argues that a rediscovery of the sensus fidelium through a synodal 

ecclesiology would involve a “transformation of the church through the action of the Holy Spirit 

revealed through the lives of the faithful.”31 Recognizing that LGBTQ+ persons are already 

actively involved in the Church and serving in a variety of roles, Ruiz argues that “their authentic 

life witness should be listened to and affirmed as a valid expression of grace.”32 Such a synodal 

ecclesiology goes beyond mere “inclusion” of LGBTQ+ persons, but ultimately leads the Church 

to become more “queer” in recognizing the grace that its queer members embody.  

Such queer interventions challenge the heavily metaphysical language of Catholic moral 

theology. Rather than emphasizing the teleological order of God’s creation, these interventions 

emphasize the mystery of God who transcends our limited human capacity for understanding. As 

such, queer interventions question whether moral theology’s linguistic and conceptual 
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framework truly reflects God’s creative wisdom or whether it instead reflects human 

understanding, conditioned by heteronormative assumptions. Because queer interventions 

question the very terms of the traditional moral theological debate, moral theology is unable to 

directly respond on its own terms. Yet these queer interventions, concerned as they are with 

fundamental issues of Christian doctrine, rarely develop their own robust moral theology. 

Theological inertia is thus born: traditional moral theology is unable to respond to queer 

interventions that question the basis of its methodology and queer systematic interventions have 

yet to produce robust moral theology as a legitimate alternative to the traditional terms of debate. 

This theological inertia hampers well-meaning pastoral initiatives that try to address the spiritual 

needs of LGBTQ+ Catholics within existing moral and systematic frameworks. 

LGBTQ+ Pastoral Initiatives in the Catholic Church 

As far back as the late 1960s, Catholic church leaders, clergy, and queer people 

themselves began initiatives to meet the pastoral needs of gay and lesbian Catholics.33 Over the 

last decade, Fr. James Martin, S.J. has become the most prominent voice for the pastoral 

inclusion of queer Catholics. In 2016, dismayed by the American Catholic hierarchy’s 

unwillingness to condemn homophobia in the wake of the Pulse nightclub shooting, Martin 

authored Building a Bridge: How the Catholic Church and the LGBT Community Can Enter into 

a Relationship of Respect, Compassion, and Sensitivity.34 He provides a pastoral foundation for 

dialogue between the institutional Church and the LGBT community, between which Martin sees 

that “a chasm has formed.”35 This chasm obstructs genuine communion between the two groups; 

as such, a bridge is needed. Drawing from the Catechism of the Catholic Church, Martin sees 

both the institutional Church and the LGBT community as having a responsibility toward the 

other, by way of respect, compassion, and sensitivity.  
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Martin believes that the institutional Church has an obligation to cultivate personal 

relationships with LGBT Catholics, use the language that the LGBT community uses for itself, 

and stop firing LGBT people from positions within the Church. Additionally, Martin suggests 

that the institutional Church refrain from using harmful language, such as “intrinsically 

disordered,” to describe LGBT people. On the side of the LGBT community, Martin believes 

that LGBT Catholics should look upon the hierarchy “in their humanity, in their complexity, and 

amid the burdens of their ministry,” seeing the bishops, even those who may mistreat the LGBT 

community, as brothers in Christ.36 Additionally, Martin provides Scriptural reflections, where 

all Catholics can reflect on LGBT identity and its connection to the Word of God.  

Martin’s book, and the Outreach website and conference that the book has spawned, are much 

needed pastoral resources. Yet they do not move the theological or doctrinal needle. Pastoral 

dialogue emphasizes accompaniment, personal encounter, human dignity, and respect. It does 

not call for a re-examination of Church teaching; it does not break significant theological ground. 

Precisely because Martin’s pastoral approach does not address core moral or systematic 

questions, it faces significant obstacles, around which there is no easy path.  

 Yet when the institutional Catholic Church has seen fit to engage the pastoral needs of 

queer Catholics, it has generally employed the type of pastoral model that Martin encourages. 

Without changing doctrine, documents from the Vatican and local bishops’ conferences have 

encouraged accompaniment, encounter, dignity, and respect for queer individuals.37 Most 

recently, the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith released Fiducia Supplicans, a declaration on 

blessings that opened the door for same-sex couples to receive a priestly blessing. This pastoral 

initiative serves as a case study in theological inertia hampering the efficacy of well-meaning 

pastoral initiatives unaccompanied by doctrinal or theological shifts.  
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Fiducia Supplicans: A Case Study in the Effects of Theological Inertia 

In Fiducia Supplicans, the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith offered a context and 

set of conditions under which one could “understand the possibility of blessing couples in 

irregular situations and same-sex couples without officially validating their status or changing in 

any way the Church’s perennial teaching on marriage.”38 This pastoral gesture towards same-sex 

couples was met with immediate hostility in many parts of the Church. In response to this 

document, Cardinal Fridolin Ambongo wrote on behalf of the Symposium of Episcopal 

Conferences of Africa and Madagascar that, “the African Bishops’ Conferences emphasize that 

people with homosexual tendencies must be treated with respect and dignity, while reminding 

them that unions of persons of the same-sex are contrary to the will of God and therefore cannot 

receive the blessing of the Church.”39 In effect, the African Bishops reject the Vatican’s premise 

that Church blessings can convey a pastoral response to couples in irregular situations without 

compromising the Magisterium’s moral teachings on same-sex unions.  

In response to these objections, the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith issued a 

clarifying press release emphasizing the insignificance of the same-sex blessings it had just 

authorized. Blessing couples in “irregular situations” constitutes a blessing of the “couple” (i.e. 

of the two individuals) “but not of their unions.”40 Therefore, same-sex blessings are “obviously” 

not marriage, nor do they constitute “an ‘approval’ or ratification of anything either.”41 As such, 

the blessings should last about “10 or 15 seconds” and “must not take place in a prominent place 

within a sacred building, or in front of an altar, as this also would create confusion.”42 Moreover, 

the press release gives each local bishop “the power of discernment in loco,” thus permitting any 

bishop who feels that such blessings would sow confusion over the Church’s moral teaching to 

ban these blessings within his own diocese.43 
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Though Fiducia Supplicans sought a pastoral response to the concrete needs of couples in 

“irregular unions,” including same-sex couples, its efficacy was hampered by theological inertia. 

Because this pastoral response was not accompanied by any moral or theological shift, 

opposition was inevitable. Moreover, the Vatican’s insistence on responding to pastoral needs 

within existing moral and systematic frameworks virtually guaranteed that the blessings 

proposed by Fiducia Supplicans would be of limited efficacy. After all, if Fiducia Supplicans is 

grounded in existing moral doctrine, then any clergy who believe that blessing a same-sex couple 

would cause moral confusion is as free to prohibit such a blessing after the declaration as they 

were before. In the end, a pastoral initiative designed to create a “more welcome space” is of 

limited efficacy because it is unaccompanied by shifts in moral or systematic theology. Fiducia 

Supplicans, a well-meaning pastoral initiative, thus bears witness to the theological inertia 

caused by moral and queer theological frameworks talking past each other. For this reason, 

queer-Catholic discourse stands in need of a paradigm shift. 

The Need for a Paradigm Shift 

 With traditional moral-theological language unable to respond to queer theological 

interventions and with queer theological interventions so far being unable to produce a robust 

alternative moral theology, queer-Catholic discourse is stuck in theological inertia. The limited 

efficacy of current pastoral initiatives bear witness to this inertia and, as long as it remains, 

LGBTQ+ individuals and their loved ones await in vain the “more meaningful dialogue” and 

“more welcome space” for which they yearn. In Newtonian physics, inertia is only overcome by 

the action of an outside force. In a similar way, I believe that only a paradigm shift can overcome 

the theological inertia that dominates queer-Catholic discourse. 
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 A paradigm shift constitutes a radical change in perspective. As such, an effective 

paradigm shift must be capable of exploring interconnection; it must operate out of conceptual 

and linguistic frameworks with broad applicability across both moral and queer theological 

arenas. I propose a hermeneutic of holy queerness as a catalyst for this paradigm shift. Because I 

construct this hermeneutic at the intersection of queer theory and the Catholic theological 

tradition, a hermeneutic of holy queerness is capable of bridging the existing gap between 

traditional moral theology and queer theology.  

Yet paradigm shifts do not merely resolve tension. Instead, they change our methods of 

inquiry and understanding. Catholic theology is rooted in an historical tradition and looks 

towards an eschatological future. Therefore, any paradigm shift in Catholic theology must 

fundamentally effect our relationship to both the past and the future. With respect to the past, a 

hermeneutic of holy queerness, as this thesis will show, enables a ressourcement of Catholic 

tradition vis-à-vis queer performativity. By applying a hermeneutic of holy queerness to both 

queer performativity and the mystery of the Church, a hermeneutic of holy queerness allows for 

a renewed understanding of the Church’s eschatological destiny vis-à-vis an analogous 

relationship between sacramental ecclesiology and queer performativity.  

A Hermeneutic of Holy Queerness 

 In Chapter 1, I construct a hermeneutic of holy queerness at the intersection of Judith 

Butler’s theory of gender performativity, John Paul II’s theology of the body, and Ian 

McFarland’s Thomistic interpretation of imago Dei. Butler’s theory of gender performativity 

offers a means of analyzing queer performative acts in relation to the social-cultural 

constructions of gender to demonstrate how “gender trouble” can subvert and reconstruct 

existing notions of gender. Yet an uncritical appropriation of Butler’s theory jeopardizes 
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essential Christian doctrine, such as creation and the incarnation, because it does not fully 

account for the sacredness with which Christians, who await the transfiguration of the material 

world, must view matter and human bodies. John Paul II’s theology of the body, despite being 

problematic on several fronts, suggests that any performative view of gender within Catholic 

theology will need to reconcile queer performativity with Christian doctrines of creation and the 

imago Dei. Using Bernard Lonergan’s distinction between objects in the “world of immediacy” 

and in the “world of meaning,” along with Ian McFarland’s eschatological interpretation of 

Thomas Aquinas’s view of the imago Dei, I propose such a reconciliation in the form of a 

hermeneutic of holy queerness.  

 A hermeneutic of holy queerness is an interpretive lens for gleaning theological meaning 

from acts of queer performativity. In applying this hermeneutic to a particular queer performative 

act, the theologian analyzes how the act 1) subverts the prevailing social and cultural 

constructions of gender within the act’s own context, 2) advances God’s Kingdom through its 

subversion of prevailing gender constructions, and 3) reflects the eschatological significance of 

the human person created in the imago Dei. Because a hermeneutic of holy queerness analyzes 

how grace may be at work within queer performative acts, it can be said to analyze the effects of 

grace, understood as God’s self-communication. Such analysis in turn allows for a deeper 

understanding of the Divine Mystery. Yet the true test of a hermeneutic of holy queerness’s 

potential to shift Catholic theological paradigms lies less in its intellectual framework and more 

in the fruit born from its application to particular performative acts. 

 Chapter 2 applies a hermeneutic of holy queerness to the story of the Ethiopian eunuch in 

Acts 8 and the tradition of female virginity within the first four centuries of the Christian Church, 

enabling a ressourcement of Catholic tradition vis-à-vis queer performativity. In theology, 
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ressourcement looks “to the past for norms or practices or mind-sets that can be used in 

changing, correcting, or at least qualifying” the state of present theological norms, practices, or 

mind-sets.44 Reading the Ethiopian eunuch and the tradition of female virginity through a 

hermeneutic of holy queerness reveals a deep historical tradition of gender ambiguity and 

subversion within Christian Scripture and praxis. This historical tradition in turn disrupts the 

Magisterium’s “gender ideology” rhetoric, revealing the Magisterium’s gender essentialism and 

complementarity as a form of playing God by rendering human identity a matter of personal or 

institutional choice. Against the contemporary Magisterium’s essentialist and complementarian 

view of gender, the historical tradition of gender ambiguity and subversion invites contemporary 

theologians to view acts of queer performativity through a lens of discernment, asking how such 

acts might, in their subversiveness, reveal something of the mystery of God. I point to Justin 

Tanis’s transgender theology as a model of such an approach. Because a hermeneutic of holy 

queerness invites this ressourcement, it can serve as a catalyst for shifting Catholic theological 

paradigms with respect to historical tradition. 

 Chapter 3 applies a hermeneutic of holy queerness to the mystery of the Church in order 

to chart an analogous relationship between queer performativity and sacramental action. This 

analogous relationship provides a more expansive connection between the human person and the 

Church than the connection between theology of the body and nuptial ecclesiology, which is 

commonly cited by the Catholic hierarchy. The chapter begins by placing Avery Dulles’s model 

of the Church as Sacrament in conversation with Kimberly Hope Belcher and Judith Butler. For 

Dulles, following Karl Rahner, the Church can be understood as the “primordial sacrament” 

because it continues, in history, the presence of the Incarnation. As a sacrament, the Church is “a 

sign of grace realizing itself” and thus embodies a necessarily dynamic character. 45 Here an 



 19 

important connection emerges between sacrament and ritual action. In the sacramental economy, 

“meaningless” ritual behaviors, discursive language, and sensory experiences map onto complex 

symbols to produce sacramental effects that draw individuals and communities nearer the Divine 

Mystery. Similarly, as Butler points out, gendered identities are produced through the 

performance of culturally intelligible markers of gender. These markers may, in and of 

themselves, appear “meaningless,” yet their performance within a social discourse renders them 

intelligible via a complex web of social meaning and “produces” a culturally intelligible, 

gendered identity. Both gender and sacraments thus exhibit efficacious ritual performativity, that 

is, they both produce the reality they signify by mapping performative acts onto complex webs of 

meaning, thereby transforming individual and communal identities.  

 Through a hermeneutic of holy queerness, the efficacious ritual performativity of 

sacramental action is seen to be queer in its subversion of earthly injustice through solidarity. 

Drawing on M. Shawn Copeland’s work on racism and eucharistic solidarity, I argue for an 

inherent relationship between efficacious ritual performativity, solidarity, and the actualization of 

the eschatological Church. I conclude the chapter by arguing that an analogous relationship 

between queer performativity and sacramental action also allows us to see a sacramental 

dimension within queer performative acts. 

 I hope that this thesis offers a new way of relating queerness to Catholic theology. By 

emphasizing performative action, I hope that we can continue to develop new methods and 

means for discerning the presence of grace in the lives and actions of queer individuals today. 

Such development is necessary not only to break out of the theological inertia that currently 

paralyzes queer-Catholic discourse, but also to bring the Church nearer to its eschatological 

destiny. Maranatha! Come, Lord Jesus! 
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Chapter 1: A Hermeneutic of Holy Queerness 

 Though paradigm shifts radically re-orient our perspective, they rarely emerge from a 

vacuum. Instead, paradigm shifts often bridge seemingly unrelated fields of knowledge, thereby 

upending prior assumptions and changing the way we think about a question. In the case of 

existing queer-Catholic discourse, traditional Catholic moral theology and queer interventions in 

systematic theology find themselves at loggerheads, hampering pastoral outreach to LGBTQ+ 

Catholics. Catholic moral theology presumes an anthropology, rooted in a “natural order,” that 

sees gender as metaphysical. This view of gender essentialism rejects a separation between 

gender identity and biological sex.46 Moreover, this view holds that God creates human beings 

according to sexual difference. In contrast, queer theology sees gender as socially constructed, 

rooted not in biological difference but in performative action. On the surface, these two views of 

gender appear contradictory. Yet I contend that a hermeneutic of holy queerness, constructed at 

the intersection of Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, John Paul II’s theology of the 

body, and Ian McFarland’s Thomistic interpretation of imago Dei can bridge the chasm between 

Catholic moral theology and queer theological interventions, affecting a paradigm shift in 

existing queer-Catholic dialogue. 

 I begin this argument by surveying Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity as a 

tool for analyzing the subversive potential of gendered acts. I then provide an overview of John 

Paul II’s theology of the body, along with scholarly criticism of the same work. I argue that, 

while John Paul II’s theology is problematic Biblically, philosophically, and anthropologically, it 

does make a powerful case that any performative view of gender in Christian theology needs to 

reconcile gender performativity with the doctrines of creation and imago Dei. To this end, I 

believe that Bernard Lonergan’s distinction between objects in the “world of immediacy” and 
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those in the “world of meaning” can reconcile gender performativity with the doctrine of 

creation, while Ian McFarland’s interpretation of Thomas Aquinas can reconcile gender 

performativity with the imago Dei. At this intersection, a hermeneutic of holy queerness 

emerges. 

 A hermeneutic of holy queerness is an interpretive lens through which a theologian 

analyzes performative acts in three ways. First, the theologian analyzes how a particular act 

subverts the gender constructions of its own cultural context. Next, the theologian analyzes how 

the act advances God’s Kingdom through its subversion of cultural gender norms. Finally, the 

theologian analyzes how the act reflects the eschatological significance of the human person 

created in the imago Dei. As such, a hermeneutic of holy queerness provides a lens by which the 

theologian can analyze the religious and theological meaning of performative acts.  

