Religious acceptance of non- heterosexuality

When I traveled to Canada on a family visit last month, I attended a church service of the “United Church of Canada”. Not because I am a religious, but because it was a ceremony affirming the LGBTQ+ community. In this article I would like to look in more detail the affirmative stance of Christianity and Islam towards non- heterosexuality through the ages.

Homosexuality in scripture

It is generally known that (conservative) religious doctrines do not accept non- heterosexuality based on their religious scripture. In the case Christianity and Islam reference is made to the downfall of Sodom and Gomorra, which was caused by indecent (homo)sexual activity. In the Bible this passage is found in Genesis chapter 18 and 19 and in the Quran in the sura’s (chapters) of The Spider (al- ʿAnkabūt, 28-29), The Ants (al- Naml, 54-58), The Poets (ash- Shuʿaraʾ, 165-175) and Wall Between Heaven and Hell (al- Aʿraf, 80-82). In both holy books Lut and his family flee the two sodomous cities, and when they do God punishes their inhabitants by burning them. Furthermore, the Bible states in Leviticus 18: 22: You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination.
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A strict interpretation of the above mentioned scripture has led to the social exclusion and isolation of non- heterosexuals, and in the cases of 74 countries, the legal prohibition of homosexuality.

The church ceremony in Canada referred to the Bible when affirming church members from the LGBTQ+ community. In their opinion, because God created men in his image (see for example Genesis 5:1-3) persons that are ‘created’ or born non- heterosexual are so because of God’s intention. Furthermore, one of the people invited to speak who was part of the LGBTQ+ community, called for the ‘reclaiming’ of apostle Paul. Reference was made to Corinthians 2, 6:1-13, which according to the person should be interpreted as a message calling for those who have endured hardships, beatings, imprisonment and sleepless nights to be patience and open their hearts for others who refuse them so they will eventually also open their heart (6: 12).

In the case of the Quran, although traditional stances are dominant in the Islamic world today, there are more liberal and progressive interpretations that do not see the story of Sodom and Gomorra as a punishment for homosexuality, but as a punishment for aggressive sexual behavior by men.[1] Furthermore, there are suras describes attractive and eternal young men serving wine in paradise such as in the sura The Inevitable (al- Wāqiʿah, 17-26). No illusion is made to sexual activity in these suras, but it is clear that young men were appreciated company.

Modern revisionist commentators of the Quran such as Amreen Jalam, Samer Habib and Khaled Abou el Fadl argue that the diversity among human beings is part of the world that God created.[2] Many Muslims also take on a moderate traditional stances that distinguish between person and act, allowing them to accept a non- heterosexual person, but not the act itself. An example is Tariq Ramadan who states that: “a person who pronounces the attestation of Islamic faith becomes a Muslim; if that person engages in homosexual practices, no one has the right to drive him or her out of Islam.” This is similar to the Roman-Catholic stance.[3] In the protestant tradition there are liberal denominations, in which the individual’s relationship with God is central, accept non- heterosexuality. Aside from these there are denominations refusing the LGBTQ+ community completely.

Historical acceptance of non- heterosexuality

In both the Christian and Islamic tradition there have been records of same-sex attraction. It is often the case of male attraction to younger men, not necessarily because they were male, but because they were young. Women in the same age category enjoyed the same attention. Furthermore, many historical recordings are not clear on whether the documented relationships were sexual. Whether the below mentioned examples thus fall into the category of “homosexuality” or “LGBTQ+” is difficult to judge because the terms only developed later.

Nevertheless, there are studies that point to non- heterosexual relationships taking place in the West when Christianity was dominant, and in the Middle East under Islamic rule. Allan A. Tulchin for example, argues that in late medieval and 16th century France, and possible other areas of Europe, a form of same-sex marriage existed called ‘affrèrement’ (enbrotherment) that allowed for the same rights as a heterosexual married couple.[4] Similarly, in 19th century New England, USA, something called the ‘Boston marriage’ existed. They were romantic unions between two women who were often financially independent and educated women. After the 1920s the marriages decreased because women were increasingly suspected of being lesbian.
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Marriage of Sarah Ponsonby and Lady Eleanor Butler: source 

In the case of Islam it has been stated that non- heterosexual relationships were tolerated. Take for example the Abbasid period (750-1258, also the ‘Golden Age’ period of Islam) in which some caliphs are said to have had sexual relationships with their male slaves.[5] A major source in which male homosexual relationships were hinted at was poetry. It is he poet Abū Nuwās who comes to mind first, with his homoerotic verses that described beautiful young boys. Same-sex intercourse was also a topic discussed academically. Abū ʿUthmān ʿAmr Al-Jāḥiẓ, for example, in his 9th century “Kitāb mufākharat al-jawārī wa al-ghilmān” (see English: Nine Essays of al-Jahiz) discussed the pros and cons of same-sex sex. In the Ottoman period, köçeks, cross-dressed male belly dancers were popular and widespread both in elite and ordinary settings from the 16th until the 19th century. They were often associated with same-sex love until they became a ‘source of shame’.[6]
Non- heterosexuality and contemporary religion

Of course there are many religious temples still refusing non- heterosexuals in their ceremonies. But as the Canadian example shows this is not always the case. In Western Europe the LBGTQ+ community is enabled to partake in religious ceremonies. In the Netherlands, for example, there are special evangelical ceremonies organized for them. On the website gaychurch.com much information can be found on affirmative churches and denominations, and discussions on the Bible and non- heterosexuality. Muslims from the LGBTQ+ community can attend the gay-friendly mosque located in Paris, France, which was opened by a homosexual Imam, or Berlin, Germany, which is led by a female Imam.

Same-sex relationships, homosexuality, and other elements of the LBGTQ+ community have historically not always been seen as a distinctive sexual category. Therefore, in former societies dominated by religion non- heterosexual relationships existed and sometimes even tolerated. In contemporary society there exists much tension between the LGBTQ+ community and religious institutions although there are religious institutions and interpretations that accept or affirm the community.
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