Judith Butler’s Queer Performativity 

Whereas traditional Catholic moral theology contends that human sexual difference 

proceeds from God’s creative wisdom, Judith Butler argues that the stable identity categories of 

male and female are human social and cultural constructions. For Butler, there are two primary 

problems with seeing gender as a stable category of identity: first, the political dynamics that 

define a “woman” serve only to reinforce patriarchal power structures; second, the idea of a 

“person” only becomes intelligible through “socially instituted and maintained norms of 

intelligibility.”47 In Butler’s view, this second problem leads to the collapse of the gender binary.  

With respect to feminism’s potential to reinforce patriarchy, Butler critiques feminists 

who base their political resistance on universal claims of “womanhood.” This, Butler holds, is 

simply mimicking the tactics of the patriarchy. Just as the patriarchy holds that the masculine is 

the universal and the feminine is simply that which is “other-than” the masculine, some feminist 
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critics see all oppression against women as operating along a vertical axis of patriarchy. Butler 

rejects the idea that oppression women may face due to race, ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, 

or any other origin, is due exclusively to patriarchy. This universalization “constitutes an 

appropriative act that risks a repetition of the self-aggrandizing gesture of phallogocentrism, 

colonizing under the sign of the same differences that might otherwise call that totalizing concept 

into question.”48 As such, a reduction of all oppression faced by women to a singular 

“patriarchy” fails to do political justice for “women,” since it reinforces the universalizing 

concept of oppression that is itself the core of misogyny and patriarchy. By necessity, seeing 

“woman” as a stable category of identity for political purposes paradoxically reinforces the very 

systems of oppression that necessitate political resistance: “the insistence upon the coherence and 

unity of the category of women has effectively refused the multiplicity of cultural, social, and 

political intersections in which the concrete array of ‘women’ are constructed.”49 

From the political, Butler gestures towards metaphysical. “Persons” become identifiable 

as gendered selves through their “conformity with recognizable standards of gender 

intelligibility.”50 According to Butler, one cannot exist as a gendered self alone. Rather, existing 

(or acting) as a gendered self is a dialectic done within a cultural context. Butler puts it this way: 

“‘I feel like a woman’ is true to the extent that Aretha Franklin’s invocation of the defining Other 

is assumed: ‘You make me feel like a natural woman.’”51 My experience of gender, if it is to 

have any meaning whatsoever, requires that an Other, a Thou, recognize this experience.52 As 

such, the Other must have some means of differentiating between genders if it is to recognize my 

experience of gender. Thus, the gender binary is born: “one is one’s gender to the extent that one 

is not the other gender, a formulation that presupposes and enforces the restriction of gender 

within that binary pair.”53 
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For Butler, society produces a gender binary appearing as stable “substance” through a 

perceived unity of sex, gender, and desire. This unity is only possible through a “stable and 

oppositional heterosexuality.”54 Rejecting the notion that gender is a “natural” result of sexed 

bodies, Butler argues that gender produces sex. To understand Butler’s argument, consider what 

society holds to be constitutive of a “natural” and “sexed” body: so-called “natural maleness” 

involves an XY chromosome pair, the presence of a penis and testes, and a variety of secondary 

sex characteristics, such as facial hair, pubic hair, and an Adam’s apple, which appear during 

puberty. So-called "natural femaleness” involves an XX chromosome pair, the presence of a 

vagina and ovaries, and a variety of secondary sex characteristics, such as breast development, 

pubic hair, and rounding of the hips. Though these characteristics comprise “natural” and 

“sexed” bodies, unusual variations exist; these variations include “males” with an XX 

chromosome pair and “females” with an XY chromosome pair.  

For Butler, examining the phenomena of XX-males and XY-females provides insight into 

the construction of binary sex, as it reveals the arbitrariness of our “male” and “female” 

categories. To demonstrate this, Butler considers research on chromosomal variations by David 

Page. Page and his associates claim that a DNA sequence on the Y chromosome functions as 

“the binary switch upon which hinges all sexually dimorphic characteristics.”55 They named this 

DNA sequence TDF, or testis-determining factor, and it is thought to be responsible for “sex-

determination,” which in turn provides a genetic explanation for the existence of so-called XX-

males and XY-females. Butler senses a problem with this conclusion: on what grounds do we 

presume to name people with XX chromosomes male and those with XY chromosomes female? 

All XX-males in the study were unable to produce sperm and all the ovaries of all XY-females 

lacked germ cells, rendering ovulation impossible. With chromosomal markers and reproductive 
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capacity unable to determine sex, the only criteria for considering XX-males as males or XY-

females as females is the presence of external genitalia; thus the designation of male and female 

was made prior to any scientific exploration into the question of genetics. According to Butler, 

Page pursues the question of “how the ‘binary switch’ gets started, not whether the description of 

bodies in terms of binary sex is adequate to the task at hand.”56 For Butler, as for Freud, “it is the 

exception, the strange, that gives us the clue to how the mundane and taken-for-granted world of 

sexual meanings is constituted.”57 Upon encountering gender variations that destabilize the 

coherence of biological sex, our culturally-determined hierarchy of values emerges more clearly, 

and we recognize that we implicitly value some of these characteristics (external genitalia) over 

others (chromosome pairing) as determinative of “sex”. In this way, a culturally-determined 

understanding of gender produces a construct of sex that masquerades as “natural”.58  

For Butler, our culturally-determined hierarchy of values produces sex in service of a 

“compulsory heterosexuality” that regulates gender, sex, and desire to further biological, kinship, 

and cultural reproduction.59 Because Page and his colleagues implicitly define sex as possession 

or lack of testes, Butler claims that they, “conflate sex-determination with male-determination, 

and with testis-determination.”60 What constitutes maleness is therefore equated with external 

genitalia and femaleness is reduced to a lack of this genitalia. For this notion of sex to have the 

appearance of consistency, it requires a corresponding notion of masculinity and a 

complementary notion of femininity, with the two linked by heterosexual desire. Thus, an 

interdependent relationship between sex and gender emerges: gender produces sex because of the 

cultural value given to biological phenomena. Once produced, sex reinforces the binary gender 

structure. This binary structure in turn requires and produces heterosexual desire to maintain the 

intelligibility of a perceived natural unity. The problem, of course, is that this “natural” unity is 
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constructed and constituted by a consistent repetition of gendered acts believed to represent the 

“natural.” Butler thus concludes that “identity is performatively constituted by the very 

‘expressions’ that are said to be its result.”61 

Butler defines gender as, “the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts 

within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of 

substance, of a natural sort of being.”62 Gender is thus revealed to be performative: it is produced 

and sustained by a series of acts. These acts are not simply individual but are rather acts done 

within a social dialectic: boys learn how to dress, speak, and behave from the adult male figures 

in their life; similarly, girls learn how to dress, speak, and behave from the adult female figures 

in their life. Even when one chooses to rebel against the norms of culture, rebellion is only 

intelligible to the extent that it uses the language of the prevailing binary frame. If the cultural 

construction of gender is seen as a script, “the gendered body acts its part in a culturally 

restricted corporeal space” and, when it makes unique interpretations, it does so “within the 

confines of already existing directives.”63 Yet the notion of gender as performative enables 

possibilities: not only can one perform gender in a way that imitates and reproduces the existing 

appearance of the natural, but one can “make gender trouble” in a way that subverts the 

“naturalized and reified notions of gender that support masculine hegemony and heterosexist 

power.”64 If the status quo was produced through gender performativity, then it stands to reason 

that it may also be subverted and displaced through gender performativity as well. 

While Gender Trouble was originally written as a contribution to feminist thought, 

gender performativity – as well as the political possibilities it promised – quickly influenced the 

world of queer politics and queer theory. In politics, Butler’s idea that performative acts function 

in a subversive and disruptive way influenced the tactics of advocacy groups emerging during 
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the HIV/AIDS crisis, including ACT UP, the Lesbian Avengers, and Queer Nation.65 In queer 

theory, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick explicitly applied Butler’s theory of gender performativity to 

queer performative acts.66 While the question had been implied in Gender Trouble, Butler 

explicitly connects gender performativity and queerness in the essay “Critically Queer.” In this 

essay, Butler lays out the fundamental charge of queer performativity: “[queer] will have to 

remain that which is, in the present, never fully owned, but always and only redeployed, twisted, 

queered from a prior usage and in the direction of urgent and expanding political purposes.”67 

Seen in this light, queer performativity must not limit itself to same-sex love, LGBTQ+ 

movements, or any particular, historical reality.68 Rather, the only criteria for something to be 

queer is that it subvert gender and sexuality’s status quo, in the service of concrete political aims, 

and yet remain forever unfinished and open to new possibilities.  

For anyone wishing to analyze queer performative acts from a theological perspective, 

Butler’s theory of gender performativity provides a valuable tool. By naming gender as a 

constructed reality that might be constructed differently, gender performativity invites the 

theologian to analyze how performative acts might subvert and reconstruct gender for religious 

and theological purposes. At the same time, when appropriating gender performativity for 

theological inquiry, the theologian faces an important question: is a wholesale appropriation of 

gender performativity – or any constructionist view of gender – compatible with the importance 

that Christianity places on matter and the physical body as sites of theological reflection?  

Matter and Bodies in Christian Theology 

The inherent goodness of matter and the physical body mark the Christian Scriptures. The 

book of Genesis begins with a story of God creating the physical universe. At each stage of 

creation, God speaks a creative act into being and then sees that it is “good.” After creating 
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human beings in the flesh, God looked out over all of creation and saw that it was “very good,” 

bearing witness to the inherent sacredness of the material and created world.69 Paralleling the 

first creation account in Genesis, the prologue to the Gospel of John testifies that the “Word” of 

God, in the person of Jesus Christ, “became flesh and lived among us.”70 The book of Revelation 

closes the Christian Scriptures with a vision of a renewed creation – “a new heaven and a new 

earth.”71 Emerging from this deep Scriptural emphasis on the inherent goodness of matter, Karl 

Rahner, one of the most important Catholic theologians of the last century, argues that Christian 

belief must view matter as eternal, awaiting transfiguration in and through the Risen Christ. 

For Karl Rahner, the Christ event is not simply concerned with the forgiveness of human 

sin but rather concerns the final triumph over death, enabling all of creation to participate in 

God’s own life. Because Jesus Christ is the Word made flesh, both divine and fully human, in 

Christ’s sacrifice on the cross “a part of this world freely and radically gives itself to God in 

complete love and obedience and is fully taken up into God.”72 This entrance of the creaturely 

into the divine is not limited to Christ’s humanity. Rather, as part of the physical and human 

world, Christ becomes “the embryonically final beginning of the glorification and divinization of 

the whole of reality.”73 Thus through Christ’s resurrection, all material creation awaits its final 

transfiguration in the glory of God. If material creation is not simply passing away, but is rather 

awaiting this final transfiguration, then Christians must have an elevated view of physical matter 

and, by consequence, human bodies. As Rahner points out, Christians are “the most sublime of 

materialists … more crassly materialistic than those who call themselves so,” because Christians 

believe that matter is eternal and in the process of glorification in and through Christ’s 

resurrection.74  
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Constructionist views of gender, equating reality with linguistic dialectic, seem to oppose 

such an elevated view of matter. As Vivien Burr notes, “social constructionism is not claiming 

that language and discourse merely have a strong influence on our perception of reality. What we 

know as reality is itself a social construction.”75 In a constructionist worldview, the material 

world – outside of perception colored by human dialectic – is not real. For a Christian, such a 

view is problematic: God creates, dwells among, and redeems material creation, regardless of 

whether or how this creation is known to the human mind. To suggest things only become real 

when they are known as reality through the complexities of human consciousness risks 

subordinating God to human knowledge, reducing God to a construct of the human mind. The 

Christian theologian, then, cannot uncritically adopt a constructionist view of reality without the 

risk of undermining central Christian commitments. 

Against such a constructionist view of reality, John Paul II’s theology of the body affirms 

the importance of material creation and human bodies by viewing biological sex as definitional 

of the human person. John Paul II’s theology, in its powerful affirmation of the embodied and 

sexual human person, makes it possible to see the physical, biological, and sexually 

differentiated human body as an integral part of creation, awaiting transfiguration in and through 

the Risen Christ. Despite these strengths, scholarly critics argue that theology of the body 

ultimately fails to provide an adequate Biblical, philosophical, and anthropological analysis of 

the human person, thus inviting theologians to craft a more expansive theology of embodiment.  

John Paul II’s Theology of the Body 

 John Paul II’s theology of the body is an eclectic theory that claims to combine Thomistic 

thought, phenomenology, and scriptural interpretation. Through a personalist interpretation of 

Thomistic thought, John Paul arrives at “the importance of basic goods and the human person,” 
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while phenomenology reveals “that these goods have an existential character.”76 Yet these 

philosophical lenses find their true meaning only through scripture, which “provides the 

theological basis for responsible love guiding all human activity and relationships.”77 John Paul 

II’s theology operates through a nuptial hermeneutic and, fittingly, begins with an interpretation 

of a New Testament passage concerning marriage. 

In Matthew 19:4-5, some Pharisees ask Jesus whether divorce might be acceptable. Jesus 

responds by quoting Genesis: “Have you not read that he who made them from the beginning 

made them male and female, and said ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother 

and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one’?”78 For John Paul II, Jesus’s appeal to 

Genesis 1:27 and 2:24 is significant: “Quoting these words almost ‘in extenso,’ as a whole, 

Christ gives them an even more explicit normative meaning.”79 This meaning, the late pope 

argues, is nuptial in character:  

the human body, with its sex – its masculinity and femininity – seen in the very mystery 
of creation … [it] contains ‘from the beginning’ the ‘spousal’ attribute, that is, the power 

to express love: precisely that love in which the human person becomes a gift and – 
through this gift – fulfills the very meaning of his being and existence.80 

 

Thus, John Paul II sees in Jesus’s answer to the Pharisees a justification for reading the Genesis 

creation narratives through a nuptial hermeneutic. Such a reading produces John Paul II’s views 

of both gender essentialism, which maintains that sexual difference proceeds from God’s 

creative act, and gender complementarity, which maintains that women and men exist in a 

relationship of mutual dependence through which both women and men actualize their full 

humanity. 

 The first creation account in Genesis expresses a gender essentialism supported by 

theological and metaphysical reflections on gender. Theologically, Genesis 1:27 expresses “only 

the objective fact and defines the objective reality” when it connects creation of male and female 
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to creation in the image and likeness of God.81 The subsequent verse, containing God’s blessing 

and command to “be fruitful and multiply” links the “objective reality” of male and female with 

procreation. As such, both “male and female” and procreative purpose are seen as theologically 

connected to the creation of the human person in the imago Dei. The first creation story also 

offers a metaphysical definition of the human person:  

to the mystery of his creation (“in the image of God he created them”) corresponds the 
perspective of procreation (“be fruitful and multiply”), of coming to be in the world and 

in time, of “fieri,” which is necessarily tied to the metaphysical situation of creation: of 
contingent being (“contingens”).82 

 

In this reading of Genesis, which owes a great debt to Thomistic metaphysics, human beings’ 

creation as male and female in the image of God reflects their contingent nature and dependence 

upon God. Procreation becomes a sign of this reality. As such, John Paul II sees any attempt to 

question either the gender binary or humanity’s procreative imperative as an attempt to surpass 

the human person’s status as a contingent being, an attempt to usurp the creator. The first 

creation account provides a theology and metaphysics of gender essentialism: “male and female” 

is willed by God from the beginning, is linked to procreative purpose, and reflects human nature 

as wholly dependent upon God for one’s existence. 

 If the first creation account in Genesis helps John Paul II to construct a view of gender 

essentialism, the second creation account helps him to construct a view of gender 

complementarity. The second Genesis creation account “constitutes in some way the oldest 

description and record of man’s self-understanding … it is the first witness of human 

consciousness.”83 At the beginning of creation, “even though man is surrounded by the 

innumerable creatures of the created world, he realizes that he is alone (cf. Gen. 2:20).”84 God, 

recognizing this original solitude, creates woman “in order to help [man] escape from this 

situation of solitude.”85 From the beginning, “the creation of woman is thus marked … by the 
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principle of help: a help which is not one-sided but mutual. Woman complements man, just as 

man complements woman.”86 Moreover, this “help” that characterizes gender complementarity, 

“is not referring merely to acting, but also to being.”87 As such, it is not a mere physical or 

psychological complementarity, but also an ontological one: “only through the duality of the 

‘masculine’ and the ‘feminine’” does the “‘human’ [find] full realization.”88 Owing to the 

ontological nature of this complementarity, John Paul II argues that sex is not merely an attribute 

of an individual but “in some way is ‘constitutive for the person.’”89 What precisely John Paul II 

means by sex being “constitutive of the human person,” we cannot fully know as “the late pope 

does not unpack” what he means by it.90 

 John Paul II’s theology of the body now comes into focus. God creates “male and 

female” and this creation reflects the imago Dei. One might summarize that, in John Paul II’s 

view, this creation of “male and female” makes procreation possible, and humanity’s procreative 

dimension reflects its metaphysical nature as contingent being. Aware of this situation, the first 

man recognizes an original solitude and God responds to man’s original solitude by creating 

woman. Man and woman thus exist in a relationship of mutuality and complementarity, one that 

penetrates not only their actions but also their ontological nature. As such, John Paul II holds that 

sex is “constitutive” of one’s personhood. This understanding of gender complementarity forms 

the bedrock for John Paul II’s theology of marriage. 

 For John Paul II, marriage cannot be understood outside of its procreative dimension. 

Reflecting on Genesis 4:1, in which Adam “knew” Eve and she “conceived and bore Cain,” John 

Paul writes that “the mystery of femininity manifests and reveals itself in its full depth through 

motherhood, as the text says, ‘who conceived and gave birth.’”91 In a like manner, “what also 

reveals itself is the mystery of the man’s masculinity, that is, the generative and ‘paternal’ 
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meaning of his body.”92 While John Paul II understands femininity through “the feminine body 

in its typical expression of creative love,” masculinity is understood less through the body and 

more through the fact that Scripture attributes “to the earthly father the participation in the divine 

work of transmitting life, and perhaps also in the joy present in the statement, ‘God saw 

everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good’ (Gen. 1:31).”93 The creative potential 

of masculinity and the maternal feminine are joined in a “communion of persons” through 

marriage and that communion forms something that neither man nor woman could form on their 

own.94  

 Philosophically, this “communion of persons” requires an expression of love, which John 

Paul II understands in two ways. Seen negatively, love entails a refusal to treat another person as 

an object or as a means to an end; seen positively, love entails a total gift of self to another.95 

Sexual intercourse within marriage is a primary expression of this love. Yet marital sexual 

intercourse is not only an expression of love, but may be called “a language of the body in 

truth.”96 The truth expressed in sexual intercourse encompasses two dimensions. In the first 

place, it expresses both the unitive and procreative ends of marriage. Yet it also reflects what 

John Paul II sees as a more fundamental, anthropological truth – that in marital sexual 

intercourse “the masculine and feminine biological and psychological elements are ontologically 

linked in a unified whole.”97 As such, “these two dimensions by definition eliminate the 

possibility of moral homosexual acts and moral nonreproductive heterosexual acts, even between 

a married couple.”98 

 John Paul II’s theology of the body is admirable in its affirmation of the human person as 

an embodied and sexual being. As Megan DeFranza points out, this is no small achievement, as 

John Paul II’s theology of the body affirms the body “in the face of a long tradition of 
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devaluation.”99 Grounding his theology in the Genesis creation stories, John Paul II’s theology of 

the body powerfully centers God’s creation of the universe and the matter contained within it. 

Moreover, John Paul II sees a strong connection between sexually differentiated human bodies 

and interpersonal communion. The human person is not self-sufficient, but rather stands in need 

of help. This basic need is marked not only by differences between male and female bodies, but 

also by procreative potential, which marks human beings as contingent, relying upon God’s help 

for their existence. Human beings realize their full humanity through both interpersonal and 

sexual communion, which manifests God’s grace through sacramental marriage. In this deep 

connection between physical and interpersonal union, John Paul II’s theology of the body 

reflects the “sublime” view of material creation that Karl Rahner proposes. Embodied human 

persons, in John Paul II’s view, are the fruit of God’s creation and they await transfiguration in 

and through the Risen Christ. Human persons are actualized through interpersonal communion 

here on earth which prepares them for – and foreshadows – their final transfiguration with all of 

creation at the general resurrection. Yet while John Paul II’s theology of the body does 

powerfully affirm the goodness and dignity of the human person as an embodied, sexual being, it 

has also faced significant criticism from the theological community. 

Theology of the Body: Scholarly Criticism 

 Theologians have critiqued John Paul II’s theology of the body along three lines. First, 

Biblical scholars criticize John Paul II for uncritically drawing ontological conclusions 

immediately from Biblical narratives. Second, philosophical theologians have argued that John 

Paul II operates from a philosophical lens that implicitly prioritizes “nature” over personhood, 

thus failing to sufficiently account for the complexity of the human person. This philosophical 
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critique gives way to an anthropological critique: theologians criticize John Paul II’s theology of 

the body for failing to give due consideration to the diverse array of embodied humanity. 

 Critics contend that John Paul II’s theology of the body is Biblically problematic because 

it draws immediate ontological conclusions from Biblical narratives without proper conversation 

with the Catholic interpretive tradition. In Dei Verbum, the Catholic Church’s dogmatic 

constitution on divine revelation, the council fathers set forth two important charges for the 

Biblical interpreter. First, “the interpreter must investigate what meaning the sacred writer 

intended to express and actually expressed in particular circumstances by using contemporary 

literary forms in accordance with the situation of his own time and culture.”100 Second, the 

Biblical interpreter must take into account “the living tradition of the whole Church.”101 John 

Paul II’s interpretation fails on both counts.102 

John Paul II claims that Genesis 1:27 offers “only the objective fact” that “male and 

female” is to be connected to the imago Dei. But this claim glosses over the fact that using “male 

and female” as an interpretive key to the imago Dei is nearly absent in the interpretive literature 

prior to Karl Barth.103 Moreover, recent exegetical work on Genesis 1 has suggested that the 

imago Dei “refers to human rule, that is, the exercise of power on God’s behalf in creation.”104 

Such an interpretation is supported by semantic, historical, literary, and inter-textual evidence 

that John Paul II does not provide, suggesting that his interpretation does not meet the Catholic 

tradition’s interpretive criteria. While it is true that Catholic tradition has generally accepted 

sexual difference as a part of God’s creation, John Paul II’s joining of “male and female” to the 

imago Dei represents a modern innovation without precedent. As Megan DeFranza points out, 

most theologians within the Western Christian theological tradition have sought a “substantive” 

view of the imago Dei, linking it to the soul and, by proxy, to human capacities like rationality, 
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love, or virtue.105 This is certainly the case for Augustine and, to a limited extent, for Thomas 

Aquinas. It seems curious that John Paul II, claiming a “Thomistic personalism,” does not 

attempt to reconcile his own view with that of St. Thomas, which I will explore shortly. 

Finally, as Craig Ford points out, Genesis 1:27 is “completely unable to bear the weight 

of an argument in favor of gender essentialism because the verse does not make an argument 

about what it means to be embodied before God.”106 To remedy this problem, John Paul II 

provides a phenomenological reading of the creation account in Genesis 2. This creates 

unfortunate confusion over the term “man,” as Luke Timothy Johnson explains: 

John Paul II wants, for example, to have the term “man” mean both male and female. But 
the Genesis 2 account pushes him virtually to equate “man” with “male,” with the 

unhappy result that males experience both the original solitude the pope wants to make 
distinctively human as well as the domain over creation expressed by the naming of 

animals. Females inevitably appear as “helpers” and as complementary to the already 
rather complete humanity found in the male.107 

 

Despite John Paul II’s insistence on the fundamental equality of women and men in their 

complementarity, his reading of Genesis 2 forces him into reflections where women virtually 

never occupy a place of moral agency, thus undermining the whole project.108 The 

phenomenological reading of Genesis 2 thus fails to provide a sufficient explanation for what it 

means to be embodied before God, which in turn casts doubt on Genesis 1:27’s ability to sustain 

the weight of the pope’s argument for gender essentialism. 

Philosophically, theology of the body claims to operate from the perspective of the 

human person, yet too often this personalist language is defined in terms of “nature,” rendering 

the project, according to Todd Salzman and Michael Lawler, “incapable of adequately 

addressing the human sexual person.”109 For John Paul II, genuine love within a communion of 

persons is only possible insofar as persons remain true to their nature – their masculinity and 

femininity which come together most fully in their procreative dimension. While the 
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complementarity in theology of the body rooted in interpersonal communion permits moral 

sexual relationships for heterosexual couples unable to have children, John Paul II sees 

“heterogenital complementarity” as “the sine qua non” for the realization of authentic 

communion.110 As such, there is a clear hierarchy of nature over person: the personal meaning 

that individuals find in relationship is only relevant to the extent that it conforms to John Paul 

II’s biological understanding of nature. Because the biological is only one aspect of the human 

person, Salzman and Lawler note, John Paul II’s theology of the body cannot be considered an 

authentic personalism. Authentic personalism, they contend, “takes the particular human person 

in his or her sexual complexity and formulates normative guidelines for sexual relationships out 

of a profound appreciation of that complexity, not on the primacy of heterogenital 

complementarity.”111 Theology of the body fails to recognize this complexity and thus cannot 

give a sufficient account of the human person.  

This philosophical problem gives way to an anthropological problem: John Paul II’s 

theology of the body fails to adequately consider the diversity of human embodiment. The most 

obvious omission is that of the eunuch. For John Paul II, the term eunuch “refers to the physical 

defects that make the procreative power of marriage impossible.”112 As such, the “natural” 

eunuch is simply defective; John Paul II does not ask what such bodies might reveal about the 

Divine Mystery. As we will see in the next chapter, theological reflection on the ambiguity of the 

eunuch can bear much fruit. For now it is sufficient to note that theology of the body fails to 

adequately consider the diversity of human bodies because it “fails to take seriously the liminal 

status of the eunuch as one who is neither (fully) male/masculine nor female/feminine.”113  

 Eunuchs are not the only persons who find themselves omitted from theology of the 

body. As Luke Timothy Johnson puts it, John Paul II’s strict emphasis on the male-female binary 
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“leaves out all the interesting ways in which human sexuality refuses to be contained” within the 

binary “not only biologically but also psychologically and spiritually.”114 Among those left out 

of this theology are gay and lesbian individuals, who “are also called to be loving, and in many 

fashions to create and foster the work and joy of creation.”115 Moreover, his strict understanding 

of masculinity and femininity leaves out a whole host of individuals who exhibit performative 

dimensions of gender that clash with the pope’s understanding: women who never become 

mothers, men who do not see themselves as particularly “generative” or creative, those who 

engage in drag performances, and transgender and non-binary individuals, just to name a few. 

Ultimately, John Paul II’s theology of the body is a not a theology for all bodies.  

 Theology of the body, despite providing a powerful affirmation of material creation and 

the human body, falls short in its effort to provide an adequate theological account of the 

embodied and sexual human person. In striving for a deep harmony between the “natural,” 

physical, and relational dimensions of the human person, John Paul II falls prey to numerous 

methodological problems and does not provide a compelling theological account of the human 

person. Yet if theology of the body cannot give a full account of the embodied, sexual human 

person, and if gender performativity, proceeding from a social constructionist perspective, seems 

to undermine the theological significance of matter and bodies in Christian theology, what path 

remains for the theologian to reflect upon the significance of embodied, interpersonal sexuality? 

A Path Forward: A Hermeneutic of Holy Queerness 

 I contend that a synthesis of Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity and John 

Paul II’s theology of the body may represent a path of theological inquiry into embodied 

personhood that addresses the inadequacies of either framework in isolation. In isolation, 

Butler’s theory of gender performativity cannot adequately provide a framework for theological 
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reflection on embodied personhood for two reasons. First, Butler is a philosopher, not a 

theologian, and Butler does not construct gender performativity as a religious or theological 

analytical tool. Second, as I have already shown, social constructionism does not distinguish 

between reality per se and reality as known through human consciousness and construction. Such 

a philosophical orientation risks undermining the elevated view of material creation and human 

bodies necessitated by Christian doctrines of creation, incarnation, and resurrection. John Paul 

II’s theology of the body powerfully centers the doctrines of creation and incarnation through its 

emphasis on the Genesis creation accounts and the imago Dei. Yet while theology of the body 

addresses gender performativity’s shortcomings, its methodological problems render it unable to 

convincingly account for the diversity of human embodiment. Therefore, I propose a 

hermeneutic of holy queerness as a synthesis of the two, rooted in gender performativity, yet 

taking seriously Christian doctrines of creation. 

 For a hermeneutic of holy queerness to effectively analyze humanity’s diverse array of 

human embodiment, it must be rooted in gender performativity. Rooting this hermeneutic in 

gender performativity allows the hermeneutic to analyze subversive and unusual embodied 

expressions that would otherwise, like the eunuch in John Paul II’s theology of the body, be seen 

as “defective” in essentialist and complementarian frameworks. These queer embodied 

experiences are bound together by their power to disturb constructed gender’s status quo. As 

such, the theologian deploying a hermeneutic of holy queerness begins by analyzing how a 

particular performative act subverts the socially and culturally constructed status quo of gender, 

within the act’s own context. Yet in order to discover religious and theological meaning of a 

performative act, it is not enough simply to analyze how the act subverts cultural constructions of 

gender, but rather how the act redounds to the Kingdom of God through its subversion of 
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culturally constructed gender norms. Of course, claiming that a particular act redounds to God’s 

Kingdom is no simple task – how are human beings to know and demonstrate that a human act is 

participating in the reign of God? Such a question is itself worthy of much theological debate, 

but it will suffice here to say that the theologian employing a hermeneutic of holy queerness 

must make a compelling argument that a performative act manifests grace, understood as God’s 

self-communication. If such an act can be said to manifest grace, then the act proceeds from the 

Divine Mystery and an analysis of its effects should provide insight into that same Divine 

Mystery. 

 Yet such an analysis needs the doctrine of creation to ground the analysis in divine 

revelation. Emphasizing the material creation of human bodies grounds a hermeneutic of holy 

queerness in the “sublime” view of matter necessary to uphold creation, incarnation, and 

resurrection as central Christian mysteries. In employing a hermeneutic of holy queerness, one 

way for the theologian to do this is by maintaining Bernard Lonergan’s distinction between the 

“world of immediacy” and the “world of meaning.” In acknowledging that a hermeneutic of holy 

queerness is only able to analyze performative acts in the “world of meaning,” the theologian 

recognizes that the “world of immediacy” – the proper domain of God’s creation – lies beyond 

the human intellect. Such an acknowledgement keeps the theologian from equating an analysis of 

performative acts with a complete account of God’s creation. In turn, the theologian stands in 

awe of the “sublime” mystery of God’s creation, the full comprehension of which lies beyond the 

horizon of words, meanings, constructions, or human action.   

Doctrine of Creation  

Bernard Lonergan’s distinction between objects in the “world of immediacy” and objects 

in the “world of meaning” can help a hermeneutic of holy queerness frame its analysis of 
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performative acts in light of the doctrine of creation and the “sublime” view of matter that this 

doctrine requires. Lonergan first speaks of objects in the world of immediacy. Objects in the 

world of immediacy are prior to any name or description of them. These objects are sensed, 

spatial, exist outside of human consciousness, and are “bound up in one’s living and acting.”116 

Lonergan then speaks of a second type of object, one mediated by the world of meaning. This is 

the object that “becomes socially understood, judged, and decided by the answer ‘What is 

it?’.”117 Applying this distinction to the task at hand, human bodies and their “sexual 

characteristics,” in their pre-named and pre-discursive form, are seen to exist as created by God 

in the world of immediacy. They exist, in Lonergan’s words, as “already, out, there, now, and 

real.”118 Yet once these same human bodies enter human consciousness, they enter the world of 

meaning. As such, by the time these bodies and their material characteristics enter consciousness, 

they are understood through a whole array of social, cultural, and religious meanings. 

Theologically, while God creates human bodies in the world of immediacy, human beings can 

only ever encounter bodies in the world of meaning. A hermeneutic of holy queerness, 

concerning itself with performative acts, analyzes embodiment in the world of meaning and does 

not claim knowledge of the world of immediacy. As such, human bodies created by God in the 

world of immediacy remain beyond the theologian’s comprehension, thus inspiring a sense of 

awe in the theologian who marvels before the “sublime” awe of God’s creation. 

The distinction between objects in the world of immediacy and objects in the world of 

meaning may at first appear to be a version of relativism. In fact, this distinction is a form of 

objectivity, but one that presumes a perspectivist frame of knowledge. Relativism and objectivity 

are distinguished by their approach to truth. Whereas relativism denies the possibility of attaining 

genuine truth, objectivity affirms the existence of genuine truth and believes that human beings 
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are capable of knowing truth. Yet objectivity is not a simple or monolithic category. Bernard 

Lonergan holds that there are different types of objectivity corresponding to different types of 

objects. For objects in the world of immediacy, objectivity is simply a function of the object 

existing. Yet for objects in the world of meaning, because these objects must be known through 

cognition, objectivity takes on a tripartite structure. Sensory observation of the object provides 

an experiential objectivity. By considering and naming an object through human reason, one 

gains a normative objectivity. The experiential and normative objectivities combine to form a 

harmony between reason and experience, an absolute objectivity. Yet even this “absolute 

objectivity” retains an element of contingency because, “our knowledge of reality is never purely 

objective but is always conditioned by the knowing subject.”119  

This contingency is not a product of relativism, but rather of the knowing subject’s limits. 

Whereas relativism believes that truth cannot be attained, Lonergan’s distinction admits of both 

truth and the possibility of attaining truth. Lonergan’s point is simply that any knowledge is 

inherently only partial and perspectivist because it is known by a human being, whose 

knowledge of reality is never perfect. From a theological perspective, human beings can only 

ever attain partial knowledge of God because the mystery of God surpasses all human knowing. 

As such, by analyzing performative gender acts within the world of meaning, the theologian 

employing a hermeneutic of holy queerness can attain genuine, objective knowledge of the 

theological meaning of performative acts. Yet this knowledge will never fully exhaust all that 

could be said of these acts’ theological meaning, nor can it provide insight into human bodies in 

the world of immediacy. Such limitations, rather than reflecting the impossibility of attaining 

truth, reflect the limitations of human knowledge in the face of a transcendent God. Recognizing 

these limitations empowers the theologian to stand before the “sublime” mystery of God and 
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God’s creation, thus guarding the theologian from equating theological knowledge with certain 

and complete knowledge of God or God’s works. 

I have now argued that a hermeneutic of holy queerness may be rooted in gender 

performativity, analyzing performative acts that subvert constructed gender’s status quo, without 

compromising a Christian view of creation or the “sublime” view of matter such an emphasis 

necessitates. Yet there remain important elements from both gender performativity and theology 

of the body that still need reconciliation. First, Butler contends that queer performative acts must 

be “in the present, never fully owned, but always and only redeployed, twisted, queered from a 

prior usage and in the direction of urgent and expanding political purposes.”120 Butler’s point is 

that queer performativity reveals that there is no stable or final end of gender. Queer 

performative acts are not merely seeking to revise the constructed status quo to make it more 

inclusive or more amenable; they rather illustrate that any perceived “stability” within identity 

categories is a product of our construction and will ultimately be “queered” into ever new and 

expansive directions. John Paul II argues instead that binary sex (“male and female”) not only 

emerges from God’s creative action, but also reflects the imago Dei – the image and likeness of 

God in which human beings are said to be created in Genesis 1:27. Butler and John Paul II seem 

to hold disparate views, with Butler arguing that gender can never be stable and John Paul II 

maintaining that the stability of “male and female” is precisely how humanity reflects the imago 

Dei. I propose Ian McFarland’s Thomistic reading of imago Dei as a path of reconciliation 

between these seemingly disparate views. Because McFarland’s reading emphasizes the 

eschatological dimension of imago Dei, it allows queer performative acts to be seen as queering 

gender in grace-filled anticipation of humanity’s eschatological embodiment, thus harmonizing 

performativity with the imago Dei. 
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Imago Dei and Eschatological Embodiment 

 The imago Dei is a highly contested theological category, with various schools of 

theology proposing conceptions of imago Dei rooted in humanity’s rational and relational 

capacities. Traditionally, scholastic theology locates the imago Dei within the rational soul and 

thus with one’s capacity for reason, love, or virtue. History has shown that rooting the imago Dei 

in rational or cognitive powers has led to dehumanization because it allows those in power to 

“question the humanity of those whose cognitive abilities they have judged somehow 

deficient.”121 Striving for a more universal conception of imago Dei, contemporary theologians 

often locate the imago Dei within relationality. John Paul II’s connection of the imago Dei to 

humanity’s creation as “male and female” is one example of such a relational conception of the 

imago Dei. Yet this relational view seems ill supported by scriptural exegesis, which emphasizes 

the connection between imago Dei and humanity’s “dominion” over creation. Even aside from 

John Paul II’s argument, relational conceptions of the imago Dei in general remain problematic 

because “relational criteria seem as open to exclusive interpretation as those pertaining to the use 

of reason or will.”122 Given this difficulty, it is tempting to simply jettison the category, or to at 

least jettison positive definitions of the imago Dei.  

Yet I propose that an eschatological view of imago Dei is uniquely poised to reconcile 

gender performativity and theology of the body, because it allows the theologian to recognize 

queer performative acts as grace-filled anticipation of humanity’s eschatological embodiment, 

thereby providing an alternative to John Paul II’s relational view of imago Dei. Ian McFarland’s 

eschatological reading of Thomas Aquinas, by connecting human intellect to eschatological 

participation in the Divine Mystery, provides just such an account of imago Dei. 
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 At first reading, Thomas Aquinas’s view of imago Dei appears to simply connect imago 

Dei to human intellectual capacity, but Ian McFarland argues that a proper interpretation of 

Thomas’s view highlights divine grace every bit much as human potential. Thomas states that 

“man is said to be the image of God by reason of his intellectual nature.”123 Yet McFarland 

argues that one must read this definition in a “narrative context” that sees “God in Christ calling 

human beings” into Trinitarian participation. In this context, one finds in Thomas an “insistence 

that the divine image should be understood as a state” realized “in the concrete act of knowing 

and loving God”; which in turn draws attention to the “temporal character of human 

knowing.”124 Humanity’s exercise of intellect is thus intimately bound to God’s grace that draws 

human beings into knowledge and love of God. Owing to this connection between human 

intellectual potential and divine grace, McFarland demonstrates that the Thomistic understanding 

of imago Dei is not a simple matter, but rather one encompassing three degrees of participation.  

 For Ian McFarland, Thomas Aquinas’s three degrees of human participation in the imago 

Dei are rooted not in any human’s intellectual capacity per se, but rather in humanity’s “potential 

realization” of the divine image in glory.125 For Thomas, humans participate in the divine image 

in the first and lowest way when they exercise the capacity for reason that exists within the soul. 

In so doing, they “generate” an “inner word in a way that is analogous to the Father’s generation 

of the divine Word” and so participate in the imago Dei. In the second degree, human beings 

participate in the imago Dei when they receive knowledge through God’s grace. In the third and 

highest degree, the image of God is present in human beings in “the perfected knowledge 

enjoyed by the saints in glory.”126 As such, human participation in the imago Dei is not so much 

a function of one’s human capacities, but is instead primarily a function of grace drawing human 

beings towards their eschatological destiny. The image of God, therefore, is “realized in 



 45 

creatures as they come to participate in God’s own self-knowledge.”127 Eschatological 

participation in the Divine Mystery thus grounds human participation in the imago Dei. 

 Because the highest participation in the imago Dei is connected to eschatological 

participation in the divine life, lesser, temporal participation in the imago Dei via human intellect 

must be understood through eschatological realization of the divine image in glory. As Ian 

McFarland points out, “this eschatological reality casts its light backwards on to the whole of 

human existence in time in such a way that the imago Dei can be said to be virtually present in 

the understanding from the moment of creation.”128 Put another way, our understanding gets 

“caught up” in our eschatological destiny so that, through God’s grace, we are already 

participating – and have participated since the moment of creation – in the image that we will 

fully enjoy in heaven. McFarland explains: 

As God images God in the eternal conception of the Word in the bosom of the Father, so 
we participate in the image as our minds are informed by this same Word by the grace of 

the Holy Spirit. Since this conforming of our minds to God’s Word occurs only when and 
as that Word encounters us in Christ, for us to be “in” the image of God depends finally 

upon our being “in” Christ as the one Word who gives the divine image definite 
content.129 

 

As such, temporal human intellectual exercise takes on its theological significance as 

participation in the imago Dei through the eschatological glorification of human minds as they 

are conformed more perfectly to God’s Word.  

A conception of human intellectual participation in the Divine Mystery, when understood 

holistically as eschatological embodiment, provides a framework for understanding queer 

performative acts as participation in the imago Dei. As I have already discussed, contemporary 

theologians like Karl Rahner understand resurrection as endowing meaning on created matter. 

Christ’s resurrection is not simply about the forgiveness of human sins but is rather the 

beginning of the transfiguration of all creation. As such, eschatological participation in divine 
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life is not merely intellectual participation, a conforming of the human mind to the divine mind. 

The eschaton, encompassing material creation, is also the glorification of human bodies 

responding to the grace of God’s self-communication. Thus what Ian McFarland claims of 

intellectual acts taking their meaning from the eschatological conforming of human minds to 

God’s Word also holds true for human bodily acts. Embodied human actions, like human 

intellectual actions, can be said to participate in the imago Dei as they reflect in the temporal 

sphere a participation of the eschatological, glorified body. As queer performative acts subvert 

constructed gender through their participation in the heavenly embodiment, they may be said to 

participate in the imago Dei as dynamic motion towards the eschatological body. 

A hermeneutic of holy queerness, in order to glean theological meaning from queer, 

performative acts, should therefore analyze performative acts in light of their participation in the 

imago Dei. In order to do this, the theologian will need to show how a particular performative act 

subverts existing constructions of gender for the sake of signifying eschatological embodiment 

within the temporal realm. This eschatological view of imago Dei harmonizes Butler’s gender 

performativity and John Paul II’s theology of the body because it places the “end” of gender in 

the eschaton. As such, gender in earthly life can be said to have no final “end,” in accord with 

Butler’s theory, and yet seen through a theological lens of material creation’s ultimate 

transformation, the physical human body does have a final, eschatological end. 

A Hermeneutic of Holy Queerness 

 At this point, the analytical framework for a hermeneutic of holy queerness, constructed 

at the intersection of Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, John Paul II’s theology of 

the body, and Ian McFarland’s Thomistic interpretation of imago Dei emerges with some clarity. 

A hermeneutic of holy queerness is an interpretive lens through which a theologian analyzes 
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performative acts in three ways. In applying this hermeneutic to a particular queer performative 

act, the theologian analyzes how the act 1) subverts the prevailing social and cultural 

constructions of gender within the act’s own context, 2) advances God’s Kingdom through its 

subversion of prevailing gender constructions, and 3) reflects the eschatological significance of 

the human person created in the imago Dei. 

 Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity provides a powerful tool for analyzing a 

performative act’s ability to subvert prevailing social and cultural constructions of gender. 

Butler’s view of gender as a “repeated stylization of the body” shifts the emphasis of gender 

from metaphysical identity to performative action. This shift enables the theologian to explore 

the theological and religious meaning of queer performative acts, which the theologian does by 

demonstrating how queer performative acts manifest grace and thus redound to God’s Kingdom. 

Yet Karl Rahner’s view of the resurrection as beginning the glorification of material creation 

cautions the theologian against reducing gender purely to linguistic discourse. As John Paul II’s 

theology of the body reminds us, genuine Christian theological analysis of gender must affirm 

God’s creation of human bodies. A hermeneutic of holy queerness does this by analyzing 

performative acts in what Bernard Lonergan calls the “world of meaning,” while acknowledging 

that God creates pre-discursive human bodies in the “world of immediacy.” Finally, Ian 

McFarland’s Thomistic interpretation of imago Dei allows the theologian to analyze queer 

performative acts according to their participation in the imago Dei qua a performative act’s 

participation in eschatological embodiment. Yet the true test of a hermeneutic of holy 

queerness’s potential to shift Catholic theological paradigms lies less in its intellectual 

framework and more in the fruit born from its application to particular performative acts. This 

application forms the subject of Chapter 2. 
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Chapter 2: Subversive Gender Ambiguity and Theological Ressourcement 

 

 Theological paradigm shifts change theology’s relationship to the historical past. As the 

theologian approaches the Christian tradition from a new paradigm, the tradition reads 

differently, opening up new insights that reshape theology’s understanding of its past. In turn, 

paradigm shifts invite ressourcement. Theological ressourcement looks “to the past for norms or 

practices or mind-sets that can be used in changing, correcting, or at least qualifying” the state of 

present theological norms, practices, or mind-sets.130 In this chapter, I argue that applying a 

hermeneutic of holy queerness to the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8 and to the tradition of female 

virginity within the four centuries of the Christian Church causes a paradigm shift by revealing a 

deep historical tradition of gender ambiguity and subversion within Christian Scripture and 

praxis. This historical tradition in turn disrupts the Magisterium’s “gender ideology” rhetoric, 

revealing the Magisterium’s gender essentialism and complementarity to be a form of playing 

God by rendering human identity a matter of personal or institutional choice. Against the 

contemporary Magisterium’s essentialist and complementarian view of gender, the historical 

tradition of gender ambiguity and subversion invites a ressourcement that sees acts of queer 

performativity through a lens of discernment, asking how such acts might, in their 

subversiveness, reveal something of the mystery of God. Justin Tanis’s transgender theology 

models such an approach. 

 The chapter begins with an analysis of the “gender ideology” rhetoric promulgated by the 

Catholic Magisterium. Such an analysis reveals the rhetoric of “gender ideology” to be a tool of 

power, distorting language and creating intellectual strawmen to cement Magisterial authority 

through a strategy of universalization. Queer theology rejects this universalization via an 

emphasis on the particularities of grace-filled queer experience. A hermeneutic of holy queerness 
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provides an interpretive lens for re-discovering the particularities of grace-filled, queer 

performative witness within Christianity’s historical tradition. In applying a hermeneutic to the 

Ethiopian eunuch, the eunuch’s ambiguous identity demonstrates the constructedness of 

gendered identities. In being baptized, the eunuch reveals that Christ’s universal invitation to 

salvation does not depend on one’s actual or perceived identity. I then apply a hermeneutic of 

holy queerness to the tradition of female virginity within the early Church. Female virginity 

within the early Church reveals that the “male and female” binary inadequately describes God’s 

creation. Moreover, early female virgins are shown to model the imago Dei in their gender 

ambiguous witness to humanity’s participation in the eschaton. Through these examples, a 

hermeneutic of holy queerness reveals a deep Christian tradition of gender ambiguity which 

invites a ressourcement of theology’s relationship to queer performativity. Given the ability of 

gender ambiguity within the Christian tradition to reveal something of the Church’s universal 

mission and humanity’s eschatological participation, contemporary queer performative acts may 

be best analyzed through a lens of discernment. The chapter concludes by arguing that Justin 

Tanis’s transgender theology models such a ressourcement in the contemporary theological 

landscape. 

Magisterial Rhetoric: “Gender Ideology” 

 Building off John Paul II’s theology of the body, the Magisterium holds to a strict 

interdependence between the categories of sex, gender, and marriage. The Magisterium 

categorizes anything that falls outside of its own teachings as the “ideology of gender,” which 

denies the difference and reciprocity in nature of a man and a woman and envisages a 
society without sexual differences, thereby eliminating the anthropological basis of the 

family. This ideology leads to educational programmes and legislative enactments that 
promote a personal identity and emotional intimacy radically separated from the 

biological difference between male and female. Consequently, human identity becomes 
the choice of the individual, one which can also change over time.131  
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The Magisterium’s argument goes something like this: the problem with “gender ideology” is 

that, in separating gender identity from biological sex, this ideology denies the complementarity 

of the male-female binary. This binary, the Magisterium contends, is divinely ordained and can 

be demonstrated through John Paul II’s theology of the body. Therefore, when human beings 

deny this divinely created binary, they assume the role of God – they “fall into the sin of trying 

to replace the Creator.”132 Such a position is problematic: scholars take issue with John Paul II’s 

theology, the foundation of Magisterial teaching, from Biblical, philosophical, and 

anthropological perspectives. This critique ultimately concludes that theology of the body is 

unable to theologically account for the diverse array of embodied human experience. In this 

chapter, I will show that the Magisterium’s framework of “gender ideology” is rhetorically 

problematic because it fails to take disagreement seriously, opting instead to create intellectual 

distortions that obscure serious theological debate.  

Rhetorically, the Magisterium uses their ecclesial authority to define the terms of the 

debate. They gather “all opposition to current magisterial teaching with respect to sex and 

gender” and name it as ideology.133 For the Magisterium, all opposition to gender 

complementarity becomes opposition to God’s creative wisdom; the Magisterium does not admit 

of the possibility that one might oppose its framework on theological grounds. Moreover, despite 

exhorting a “listening” path for “dialogue” on issues of gender and sexuality, Magisterial 

documents demonstrate a remarkable ignorance of trans and nonbinary experiences.134 James 

Martin S.J. points out that, in the Magisterium’s formulation,  

transgender people are being “provocative” and are either consciously or unconsciously 

trying to “annihilate the concept of ‘nature.’” Friends and family members who have 
accompanied a transgender person through their attempts at suicide, their despair over 

fitting into the larger society, or their acceptance that God loves them will find that 
sentence baffling and even offensive.135 
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In their rhetoric casting all opposition to its teaching as ideology, the Magisterium does not 

acknowledge the diversity of theological opinion on gender, sexuality, and marriage. The 

Magisterium also uses their limited understanding of gender theory to project intentionality and 

action onto LGBTQ+ individuals in ways that do not correspond to the lived experiences of 

LGBTQ+ people. 

 While defining the terms of the debate helps the Magisterium to control the narrative on 

gender and sexuality, it also allows the Magisterium to misrepresent its opponents’ views. Thus, 

as Craig A. Ford, Jr. puts it, the Magisterium has a problem of “creating intellectual strawmen 

and generating a field of intellectual distortions that do nothing to clear up the terms of what is 

actually being debated.”136 To illustrate his point, Ford considers the following text from the 

Pontifical Council for the Family, attempting to explain the origins of gender ideology: 

Starting from the decade between 1960-70, some theories (which today are usually 

described by experts as “constructionist”) hold not only that generic sexual identity 
(“gender”) is the product of an interaction between the community and the individual, but 

that this generic identity is independent from personal sexual identity … the ideology of 
“gender” found a favorable environment in the individualist anthropology of radical neo-

liberalism. Claiming a similar status for marriage and de facto unions (including 
homosexual unions) is usually justified today on the basis of categories and terms that 

come from the ideology of “gender.”137 
 

This bold and sweeping claim is supported by a footnote citing “Marxism,” “structuralism,” the 

“sexual revolution,” and “a certain radical and extreme feminism” as key contributors to gender 

ideology.138 None of these terms are defined and the only individuals named in the document 

associated with these movements are Wilhelm Reich, Herbert Marcuse, Margaret Sanger, and 

Simone de Beauvoir.139 Ford points out the absurdity of such a claim: 

Marxists (who generally divide the world into those who have access to the means of 
production and those who don’t) would be surprised to hear that they were 

“individualists.” These same Marxists would be even more surprised to find that they 
were parties to “radical neo-liberalism,” which, on its face, would seem to be more at 
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home within certain libertarian forms of capitalism, like those put forward by Milton 
Friedman in his classic Capitalism and Freedom.140 

 

Moreover, considering that this document was published in the year 2000, Ford finds it shocking 

that such a document would “nearly completely [ignore] all scholarship from the 1980’s and 

1990’s, the two decades in which queer theory – the field of study that looked at gender and 

sexuality critically – began to take off.”141 What we are left with is an intellectual strawman: a 

sweeping and unsupported generalization of any and all philosophical, sociological, experiential, 

and theological perspectives that depart from the Magisterium as belonging to an ideology, 

formed by an unexplained coalescence of divergent intellectual schools and persons.  

Thus, the Magisterium can be said to rely on three rhetorical devices to generate 

intellectual distortions: defining the terms of debate in a way that forces all opposition into a 

constructed ideology, refusing to acknowledge wide diversity in theological thought or queer 

experience, and controlling the narrative by misrepresenting its opponents’ views. These 

rhetorical devices are tools of power: rather than seek genuine dialogue and truth, the 

Magisterium obscures the terms of debate. Instead of engaging fruitfully with diverse theological 

perspectives, the Magisterium casts all disagreement with its anthropology as undermining the 

Christian doctrine of creation. Instead of engaging with the lived experiences of LGBTQ+ 

individuals, the Magisterium projects onto them ideological motivation. Instead of entering into 

thoughtful dialogue with contemporary philosophical discourses of gender, the Magisterium 

creates an intellectual strawman against which to argue. In each case, the Magisterium uses its 

authority and repressive power to silence any dissenting voice as that of ideology.142 This use of 

power, which Patrick Cheng calls “theological bullying,” seems to serve a singular purpose: to 

bind queer bodies and experiences in submission to a reified universalism, rooted in a “male and 

female” binary that is simply unable to reflect humanity’s diversity.143 Yet queer theology, 
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refusing to be bound by the Magisterium’s universalizing narratives, contests Magisterial 

rhetoric.   

“Language Twisted Around Bodies”: Queer Resistance of Identity 

  Queer theology disrupts universalizing language. Mark D. Jordan describes queer 

theology’s disruptive power in an anecdote about deciding on a reading list for a course on queer 

theology: “I added texts only to take them off. I begged recommendations, studied other course 

plans, even – I blush – even followed the pimping suggestions of Amazon. Still the reading list 

would not settle into the shape of a story.”144 Jordan goes on to consider common framings for 

queer theology – “Christianity’s long postponed encounter with all the specters of pleasure,” 

queer theology’s “[return] to the gospel prophecy of bodies subtracted from strategies of useful 

reproduction,” queer theology’s stubborn reminder that “the erotic is more than a storefront in 

the mall of commodity fetishes.”145 Yet none of these narratives satisfy because none captures 

the full scope of queer theology. Recalling Marcella Althaus-Reid’s words that queer theology is 

“a first person theology: diasporic, self-disclosing, autobiographical and responsible for its own 

words,” Jordan locates the beginning of queer theology’s task in the disruption of identity: “to 

refuse the metaphysics of identity is to reject the reduction of language that identities require.”146 

Queer theology is a resistance to universalizing narratives because “a queer self can only be 

‘told’ in dis-integrations, in-consistencies, language twisted around bodies until it rips.”147  

 Language twisted around bodies. This striking image describes both the aims of 

Magisterial rhetoric and those of queer narratives that contest this rhetoric. Magisterial rhetoric 

consolidates and misrepresents opposition, contorting bodies and experiences to fit its own 

constructions of gender. This is a strategy of universalization. Yet queer narratives emphasize 

the particularities of grace-filled human experiences that contest the Magisterial narrative at 
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every turn. These narratives disrupt Magisterial rhetoric: they twist language until the language 

itself – as opposed to the body it attempts to constrain – rips and falls apart, freeing the 

previously confined body to reflect God’s grace in all its diverse particularities. Looking back at 

the Christian tradition through a hermeneutic of holy queerness reveals many examples of gender 

ambiguous performativity that contest the Magisterium’s universalizing rhetoric and invite 

ressourcement of Catholic tradition vis-à-vis queer performativity. Two such examples are the 

Ethiopian eunuch and the tradition of female virginity in the early Church. 

Hermeneutic of Holy Queerness: the Ethiopian Eunuch 

 In applying this hermeneutic to a particular performative act, the theologian analyzes how 

the act 1) subverts the prevailing social and cultural constructions of gender within the act’s own 

context, 2) advances God’s Kingdom through its subversion of prevailing gender constructions, 

and 3) reflects the eschatological significance of the human person created in the imago Dei. 

Analyzing the Ethiopian eunuch of Acts 8:26-40 through a hermeneutic of holy queerness 

reveals that the eunuch subverts prevailing social and cultural constructions of gender through a 

series of ambiguities. These ambiguities in turn destabilize ancient discourses on gender, slavery, 

sexuality, and religion. The eunuch’s ambiguities, according to Sean D. Burke, function akin to a 

drag performance by making the constructedness of gender visible to the reader of the story.148 In 

demonstrating the constructedness of gender, the eunuch disrupts Magisterial “gender ideology” 

rhetoric. Yet the eunuch does not merely serve to subvert prevailing gender constructions, but 

also to build up God’s Kingdom. As Burke points out, by destabilizing ancient discourses, the 

eunuch’s baptism actualizes the Church’s universal mission by effectively baptizing each of the 

eunuch’s possible identities. Finally, the eunuch reflects the eschatological significance of the 
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human person created in the imago Dei through the grace-filled election of the eunuch for 

baptism by God.  

 The text of Acts 8:27 creates an initial gender ambiguity by referring to the eunuch as 

both a eunuch (εὐνοῦχος) and a man (ἀνήρ). As Burke points out, the ancient world did not 

recognize eunuchs as male: aside from Acts 8:27, there is but a single instance in extant, ancient 

literature that juxtaposes the terms εὐνοῦχος and ἀνήρ.149 Instead, Sean D. Burke contends that 

ancient discourses stylize eunuchs as “not-men, half-men, effeminate males, girls, hybrids of 

male and female, and/or neither male nor female.”150 In this cultural context, Acts 8:27 calls into 

question the gender categories of the ancient world by identifying the story’s protagonist as both 

a eunuch and a man. 

 This gender ambiguity is complicated by a second ambiguity, that of social location. Acts 

8:27 refers to the eunuch as an official of the court (δυνάστης), implying access to both power 

and wealth. Yet the power of a court eunuch in the ancient world depended upon their 

prepubescent castration. Because this castration would blur the line between male and female, 

eunuchs had little to no social standing in the ancient world and therefore occupied a position of 

absolute dependence on their owner or benefactor. As such, “the power of the court eunuch 

depended on their ambiguity or liminality.”151 Burke argues that the eunuch in Acts 8:27 

destabilizes the ancient distinction between freeperson and slave because, while the eunuch 

wielded significant power, this power is entirely dependent upon another. Moreover, this 

ambiguity of social location intersects with the eunuch’s gender ambiguity because the eunuch 

“embodies a loss of masculinity that produces an absolute dependence on a woman.”152 

 In considering ancient discourses on sexuality, a third ambiguity emerges. While the 

Christian tradition has largely followed Philo in associating eunuchs with chastity, Philo’s 
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opinion was a minority one. More often, ancient discourses “sexualized eunuchs as objects of 

sexual penetration and/or as dangerous, gender-deviant figures who could unman men by 

penetrating their wives.”153 In this context, a new ambiguity emerges: on the one hand, as both a 

man (ἀνήρ) and an individual of power (δυνάστης) the eunuch would be presumed to be an 

active, penetrating sexual partner; yet as a eunuch he is portrayed as “a figure who is expected to 

be penetrated by others and/or a figure whose gender-deviant penetration of others is feared 

because it threatens to undo the masculinity of ‘real men.’”154 Thus stylized as eunuch, man, and 

individual of power, the Ethiopian eunuch destabilizes ancient discourses on sexuality. 

 Sean Burke highlights one final ambiguity in the Ethiopian eunuch: religious identity. 

Early in the story, it appears as though the eunuch may be a diasporic Jew: he has been to 

Jerusalem to worship (8:27) and is reading aloud from the prophet Isaiah (8:28). Yet as a eunuch, 

he would be denied admission to the House of Israel according to Mosaic law: “no one whose 

testicles are crushed or whose penis is cut off shall be admitted to the assembly of the Lord.”155 

Similarly problematic is the interpretation of the eunuch as a Gentile convert; while he listens to 

Philip’s proclamation of the gospel (8:34-35) and inquires about baptism (8:36), seeing the 

eunuch as a Gentile convert would undermine the significance of Cornelius’s conversion in Acts 

10. Rather than advocating for one of these interpretations, Burke suggests that the author of 

Luke-Acts may well be purposely rendering the eunuch’s religious identity ambiguous. 

 Burke contends that these ambiguities are significant because, unable to determine the 

eunuch’s “natural” identity, the eunuch’s actions take center stage; these actions, analogous to a 

drag performance, subvert ancient constructions of masculinity. As Burke points out, drag 

performances become subversive when they make visible “the constructedness and 

performativity of gender without reinforcing the norms that produced a particular construction of 
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gender.”156 In this case, the eunuch’s ambiguities leave the story’s reader unable to determine 

which identities are “natural” and which are “performed,” leaving the reader with only questions: 

Is this a eunuch performing a man, or is this a man performing a eunuch? Is this a 
foreigner performing an Ethiopian, or is this an Ethiopian performing a foreigner? Is this 

an elite slave or a freedman performing a powerful official, or is this a powerful official 
performing an elite slave or a freedman? Is this a sexually penetrated person performing a 

gender-deviant sexual penetrator, or is this a sexual penetrator performing a gender-
deviant, sexually penetrated person? The eunuch can perform any or all of these 

identities, but the audience cannot definitively conclude that the eunuch is or is not any 
particular one of them.157 

 

The eunuch’s ambiguous religious identity, too, leaves the reader with questions: is this eunuch a 

Jew who was later castrated? A non-Jewish God-fearer? A curious Gentile? One simply cannot 

know. Yet all these ambiguities – and the unanswered questions that they raise – make the 

eunuch a queer figure, one whose identity resists the constraints of language and the metaphysics 

of identity, one who disrupts and subverts ancient constructions of gender. 

 As a queer figure, the eunuch is also a disruptive figure today, challenging the gender 

ideology rhetoric put forth by the Magisterium. First, the eunuch’s castration contests the clean 

division of humanity into clearly male and clearly female. We do not know why the eunuch was 

castrated – for political reasons? For economic reasons? Because the eunuch had ambiguous 

genitalia from birth? What we do know is that, because of his castration, the eunuch occupied a 

body that contemporaries saw fit to classify as neither male nor female. Second, the eunuch 

challenges the Magisterium’s claim that ambiguous gender identities are the result of “personal 

choice,” an attempt to play God. In the eunuch’s question-inducing “drag performance,” it 

becomes clear that it is not the eunuch making choices about their identity, but rather those who 

encounter the eunuch who make these choices. One chooses to read the eunuch as male (or not), 

a symbol of chastity (or not), a Jew (or not). The eunuch’s ambiguity simply makes these 

readings possible.158 Ironically, the case of the Ethiopian eunuch reveals that it is not so much 
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queer individuals, but rather those who, like the Magisterium, espouse gender essentialism and 

complementarity, that “play God” by making human identity a matter of personal choice.  

A hermeneutic of holy queerness also reveals, in the eunuch’s baptism, a gender 

performativity that disrupts social and cultural constructions of gender through grace-filled 

action that anticipates and actualizes God’s Kingdom. That the eunuch’s various ambiguities 

disrupt ancient discourses of gender and sexuality should, by this point, be evident. The question 

that confronts us now is: why? What is the point of this disruption? The key to answering this 

question is considering the Acts of the Apostles as an origin story. Numerous Biblical scholars 

suggest that Acts is a historical-mythological account of the early Church’s origins.159 In this 

context, Acts is “not only the story of how a small community of Jesus-believers converted 

multitudes of people to faith in Jesus … it is simultaneously the story of how that small 

community of Jesus-believers was itself converted in the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus.”160 

The encounter of Peter with Cornelius provides the prime example of the church itself being 

“converted” through its proclamation of the Gospel.161 In a similar way, a hermeneutic of holy 

queerness sees the baptism of the Ethiopian eunuch as calling the early Church to its own kind of 

conversion. Burke explains: 

The fulfillment of the community’s divinely mandated and divinely directed mission 
required that Jesus-believers themselves be converted from their attachment to their 

society’s constructions of identity. They had to learn that baptism and table fellowship in 
Christ did not depend on a person’s identity as Jew or gentile, man or unman, male or 

female, penetrator or penetrated, free or slave, citizen/native or foreigner. In fact, they 
had to learn that baptism and table fellowship in Christ did not depend on being able to 

determine a person’s identity at all. These identity categories and the very demand that a 
body conform to them had to be deconstructed, in order that all bodies might matter.162 

 

In other words, the baptism of the Ethiopian eunuch in all his ambiguities serves to emphasize 

the universal invitation to salvation through Christ. The deconstruction of identity does not 

emerge out of secular ideology, but rather from the need to affirm the universality of Christ’s 
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mission. Moreover, this baptism is not simply a lesson for the early Church to follow, but in 

baptizing the eunuch (and all his ambiguities), the early Church is actualizing universal mission: 

man/unman, male/female, free/slave, citizen/foreigner, Jew/not-Jew are all entering the universal 

mission of the Church through the baptism of one, ambiguous individual. As such, through 

ambiguous identities, the eunuch subverts ancient constructions of gender for the sake of 

advancing the universal mission of the Church, that is, to advance God’s Kigndom. 

 A hermeneutic of holy queerness also allows the eunuch’s baptism to be understood as a 

sign of the imago Dei. In baptism, one is “formed in the likeness of Christ.”163 Formed into a 

“new creation” through participation in Christ’s death and resurrection, baptism constitutes a 

union with Christ.164 When the eunuch asks Philip “what is to prevent my being baptized,” he is 

asking a serious question; as Burke points out, “all the ambiguities in the eunuch’s identifications 

provide reasons to prevent him from being baptized.”165 For Philip to proceed with the baptism 

implies that the eunuch, in all the eunuch’s ambiguities, has the capacity for union with Christ’s 

death and resurrection. Moreover, this baptism occurs because an “angel of the Lord” appears to 

Philip and gives him instructions that lead him to the eunuch. This baptism is not the result of a 

gender-ambiguous individual begging for mercy for his participation in gender ideology; it is 

rather the result of God electing the eunuch’s baptism, and the eunuch responding to that 

gracious choice. If God elects the eunuch’s baptism as a participation in Christ’s death and 

resurrection for the purpose of actualizing Christ’s universal invitation to salvation, then the 

eunuch’s ambiguities must be seen to reflect something of the “new creation” in Christ that will 

constitute the eschatological body. The baptism of the eunuch, including the eunuch’s embodied 

ambiguities, thus reflects in the temporal sphere a participation of the eschatological, glorified 

body, signifying the imago Dei. In this gracious choice, God can be seen as revealing, through 
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the ambiguous body of the eunuch, God’s own transcendence of the “human distinction between 

the sexes.”166  

Hermeneutic of Holy Queerness: Female Virginity in the Early Church 

 From the Ethiopian eunuch, I now consider the Christian refusal of marriage known as 

virginity.167 While I believe that Christian virginity of any era, including our own, can be read 

through a hermeneutic of holy queerness, I will focus on female virginity as understood and 

practiced in the first four centuries of Christian Church. Seen through a hermeneutic of holy 

queerness, early Christian female virginity destabilizes the construction of a universal class of 

women, thereby subverting the gender constructions of the early Church. This subversion 

advances the Kingdom of God because it is done in service to the “sexless” eschatology common 

within the early Church. As a temporal embodied participation in the eschatological, glorified 

body, the witness of early female virgins reflects the eschatological significance of the human 

person created in the imago Dei. Seen through a hermeneutic of holy queerness, the witness of 

female virgins within the early Church disrupts magisterial rhetoric of “gender ideology” and 

invites the contemporary Church to view queer performative acts through their eschatological 

significance. 

In the Church’s earliest days, a question arose asking whether women who had made a 

commitment to virginity might remove their veils during worship. This theological question 

dates at least to the time of Paul.168 On the surface, this question may appear to be one of 

appropriate church attire, but the heart of the question is whether a commitment to virginity 

allowed a woman to overcome or transcend the “mark” of her sex. In the early Church, veils 

symbolized “female sexual difference and gendered subordination” while functioning as 

“coverings for sexual allure.”169 Removing a veil claimed separation not only from the stigma of 
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sexual activity, but also from one’s identity as female. Yet in many instances, early ecclesial 

communities supported female virgins in doing precisely that.  

In second century Carthage, for example, a group of young girls committed to virginity 

and were encouraged by the local Church to worship with heads unveiled. As Peter Brown points 

out, they may have been given a prominent position within the worshipping community; for the 

Carthaginian Church “the uncanny, non-normal state of dedicated virgin girls, raised above the 

shame and splendidly unveiled, stood for a fleck of divine glory in a dark world.”170 Sexual 

continence was seen as a mark of overcoming the world and, by proxy, overcoming the female 

sex. While these unveiled virgins caught the wrath of Tertullian – a wrath that would remain 

influential within Latin Christendom – the embrace of unveiled virgins as a sign of having 

transcended the boundaries and distinctions of sex remained influential in the Christian East.171 

Not only did virginity afford women the opportunity to cast off their veils and transcend 

the mark of sex, but virginal commitments also offered women in the early Church 

unprecedented opportunities in education and church leadership. Jerome, for example, presided 

over a community that included consecrated virgins dedicated to studying the Scriptures. For 

Jerome, such a practice was defensible because the woman who had committed herself to 

virginity was no longer regarded as a woman: “observe what the happiness of that state must be 

in which even the distinction of sex is lost. The virgin is no longer called a woman.”172  

 The Cappadocian Fathers, too, espouse the idea that a woman committed to virginity is 

no longer to be considered a woman. For example, in Gregory of Nyssa’s hagiography of his 

sister, Macrina, Gregory wonders aloud “whether it is fitting to designate [Macrina] by her 

[female] sex, who so surpassed her sex.”173 Indeed, it is Macrina’s virginity and excellence in 

“philosophy” – by which Gregory means the ascetic life – that allows her to become “father, 
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teacher, tutor, mother, giver of all good advice” to her younger brother, Peter.174 For Gregory, 

Macrina’s virginity is what permits her to occupy a role of family leadership and authority 

otherwise unavailable to women in the Cappadocian church.  

Read through a hermeneutic of holy queerness, the female virginity in the early Church 

disrupts gender constructions by calling into question the virgin’s status as a woman. As a result, 

constructing a universal class of women becomes impossible, demonstrating the inability of the 

“male and female” binary to account for the diverse array of embodied humanity. Female virgins 

in the early Church disrupt prevailing gender constructions by performing social and religious 

functions not otherwise available to women – removing their veils, studying Scripture, and being 

exemplars of the ascetic life. As we have seen, early Christian theologians justified women 

fulfilling these functions by calling into question their status as female. Only by suggesting that 

they had lost or transcended the mark of their sex could male theologians like Jerome and 

Gregory justify the performativity of Christian virginity.  

Early theologies of virginity seemingly accomplish two contrary results. On the one hand, 

these theologies attempt to consolidate women into a single, monolithic class. From a Butlerian 

perspective, this theology tries to cement patriarchal power: by removing committed virgins 

from a constructed category of women, male theologians reinforce the binding power of social 

control over female behavior. On the other hand, the fact that male theologians felt it necessary 

to separate virgins from women at all is a response to subversive virginal performativity. As 

Butler points out, while “gender trouble” subverts gender constructions, it does so “within the 

confines of already existing directives.”175 If early Christian virgins were not at some level 

recognizable as women, there would be no need to theologize the performative acts – like 

removing veils and studying Scripture – that subverted the constructions of women in the early 
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Church. In theologizing the performative acts of female virgins, early theologies of virginity call 

into question the usefulness of the “male and female” binary itself. If a binary model of gender is 

so limiting that those who opt out of marriage cannot be contained within it, then how much 

more those whose bodies fail to conform to the binary? If the virgin cannot be male or female, 

then how could the eunuch, the intersex person, or the individual with ambiguous sexual 

characteristics? Once one admits that the binary cannot account for virginity, one realizes that 

the binary is incapable of accounting for a whole host of phenomena within God’s creation.  

A hermeneutic of holy queerness reveals that female virgins in the early Church subvert 

gender constructions in service of a “sexless” eschatology common within the early Church. 

Within the early Church, virginity as a means of transcending sexual difference was not merely a 

metaphor for some idealized social equality; instead, it reflected a sexless eschatology anchoring 

early Christian theologies of virginity and gender. Drawing on Scriptures including Matthew 

22:30, 1 Corinthians 7, and Galatians 3:28, early Christian theologians such as Tertullian and 

Origen saw marriage, sexual activity, and reproduction as realities that reflected the passing state 

of the world as we know it.176 Such an eschatology even led Origen to allegedly castrate himself 

as a sign of the sexless, eschatological body. In doing so, Origen would have lost many of his 

male sexual characteristics, including a beard, seen as a marker of wisdom and authority. Origen 

thus became “a walking lesson in the basic indeterminacy of the body.”177  

In his interpretation of Genesis 1:27, Gregory of Nyssa held that human beings were 

originally created as “non-sexed” and, “that it was only en route, so to speak, to the Fall that 

‘man’ was distinguished from ‘woman.’”178 Seen in this light, Sarah Coakley describes 

Gregory’s view of gender as “a life-long ascetical programme, a purification and redirection of 

eros towards the divine, a final withdrawal from the whirligig of marriage, child-rearing, the 
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quest for social status and financial security.”179 For the early Church, gender was a marker of 

this world only, tied to passing institutions of marriage and reproduction. The early Church saw 

the virgin, in her renunciation of sexual activity, to have overcome the mark of sex and to 

participate in heavenly life.  

 While the Western theological tradition ultimately rejected the sexless eschatology of the 

early Church, theologians in the West continued to see virginity as a participation in heavenly 

life. Augustine emphasized that while marriage and sexual activity can be oriented towards 

legitimate goods, “virginal chastity and freedom through pious continence from all sexual 

intercourse is the portion of Angels, and a practice, in corruptible flesh, of perpetual 

incorruption.”180 Because virginity practices “an heavenly and angelic life in an earthly mortal 

state,” Augustine revered virginity as a more perfect practice than marital chastity.181 

 Similarly, Thomas Aquinas argues that virginity’s superiority is evident through both 

Divine Revelation and human reason. For Thomas, the evidence from Divine Revelation was 

clear: not only does Paul counsel virginity in 1 Corinthians 7, but Christ himself chose to be born 

of a virgin and to remain a virgin throughout his earthly life. With respect to human reason, 

virginity’s superiority is the result of its direction towards a divine, and not merely human, good. 

Because virginity “is directed to the good of the soul in respect of the contemplative life, which 

consists in thinking ‘on the things of God,’” it is said to be a more excellent state than marriage, 

which “is directed to the good of the body, namely the bodily increase of the human race, and 

belongs to the active life, since the man and woman who embrace the married life have to think 

‘on the things of the world.’”182 Such theological views, while neither denying sexual difference 

nor holding to a sexless eschatology, nevertheless permitted committed virgins to act and to 

occupy roles otherwise unavailable to women, in service of the glory of God.183  
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 Finally, a hermeneutic of holy queerness reveals female virginity as a temporal embodied 

participation in the eschatological, glorified body, thus reflecting the imago Dei. Human beings 

are eschatological beings and Christian anthropology fittingly understands our humanity “in 

terms not only of what we are, but of what we might be.”184 Paul describes the eschatological 

dimension of humanity in this way: “and all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the 

Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree 

of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit.”185 Through God’s self-

communication manifest in the incarnation, human beings embark upon a transformative journey 

until we are ultimately drawn into the fullness of God’s glory. In this light, virginity stands as a 

witness on earth to a heavenly reality: separated from the “this-world” realities of childrearing 

and marriage, virginity symbolizes the glorified body that will be in heaven. Understood through 

the Thomistic lens of imago Dei in chapter one, the virgin stands as a marker, in the temporal 

world, of how the fulness of the imago Dei will reside in humanity at the eschaton. Whether one 

favors the “sexless eschatology” of the early Church or the “participation” model of Augustine 

and Aquinas, virginity is a powerful witness to the eschatological glorification of humanity. 

 Early Christian virginity disrupts Magisterial rhetoric of “gender ideology.” By 

emphasizing the eschatological dimension of the human person within ecclesial communities, 

early Christian virgins demonstrate the inability of the “male and female” binary to accurately 

reflect God’s creative action. Fidelity to the eschatological dimension of personhood may entail 

the choice to renounce marriage, which – by proxy – destabilizes constructions of “male and 

female” that have marriage as their telos. Far from a radical autonomy that seeks to replace the 

Creator, early Christian virginity disrupts constructions of gender out of profound love for 

humanity’s eschatological communion with God. Far from being a “materialistic” view of 
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gender, this view emerges out of humanity’s spiritual reality. Far from emerging out of 

“neoliberal,” “Marxist,” or “radical feminist” thought, this subversive gender ambiguity emerges 

from the heart of the Church’s tradition.  

 Early Christian virginity further unmasks Magisterial accusations of “gender ideology” as 

projection. It is not “gender ideology” that tries to “replace the Creator,” but rather the 

Magisterial insistence that God’s infinitely complex creation of humanity fit inside a reductive 

“male and female” binary. It is not “gender ideology” that adopts a “materialistic” view of the 

human person, but rather the Magisterium who, unwilling to see beyond the earthly telos of 

procreation, wages war against eschatologically minded views of gender. It is not “gender 

ideology” that carries the mark of “modernism,” but rather the Magisterium who, through a 

decidedly modern theological anthropology, silences the ancient traditions of the Church.  

From Antagonism to Discernment: a Call to the Contemporary Church 

 A hermeneutic of holy queerness helps us to re-read the Ethiopian eunuch and female 

virginity within the early Church as examples of gender ambiguity at the heart of Christian 

tradition. Through the Ethiopian eunuch’s baptism, we see a gender ambiguous figure who 

stands as powerful testimony to Christ’s universal invitation to salvation. Through female 

virginity in the early Church, we recognize the inadequacy of our “male and female” binary, 

rooted in marriage and reproduction, to account for the myriad of ways one might respond to 

God’s invitation as an embodied self. As a hermeneutic of holy queerness shifts paradigms, 

changing our relationship to the historical past, it invites us to question how this renewed 

understanding of the past might change our present theological mindsets. That is to say, this 

renewed understanding of the past invites us to ressourcement, looking “to the past for norms or 
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practices or mind-sets that can be used in changing, correcting, or at least qualifying” the state of 

present theological norms, practices, or mind-sets.186  

 Reflecting on the Ethiopian eunuch and female virginity within the early Church 

challenges the contemporary Church to a course correction from antagonism to discernment vis-

à-vis queer performative acts. Both the Ethiopian eunuch and female virginity in the early 

Church invite us to see gender ambiguous acts as communicating something of God’s grace to 

the Church. In the Ethiopian eunuch’s baptism, the Church learns to see that ambiguities of 

identity are not obstacles to baptism and participation in Christ’s universal mission. In female 

virginity, the Church comes to see a witness, in the temporal sphere, of eschatological 

embodiment, serving as a reminder that earthly conceptions of gender stand to be transfigured in 

the eschaton. What we understand gender to be in the present, rooted in marriage and child-

rearing, will somehow be transfigured in light of God’s glory in the eschaton. Early female 

virgins bear witness to this transfiguration. In the contemporary Church, the Magisterium has an 

antagonistic relationship with those who identify as queer, using “gender ideology” as a tool of 

power to subordinate queerness to the Magisterium’s own constructions of gender. The 

Ethiopian eunuch and female virginity in the early Church disrupt this antagonism, unmasking it 

as projection. I propose that, instead of the Magisterium’s antagonism, an attitude of discernment 

may provide a better approach to queer performativity within the contemporary Church.  

 Existing moral-theological rhetoric, as I discussed in the introduction, emphasizes a 

“natural” order of creation, gender, and sexuality. Yet queer witness, especially in the subversive 

gender ambiguous witness of the Ethiopian eunuch and female virginity in the early Church, 

challenges this “natural” order. Is what the Magisterium calls “natural” actually a reflection of 

God’s creative wisdom, or does it simply reflect human constructions passed off by Magisterial 
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authority as God’s creative wisdom? Because gender ambiguous performativity, as evidenced in 

this chapter, can manifest grace and serve God’s Kingdom in a variety of ways, it seems that a 

more expansive moral approach to queer performativity would be one of discernment. Rather 

than judging acts by a supposed “natural” order that fails to account for the diversity of human 

embodiment, asking whether and how a performative act may manifest grace seems like a 

stronger moral approach with a capacity to analyze a much greater variety of acts.  

Given the presence of gender ambiguity within the heart of the Christian tradition, it 

becomes clear that God’s grace is capable of working through gender ambiguity. As such, 

perhaps the contemporary Church would be better served by approaching queer performativity 

from an attitude of discernment, seeking to understand in prayer and reflection how particular 

performative acts may reflect God’s grace. Such an attitude resists the universalization that has 

thus far marked the Magisterium’s approach and encourages an openness to the vast array of 

embodied human expressions. Theological approaches that link gender to discernment, such as 

Justin Tanis’s transgender theology, can help the contemporary Church to approach queer 

performativity with an attitude of discernment. 

Gender as a Calling: Justin Tanis’s Transgender Theology 

 Protestant theologian Justin Tanis, himself a transgender man, argues that gender can be 

understood as a calling. In this light, transgender individuals provide a unique witness to God’s 

incarnation, manifesting in flesh the invisible Word of God, heard deep within the human heart. 

Tanis’s emphasis on gender as a calling provides a model for theological approaches to queer 

performativity that operate out of a spirit of discernment rather than a spirit of antagonism.  

Tanis argues that the two creation accounts of Genesis, read together, demonstrate that 

God intends the created human being for wholeness and congruity of body and soul. Thus “being 
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one with our bodies is a spiritual task, given to us by God through the act of creation itself.”187 

The malleability of our bodies is written into creation as our bodies undergo a multiplicity of 

changes throughout our lifespan. Each new phase of life brings with it new, bodily changes, and 

an embodied theology of creation sees these experiences of bodily change as revelatory signs of 

God’s presence within us.  

 If God truly enters the human condition, then the basic experience of bodily humanity 

takes on incarnational significance. As bodies naturally experience change, these changes – for 

example, the destruction and regrowth of cells, the effects of aging, weight variance – become 

incarnational signs of a God who constantly re-creates and sustains creation. Trans people, far 

from being excluded in this incarnational embodiment, reflect it in a unique way through their 

intentional and deliberate response to the call of gender. In this way, they reflect a Creator who 

relishes “diversity and variation.”188 

 For Tanis, being transgender is a call from God, a “holy invitation to set out on a journey 

of transformation of body, mind, and spirit.”189 While all people receive some call from God, 

trans people have a particular calling “to a way of embodying the self that transcends the 

limitations placed upon us.”190 Through this calling “trans bodies … speak of a collaboration 

between God and humanity in co-creating what our bodies are and what they will become.”191 

In listening to a call to become a co-creator in what God desires a trans body to become, 

the trans person becomes a witness to the process of grace’s self-manifestation in Word 

becoming flesh. What begins as inner certainty is gradually made manifest in bodily transition, 

allowing the transitioning person to witness God’s creative design as their body is transformed: 

I have learned many things about my body that I did not know before I transitioned, like 
the fact that my beard grew in red, like the Irish ancestors that are part of my genetic 

heritage, or that my muscles and fat can regroup themselves to make my hips, my face, 
my waist all look different than they were before. I have learned that my muscles have 
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considerably more strength in them when they are fed by testosterone than by estrogen, 
and that my moods depended more on my hormones than I was ever willing to admit.192 

 

Striking parallels exist between this experience of a transitioning body and Pauline language of 

incarnation. For Paul, Christ is the “image of the invisible God” and the “firstborn of all 

creation” through whom all creatures are created and held together in being.193 The transitioning 

body becomes a sign of incarnational embodiment, manifesting in flesh the invisible Word of 

God, heard deep within the human heart. In this incarnational theology, Tanis models a 

theological approach that views queer performativity through a lens of discernment, instead of 

the Magisterium’s current antagonistic lens. 

 In this chapter, I have applied a hermeneutic of holy queerness to the story of the 

Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8 and the tradition of female virginity within the first four centuries of 

the Christian Church, enabling a ressourcement of Catholic tradition vis-à-vis queer 

performativity. Both the Ethiopian eunuch and witnesses of female virginity demonstrate an 

abiding presence of gender ambiguity within the heart of the Christian tradition. As we recognize 

this grace-filled gender ambiguity within the Christian tradition, our relationship to Christianity’s 

historical past shifts and invites us to the work of ressourcement – looking to the past as a means 

of correcting our present course. In this case, the gender ambiguity of the Christian tradition 

disrupts Magisterial rhetoric of “gender ideology” and invites the contemporary Church to shift 

its relationship with queer performativity from one of antagonism to one of discernment. Justin 

Tanis’s transgender theology models such an approach for the contemporary Church in seeing 

the transgender experience as a sign of incarnational embodiment, manifesting in flesh the 

invisible Word of God, heard deep within the human heart. From this chapter’s emphasis on the 

historical past, the next chapter will explore the eschatological future by applying a hermeneutic 

of holy queerness to the mystery of the Church. 



 71 

Chapter 3: A Hermeneutic of Holy Queerness and the Mystery of the Church 

 Under the papacy of John Paul II, theology of the body’s “male and female” nuptial 

complementary became not just a model for understanding gender and sexuality, but also a 

model for understanding the Church. Theology of the body, as Tina Beattie points out, 

“represents the body as having a sexual language, expressing the truth of the human created for 

communion in interpersonal relationships.”194 This sexual language of the body is, in 

contemporary Catholic ecclesiology, analogous to the “spousal” relationship between Christ the 

Bridegroom and the Church as Bride. Yet the analogy does not stop here. As Pope Francis 

commented in response to a question on women’s’ ordination, there is also a “complementarity” 

of masculine and feminine within the Church, in the form of distinct “Petrine” and “Marian” 

dimensions of Church: 

In Catholic ecclesiology, there are two dimensions to consider: the Petrine dimension, 
from the apostle Peter, and the apostolic college, which is the pastoral activity of the 

bishops; and the Marian dimension, which is the feminine dimension of the Church and 
this I have said more than once. I ask myself: who is most important in theology and in 

the mystic of the Church: the apostles or Mary on the day of Pentecost? It is Mary! The 
Church is a woman. She is “la Chiesa” (in Italian), not “il Chiesa” ... and the Church is 

the spouse of Christ. It’s a spousal mystery.195 
 

The “spousal mystery” of the “male and female” binary becomes an analogy for understanding 

the Church. This “nuptial ecclesiology” is, in turn, used to defend ecclesial practices within the 

institutional Catholic Church, such as an all-male priesthood. Yet if theology of the body’s 

gender complementarity is unable to account for the full array of grace-filled embodied 

expressions present in human relationality, it would seem to follow that a nuptial ecclesiology, 

constructed in relation to theology of the body, may be unable to account for the fullness of 

grace-filled embodiment that constitutes the Church.  
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 Just as the first chapter constructed a hermeneutic of holy queerness capable of providing 

a more expansive framework for theological reflection on queer gender performativity than 

theology of the body can provide, this chapter gestures towards a queer sacramental ecclesiology 

that provides more expansive insight into the mystery of the Church than nuptial ecclesiology 

can provide. I construct this queer sacramental ecclesiology by locating sacramental action as a 

primary place of encounter between ecclesiology and gender performativity. At this point of 

encounter, gender and sacramentality share in efficacious ritual performativity, meaning that 

they both produce the reality they signify by mapping performative acts onto complex webs of 

meaning, thereby transforming individual and communal identities. For both gender and 

sacraments, this efficacious ritual performativity may be seen as queer. 

 Just as queer performativity, analyzed through a hermeneutic of holy queerness, subverts 

existing gender constructions to advance God’s Kingdom, sacramental action, seen through a 

hermeneutic of holy queerness, subverts earthly injustice for the sake of eschatological 

participation through the solidarity it inspires. A hermeneutic of holy queerness can reveal queer 

performativity reflecting the imago Dei when performative acts provide temporal representations 

of eschatological embodiment. In an analogous way, a hermeneutic of holy queerness applied to 

sacraments reveals that sacraments both anticipate and actualize the eschatological embodiment 

of the communion of saints. Owing to this analogous relationship between sacramental action 

and queer performativity, revealed through a hermeneutic of holy queerness, queer 

performativity and a queer sacramental ecclesiology are mutually enriching.  

 The chapter begins with a discussion of Avery Dulles’s Models of the Church. For 

Dulles, an American theologian writing shortly after Vatican II, the Church can only be 

understood through multiple theological models, held in tension with each other. Such an 
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approach, I argue, is inherently queer and thus an appropriate starting point for constructing a 

queer sacramental ecclesiology. Yet Dulles’s model of the Church as Sacrament, which sees the 

Church as continuing the mystery of the incarnation in history, forms the place of encounter for 

ecclesiology and queer performativity. Placing Dulles in conversation with Kimberly Hope 

Belcher, I argue that both gender performativity and sacraments exhibit efficacious ritual 

performativity because they both produce the reality they signify by mapping performative acts 

onto complex webs of meaning, thereby transforming individual and communal identities. Just as 

queer performativity, seen through a hermeneutic of holy queerness, subverts existing 

constructions of gender for the sake of God’s Kingdom, the Church as Sacrament, seen through a 

hermeneutic of holy queerness, subverts earthly injustice through efficacious ritual 

performativity that calls the earthly Church into a solidarity that actualizes the eschatological 

Church. M. Shawn Copeland’s work on racism and eucharistic solidarity models this relationship 

between efficacious ritual performativity and the eschatological Church. I conclude the chapter 

by arguing that the analogous relationship between queer performativity and sacramental action 

enables us to see a sacramentality within queer performative acts. As such, the analogous 

relationship between queer performativity and sacramental action, made possible through a 

hermeneutic of holy queerness, forms a more expansive understanding of the human person and 

the Church than the relationship between theology of the body and nuptial ecclesiology.  

Avery Dulles and Models of the Church  

For Avery Dulles, mystery is at the heart of the Church’s identity. Acknowledgement of 

this truth comes with two significant implications: first, the Church as mystery “implies that the 

Church is not fully intelligible to the finite mind” of human beings; second, it implies that, “the 

reason for this lack of intelligibility is not the poverty but the richness of the Church itself.”196 
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How, then, are human beings to understand the Church if, by its very nature, it defies 

understanding? Dulles believes that finite human beings best enter into the infinite mystery of the 

Church through the use of images and models. Images, emerging from the concrete experience of 

the faithful, retain a symbolic power that stirs echoes beyond our rational and emotional selves; 

images touch both soul and psyche. Yet when these images are subjected to critical evaluation 

and reflection, they have the capacity to deepen theoretical knowledge of a given reality. In this 

way, images become models. Models of divine mystery are not simply scale-replicas of mystery: 

they are instead more akin to analogies, offering a partial but incomplete rendering of a mystery.  

 This point – that models offer an accurate but necessarily incomplete representation of 

mystery – is central to Dulles’s argument. Because models are incomplete by nature, any single 

model used by itself will be inadequate. Using a single model, or too few models, “will misplace 

the accent, and thus entail consequences that are not valid.”197 In order to compensate for the 

inadequacy of any single model, Dulles believes that the theologian must employ “a combination 

of irreducibly distinct models.”198 By using multiple models simultaneously, the theologian is 

able to render more aspects of the mystery of Church intelligible to the finite human 

understanding; moreover, the use of multiple models simultaneously allows the theologian to 

curb the ways in which a particular image, considered on its own, might lead to a 

misunderstanding of the Church.  

 Dulles’s methodology might be considered “queer” in its insistence that the Church 

cannot be understood through a simple definition or singular model. Several queer theologians 

have argued that Christianity is queer in its disruption of stable identity categories and 

binaries.199 In a certain respect, Dulles is doing just that: by emphasizing the Church as a 

mystery, Dulles is essentially arguing that any attempt to define the Church in a simple or stable 
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way undermines the richness of the Church’s identity. Moreover, by claiming that images for the 

Church first arise from the faithful and then are developed into models by theologians, Dulles 

implies that the images and models used to understand the Church will necessarily shift with 

temporal and cultural change. In fact, owing to this belief, Dulles sees a contemporary “crisis of 

faith” as “in very large part a crisis of images”: “City dwellers in a twentieth-century democracy 

feel ill at ease with many of the biblical images, since these are drawn from the life of a pastoral 

and patriarchal people of the ancient Near East.”200 The idea that an image or model of one age 

may fade into obsolescence in another age can be seen as queer because it resists the notion of 

the Church’s identity being stable or static through time and space.  

While I think that Dulles’s methodology can rightly be called queer, this sort of 

queerness seems to be of limited utility. As Linn Marie Tonstad points out, “any complex 

symbol system is inherently queer” in this way.201 Thus, claiming simply that the Church is 

queer because it destabilizes identity categories fails to say anything unique about Christianity – 

the same thing could be said about virtually any religion, or any text, that relies on the use of 

symbols to communicate a variety of meanings. Moreover, as Tonstad points out, “instability is 

one way to characterize the very nature of stabilizing certainties in Christian theology.”202 Thus, 

while Dulles’s methodology is queer, if one were to stop at naming his methodology as queer – 

rather than diving deeper and asking how queerness can and should destabilize the means by 

which binaries and stable identity categories maintain power – one’s queer theology would have 

limited capacity to actually effect the radical change in understanding that queerness purports to 

accomplish. Noting that, I return to Dulles’s models of the Church with an eye towards exploring 

an analogous relationship between queer performativity and the sacramental action that 

comprises the Church as Sacrament in Dulles’s ecclesiology.  
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Models of the Church: Grounded in Vatican II’s Ecclesiology  

Writing in 1974, just a few years after the close of Vatican II, Dulles’s methodology in 

Models of the Church is representative of the broad ecclesiological shifts that came with Vatican 

II. From the Council of Trent through Vatican I, the idea of the Church as a societas perfecta 

dominated Catholic ecclesiology.203 This societas perfecta was believed to be instituted by 

Christ, to be the perfection of all human societates, based on hierarchy with exclusive “divinely 

authorized power to sanctify, teach, and rule.”204 Moreover the Church needed to be visible 

within the world and membership was seen as necessary for salvation.205 

By contrast, in Lumen Gentium, the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church promulgated 

by Vatican II, the council fathers begin by noting that, “the Church is in Christ like a sacrament 

or as a sign and instrument both of a very closely knit union with God and of the unity of the 

whole human race.”206 The difference is immediately clear: whereas before Vatican II, the 

Church was seen as societas perfecta into which any who desire salvation must enter, through 

Vatican II, the Church became the “people of God,” united to Christ by their common baptism 

and belief.207 Moreover, the image of the Church as societas perfecta takes a back seat to the 

idea of the Church as a “sign and instrument” reflecting the light of Christ. This sacramental 

image of the Church presented in Lumen Gentium indeed built upon the earlier liturgical reforms 

of the council which, as Massimo Faggioli notes, “called for a Church reform that was more 

centered on the Eucharist and ministry” than on structures that resemble more “the juridical 

structure of the Roman Empire” than Christ’s teachings.208 

Yet at the same time the council did not reject the hierarchical structure of the Church. As 

John O’Malley puts it, the Council stressed that while baptism “is the basis for equality in the 

church,” the sacrament of Holy Orders “is the basis for inequality.”209 Yet even the power and 
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authority that come with Orders and participation within a clerical hierarchy are intended to be 

exercised through servant leadership, “so as to encourage the active engagement of everybody in 

the work of the Church.”210 So, while equality in baptism among the people of God remains 

central for the Council, it does not use this image as a replacement for the image of the Church as 

societas perfecta, but rather to complement this image. Thus the Council, as Faggioli notes, 

“restored a fundamental balance within Catholic ecclesiology: between juridical and 

communional dimensions of the Church.”211 No longer could a single image, model, or definition 

of the Church suffice; from Vatican II onwards, Catholic ecclesiology must live within the 

uncomfortable tensions of a variety of models, images, and metaphors, all grasping after a 

mystery that defies being named.  

This shift in ecclesiology created what Faggioli calls a “building site,” an opportunity for 

new ways of understanding the nature of the Church to be tested and tried by the people of 

God.212 Dulles, then, can be seen as using the very tension within the conciliar documents to 

form a ecclesiological methodology. In Models of the Church, Dulles does this by highlighting 

the contributions of – and tensions between – five models of the Church that he sees as having 

emerged as paradigmatic in the early postconciliar period: the Church as Institution, the Church 

as Mystical Communion, the Church as Sacrament, the Church as Herald, and the Church as 

Servant. Though a fully developed queer ecclesiology would need to make use of each of these 

models, I will use the Church as Sacrament as an entry point for discussing the deep connections 

between gender performativity and sacramental action.  

The Church as Sacrament: Efficacious Ritual Performativity 

For Dulles, a sacrament can be understood as “a socially constituted or communal symbol 

of the presence of grace coming to fulfillment.”213 This definition highlights three essential 
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characteristics of sacraments. Above all, a sacrament is a sign of God’s grace. Yet it is not 

simply a symbol of grace, but it is rather an efficacious sign that produces or intensifies that 

which it signifies. Finally, sacraments cannot be experienced alone, but are structured 

dialogically; as Dulles puts it, sacraments take place “in a mutual interaction that permits the 

people together to achieve a spiritual breakthrough that they could not achieve in isolation.”214 

 Sacraments are fundamentally rooted in Jesus Christ because Jesus Christ is understood 

as the Sacrament of God. Considered from the lens of a Christology from above, as God’s Word 

Incarnate, Jesus Christ represents God’s full acceptance of humanity, notwithstanding human 

sinfulness. Despite humanity’s failure to uphold its covenant with God, God chooses still to enter 

into human history and to redeem it through the Paschal Mystery of Christ’s death and 

resurrection. As such, Christ is seen as God’s Sacrament because, in Christ and through a 

dialectic with human history, God enters into and redeems humanity. Considered from the lens 

of a Christology from below, Jesus Christ signifies humanity’s “faithful response to God and to 

God’s recognition of that fidelity.”215 As the Letter to the Hebrews indicates, Christ, despite 

being the Son of God, “learned obedience through what he suffered.”216 This obedience of Christ 

includes a painful, though complete, response in faith to the Father’s mission of salvation. In so 

doing, Christ becomes not just a model but an efficacious sign of humanity’s fidelity to God and 

to God’s acceptance of that fidelity for the salvation of the world. 

 Flowing from the nature of Christ as God’s Sacrament, the Church is understood as the 

primordial sacrament, because it continues, in history, the presence of the Incarnation.217 For 

such a presence to continue in the world, the institutional and structural elements of the Church 

play an important role: without these visible signs of unity – that is, unity between Christian 

communities as well as continuity between the Church of the present age and the Church of the 
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apostles – the Church would be unable to be seen as “the sign of our redemption in and through 

the historical Christ.”218 Yet structures and institutions in themselves are insufficient to be 

considered sacraments: as previously stated, sacraments must produce or intensify what they 

signify; a sacrament must be “a sign of grace realizing itself.”219 As such, the Church as 

Sacrament has a necessarily dynamic character; it is not so much a static institution as it is 

motion or event.  

Here an important connection needs to be made between sacrament and ritual action. As 

Kimberly Hope Belcher points out, there are two ways in which sacraments can be said to be 

effective: they are “culturally effective in organizing human life and theologically effective in 

integrating human persons into the life of God.”220 Because human beings encounter God 

through human culture, culture – though not in and of itself divine power – takes on a central 

role in one’s journey into God’s own life. While one’s cultural and human life is certainly 

organized in part by symbols, it is also organized in other ways: “human habits and discipline, 

‘meaningless’ ritual behaviors, and unexamined sensory experience, for example.”221 As such, 

these ritual elements of human life play an important role in the sacramental economy and one’s 

embodied life of faith. The ritual actions inherent in sacramental life “allow practitioners to 

transform their identities” to resemble more and more the Triune God.222 Thus the salvific effects 

of sacraments rely not only on the symbolic meaning of the sacrament, but on the deep 

connection between ritual action and symbol, by which sacrament takes on a character of 

dynamism and motion that moves individuals and ecclesial communities nearer to the Divine 

Mystery. 

This connection between ritual action and symbol within the sacramental economy 

strikes a chord of resonance with Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity. As I discussed 
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in the first chapter of this thesis, Butler understands gender to require the acknowledgement of an 

Other.223 To be a woman or a man is to be recognized as such by another; because human life is 

organized culturally, recognition as woman or man is dependent upon one’s performance of 

culturally intelligible markers of gender. The acts that comprise culturally intelligible markers of 

gender may, in and of themselves, appear “meaningless;” yet their performance within a social 

discourse renders them intelligible via a complex web of social meaning and thus produces a 

culturally intelligible, gendered identity. In other words, just as in the sacramental economy 

“meaningless” ritual behaviors and sensory experiences map onto complex symbols to produce 

sacramental effects that transform individual and communal identities more and more into the 

Divine Mystery, so too in the realm of gender do “meaningless” actions and bodily markers map 

onto complex social constructions to produce culturally intelligible, gendered identities. Thus, 

just as gender is revealed to be performative in nature, I contend that sacraments also constitute a 

kind of performativity, involving God’s grace working through culturally intelligible ritual 

action, to transform individuals and ecclesial communities to resemble more and more the Divine 

Mystery.  

If, as Dulles argues, the Church as Sacrament is to be seen as motion or event, one might 

say that it is the Church’s performative, sacramental action that enables recognition of the 

Church as Sacrament. The Church becomes a “sign of grace realizing itself” when grace impels 

human beings to “prayer, confession, worship, and other acts whereby the Church externally 

realizes its essence.”224 Thus the Church as Sacrament requires that Christians corporally and 

concretely express, in action, the grace given them by the Holy Spirit. Through these 

performative acts, “the Church signifies what it contains and contains what it signifies.”225 
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Through ritual performativity inspired by the grace given to believers through the Holy Spirit, 

the Church becomes more and more a Sacrament of Christ’s redeeming grace.  

 The Church as Sacrament retains a significant eschatological character: while the visible 

structures of the Church serve to remind humanity of God’s Kingdom and the invitation to 

eternal life, because God’s grace is at work in the concrete performative acts of the people of 

God, the Church “is able to discern and celebrate the gifts of God” to humanity.226 As such, the 

Church becomes a “symbolic embodiment of the Kingdom;” that is, until the end of time, the 

Church is immersed in a process of becoming the very Kingdom that it both symbolizes and 

actualizes here on earth.227 This raises a question: while many theologians posit that sacraments 

themselves will cease to exist in heaven, will the Church continue to abide at the close of 

history? Dulles answers in the affirmative: the resurrection of the body implies that God’s grace 

will be expressed by the saints in embodied form. Therefore, humanity’s “experience of God will 

presumably be expressed through a whole network of tangible and social signs, and the sum total 

of these signs will constitute the heavenly Church as sacrament.”228 

 Seen through a hermeneutic of holy queerness, the eschatological dimension of the 

Church as Sacrament may be seen as queer. Queer gender performativity, seen through a 

hermeneutic of holy queerness, subverts constructed gender in service of God’s Kingdom. 

Analogously, the Church as Sacrament, seen through a hermeneutic of holy queerness, subverts 

earthly injustice through efficacious ritual performativity that calls the earthly Church into a 

solidarity that anticipates and actualizes the eschatological Church. M. Shawn Copeland’s work 

on racism and eucharistic solidarity models this relationship between efficacious ritual 

performativity and the actualization of the eschatological Church.  

Racism and Eucharistic Solidarity 
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M. Shawn Copeland presents a juxtaposition between racism – seen as an “antiliturgy” 

that wounds and terrorizes the black body – and eucharist, seen as “a countersign to the 

devaluation and violence directed towards the exploited, despised black body.”229 Racism and 

white supremacy degrade black bodies, and Copeland details this horrific abuse. The 

identification of the wood of the cross with the wood of the lynching tree has a long history 

within African American literary, musical, and theological traditions, yet Copeland is concerned 

about the implications of racism for the celebration of eucharist. She asks: what does the abuse 

of black bodies mean for the Christian community gathered around the eucharistic table?230  

Copeland proposes that the dangerous memory of the tortured and murdered body of 

Jesus Christ that becomes the subject of Eucharistic anamnesis be identified with the black 

bodies of those tortured and murdered by the antiliturgy of racist white supremacy. If through the 

sacraments we recognize the abiding presence of Christ’s grace that in mystery unites the Church 

gathered as the Body of Christ, then threats to black bodies constitute a threat to Eucharistic 

communion. Moreover, “sacraments form and orient us to creation, to human persons, and, 

above all, to the Three Divine Persons.”231 Racist white supremacy, on the other hand, promotes 

a disorder that runs contrary to the “order” and “counter-imagination” to which sacraments call 

the Church.232 What, then, is the Church doing when it is gathered at the eucharistic table in a 

world that devalues black bodies? 

First and foremost, the Church in its celebration of the eucharist bears witness to Christ 

who “gathers up the remnants of our memories, the broken fragments of our histories, and 

judges, blesses, and transforms them.”233 Yet this transformation is incomplete if it ends at the 

eucharistic table. To be truly re-ordered towards communion with the Trinity requires a 

commitment to a eucharistic solidarity that “sets the dynamics of love against the dynamics of 
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domination.”234 This solidarity can never be mere pity but must be a compassion that calls for 

tangible signs of genuine repentance and conversion.235  

Seen through Dulles’s framework, racism calls the Church to performative, sacramental 

action around the eucharistic table. The celebration of eucharist allows the Church to witness to 

the efficacious grace of Christ, mediated through the Holy Spirit, which transforms a bruised and 

broken world into the Kingdom. As long as racist white supremacy exists here on earth, this 

transformation remains incomplete: the dangerous memories of tortured and abused black bodies 

remind the Church of this incompleteness and call it to solidarity. Re-ordered and refreshed from 

the eucharistic banquet, the Church is called to a praxis of eucharistic solidarity that in turn leads 

it to deeper conversion. Through this conversion, the Church as Sacrament takes one step closer 

to actualizing the heavenly Kingdom that it symbolizes and anticipates here on earth. Sacrament 

and solidarity, therefore, become the dynamic events that move the Church along its pilgrim path 

of becoming the Kingdom of God, a path that finds completion only in the eschaton.  

In applying a hermeneutic of holy queerness to the mystery of the Church, sacramental 

action is revealed as queer through the solidarity it inspires, which in turn actualizes and 

anticipates the eschatological Church, that is, the communion of saints’ embodied response to 

God’s grace through a “network” of corporeal and social signs. Just as a hermeneutic of holy 

queerness analyzes how a particular performative act subverts constructed gender in service of 

the Kingdom of God, a hermeneutic of holy queerness analyzes how the mystery of the Church 

“subverts” earthly injustice through solidarity that draws the Church nearer its eschatological 

end. M. Shawn Copeland’s analysis of racism and eucharistic solidarity models this queer 

function of sacramental action.  
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So far, I have shown that a hermeneutic of holy queerness, when applied to the mystery 

of the Church, reveals an analogous relationship between queer performativity and sacramental 

action. I have used this analogous relationship to demonstrate a connection between efficacious 

ritual performativity, solidarity, and the eschatological Church. Yet the analogous relationship 

between sacramental action and queer performativity can also be used to enrich our theological 

understanding of performative acts. Thus, I conclude this chapter by arguing that queer 

performativity, by reflecting the eschatological dimension of the imago Dei, exhibits a 

distinctively sacramental quality.   

The Sacramentality of Queer Performativity 

In Chapter 1, I used Ian McFarland’s Thomistic interpretation of imago Dei to argue that 

queer, performative acts can be said to participate in the imago Dei as they reflect in the temporal 

sphere a participation of the eschatological, glorified body. As dynamic motion towards the 

eschatological, glorified body, I contend that grace-filled queer performativity functions within 

the Church in a way analogous to sacramental action. Much as the Church, gathered around the 

eucharistic table, bears witness to God’s transformation of the eucharistic elements into the Body 

and Blood of Christ, broken for the world, those who engage with queer performativity bear 

witness to God’s transfiguration of human bodies from their earthly to their heavenly form. Yet 

just as God’s transfiguration of the world through the eucharist remains incomplete if it does not 

lead to a practice of Eucharistic solidarity that seeks the eradication of racist white supremacy 

here on earth, the transfiguration of human bodies remains incomplete unless it leads to a 

solidarity that seeks the eradication of patriarchy and forms of sexual and gender oppression that 

undermine human dignity. 
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 The sacramentality of holy, queer performative acts comes into view: the Church as 

Sacrament in the age to come will consist of the saints expressing God’s grace in embodied ways 

through their resurrected bodies. That bodily expression of grace will transcend the “male and 

female” binary geared towards earthly realities of marriage and reproduction. Queer 

performative acts, seen through a hermeneutic of holy queerness, reflect the imago Dei in their 

anticipation of the eschaton. Because queer performative acts both anticipate the eschatological 

body and subvert earthly constructions of gender, they can be understood to participate in the 

eschatological Church while also affecting the life of the Church in the present age.  

These performative acts function in a sacramental fashion that is analogous to the 

eucharist. As Kimberly Belcher, following Jean-Luc Marion explains, eucharistic action does 

more than simply make present the Body and Blood of Christ or the salvific event of Christ’s 

Paschal Mystery; rather, in the eucharistic action, “the eschatological oneness of the world-in-

God advents.”236 What Belcher means is that eucharistic action accomplishes something of 

bringing our world nearer to its eschatological fulfillment while also anticipating that same 

fulfillment. Moreover, this meaning, “is revealed by the fact that mundane nourishment and 

supersubstantial fullness occupy the same frame.”237 That is, in Eucharist we “[lay] open the 

center of history to the work of Christ” by lifting up the elements of creation that represent our 

most ordinary human needs and seeing God transform those elements-in-us in a way that 

anticipates eschatological fulfillment while actively transforming creation into what it is to be at 

the end of the present age.238  

In an analogous way, grace-filled queer performativity sets before God human persons-

in-action in dialogue with the constructed meanings that society has mapped onto biological 

differences. God’s grace animates performativity in such a way that it signifies – through its 
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subversion of limited, earthly constructions of gender – both the transfiguration of eschatological 

embodiment and the transfiguration of the Church as it becomes the eschatological Kingdom of 

God. The effect of these performative acts, much like eucharistic action, is a “dizzying 

experience of being reoriented by our incorporation into the world as seen through God’s 

love.”239 It is a dizzying effect because it forces the Church out of the reproduction-centric “male 

and female” binary that belongs to the world as it is now, while not giving the Church the 

comfort of full eschatological knowledge of resurrected embodiments of grace. Yet these 

performative acts, like the eucharist, reorient the Church and allow it to see the world through the 

lens of eternity. This reorientation is precisely what enables the Church to practice a solidarity 

that seeks the eradication of patriarchy and forms of sexual and gender oppression that 

undermine human dignity. This practice of solidarity in turn intensifies the grace communicated 

by these performative acts: as the Church dismantles these structures of patriarchy and 

oppression, it participates more and more fully in the eschatological Kingdom it will become – 

the very same Kingdom that these acts anticipate. 

One might object that drawing an analogy between eucharist – the “source and summit” 

of Christian life – and queer performativity is illegitimate.240 Moreover, many acts of queer 

performativity remain classified by the Catholic Church as “objectively disordered” or otherwise 

sinful and illicit. As such, it may seem jarring to compare such things with the holiness of the 

eucharist.241 It is therefore easy to see how such an analogy between eucharist and holy 

queerness may disturb. Yet if one finds this analogy disturbing, it is precisely the dangerous 

memory of Jesus Christ, standing at the center of the Church’s eucharistic anamnesis, that 

disturbs us. As Belcher reminds us, while the eucharistic liturgy is indeed holy and “set apart,” 

“in being set apart [the eucharistic liturgy] reveals and becomes paradigmatic for our approach to 
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creation as a whole.”242 To claim eucharistic action as being the source and summit of Christian 

life requires approaching the rest of Christian life through a eucharistic lens. It is this view of 

eucharist as paradigmatic for all theological investigation that impels Copeland to connect 

eucharist with racism and that impels Belcher to hail the connection of eucharist with 

environmental sustainability as “rich progress in Eucharistic theology.”243  

If eucharist is to be paradigmatic for all theological investigation, must it not be 

paradigmatic for analysis of performative action? Rather than simply writing off queer 

performativity as “objectively disordered,” might not a better approach be to discern individual 

acts using a hermeneutic of holy queerness to discover how these performative acts might be 

conveying grace to the Church and drawing us nearer our eschatological destiny? 

A New Approach to Queer Performativity in Theology  

 The gift of the “male and female” binary operative in both theology of the body and 

nuptial ecclesiology is that core theological-anthropological concepts can be used to deepen 

one’s understanding of the human person and the mystery of the Church in tandem. The shadow 

of this “male and female” binary is that being unable to account for the diverse array of 

embodied human acts, it also finds itself unable to account for the embodiment than can be said 

to constitute the eschatological Church. As such, a more expansive view of human embodiment 

is needed – for both a deeper understanding of the human person and the mystery of the Church. 

This chapter has shown that a hermeneutic of holy queerness is one such more expansive view of 

human embodiment, enabling reflection on both the human person and the mystery of the 

Church in tandem.  
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Conclusion: Breaking Through Theological Inertia 

In this thesis, I have posited a hermeneutic of holy queerness as an intervention capable 

of breaking through the theological inertia that constitutes existing queer-Catholic discourse. As 

I have shown, Catholic moral teaching and queer theological interventions currently find 

themselves at loggerheads. Catholic moral theology emphasizes a teleological order and 

advocates a moral analysis grounded in the “nature” of the human person. Queer interventions 

view this “natural” teleological order through a hermeneutics of suspicion, contending that this 

theological framework reflects human understanding, conditioned by heteronormative 

assumptions, rather than the actual creative wisdom of God. As such, queer theology questions 

the very terms of moral theological debate, rendering moral theology unable to respond on its 

own terms. Yet queer theology, concerned as it is with fundamental issues of Christian doctrine, 

rarely develops its own robust moral theology. Theological inertia is thus born: traditional moral 

theology is unable to respond to queer interventions that question the basis of its methodology, 

while queer systematic interventions have yet to produce robust moral theology as a legitimate 

alternative to the traditional terms of debate. As a result of this inertia, well-meaning pastoral 

practices are hampered and LGBTQ+ people within the Catholic Church are left awaiting “more 

meaningful dialogue” and genuinely welcoming communities. I propose a hermeneutic of holy 

queerness as one way of breaking through this theological inertia.  

Constructed at the intersection of Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, John 

Paul II’s theology of the body, and Ian McFarland’s Thomistic view of imago Dei, a hermeneutic 

of holy queerness enables theological reflection on queer performativity in a more expansive 

way than any of those theories on their own. From Butler, it centers the social and performative 

aspect of gender, but reads it through the “world of meaning,” thus reconciling a constructionist 
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view of gender with God’s creation of human bodies in the “world of immediacy.” Following 

Butler, the theologian uses the hermeneutic to analyze how gendered acts subvert prevailing 

constructions of gender. Yet, unlike Butler, the theologian analyzes how performative acts 

subvert constructed gender with an eye towards their theological and religious meanings as 

embodiments of grace. Finally, the theologian analyzes how a given performative act reflects the 

imago Dei as a participation, in the temporal sphere, of the eschatological, glorified body. I have 

shown that this hermeneutic of holy queerness can be applied to elements from Christianity’s 

historical tradition, namely the Ethiopian eunuch and the practice of female virginity within the 

early Church. Applying this hermeneutic to these elements of tradition shifts our relationship to 

the historical past and invites theological ressourcement, using the gender ambiguity of Christian 

past to challenge the contemporary Magisterium’s “gender ideology” rhetoric in favor of an 

attitude of discernment. Such an attitude of discernment, modeled by Justin Tanis’s transgender 

theology, seeks God’s grace within queer performative acts.  

I then used a hermeneutic of holy queerness to foster an encounter between queer 

performativity and sacramental action. Both gender performativity and sacramental action 

exhibit efficacious ritual performativity, in that they produce the reality they signify by mapping 

performative acts onto complex webs of meaning, thereby transforming individual and 

communal identities. Both gender performativity and sacramental action may be seen as queer in 

that they subvert earthly realities for the sake of eschatological embodiment. This analogous 

relationship between queer performativity and sacramental action allows, in a more expansive 

way than the relationship between theology of the body and nuptial ecclesiology, for core 

theological concepts to deepen understanding of the human person and the mystery of the 

Church in tandem. In bridging this gap between a theological understanding of the human person 
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and the mystery of the Church, a hermeneutic of holy queerness may help the Catholic Church 

out of the theological inertia that dominates contemporary queer-Catholic discourse. 

I write this thesis as a queer Catholic, but its insights and gestures may have applications 

beyond the Catholic theological sphere. Gender and sexuality sow major divisions within the 

Christian Churches today. In the Methodist Church, over one quarter of U.S. congregations are 

leaving the United Methodist Church, owing primarily to divisions over LGBTQ+-related 

policies.244 Debate among LGBTQ+-related policies remains strong even among those 

congregations who have opted to remain in the United Methodist Church. In an effort to diffuse 

this tension, the 2024 General Conference voted for a “regionalization” proposal that would give 

regional conferences a level of autonomy over the role of LGBTQ+ people within the Church.245 

Within the Anglican Communion, tensions over same-sex marriage at the 2022 Lambeth 

Conference rose to the point where the Global South Fellowship of Anglican Churches 

threatened to refuse communion to those bishops who support same-sex relationships.246 Perhaps 

a hermeneutic of holy queerness can help these churches reconcile their own divisions. 

This thesis gestures towards a way forward, a way to recognize the theological 

significance of queer people within the Church today. I do not claim that my theology is the only 

way of exploring queer performativity, nor that it represents a complete account of queer 

performativity’s theological significance. Nor does this thesis do much to advance moral 

theology behind inviting a discernment-based approach as it pertains to particular individuals and 

their performative acts. I do, however, believe that this thesis offers a gesture towards a new way 

forward, a gesture towards the type of paradigm shift that will help reframe the dialogue between 

queer folk and the Church. Most of all, this thesis is my own way, in theological language, of 

praying “Maranatha! Come, Lord Jesus! 
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