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Spirituality is the experience in life that draws people into a relationship with God.  It is about communion of one’s spirit with the Spirit of God.  In the past, one’s spirituality has been equated with one’s religious affiliation and practice.  But not so now.  Spirituality has a much broader meaning.  Christianity has within itself a treasure-trove of spiritualities as people discover God and themselves in an extraordinary variety of ways, in a range of life situations and chosen life-styles.  These might range from something as rare as the hermit life to the married state, from the contemplative living in a monastic community to those who minister to and advocate for the poor, from the charismatic to those who minister among the sick, from the worker to the invalid.  And perhaps it might include a gay male living in a same-sex relationship!
In recent times there has been large amounts of homophobic rhetoric coming from the religious right within most mainstream Christian denominations.  As a consequence, many gay and lesbian people have experienced hostility and alienation which widens the gap between them and organized religion.  And unfortunately, this leads many gay people to sever their ties with the Church, and in some cases, to abandon their faith altogether.  Others however, stay and work through a distinctive gay spirituality which affirms that they are fashioned in the image of God.  Through the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, gay Christians are aware that they are loved by God and are able to love God in return.  A gay spirituality will utilize and affirm all that is good in one’s humanity, which includes one’s sexuality, and reflects upon its purpose within God’s inner life.  I wish to affirm in this essay my belief that being gay is part of God’s plan.  It is a gift to humanity, and rather than be something to despise or change, it is something to be welcomed and affirmed as good, and participates in the Divine plan of creation.
But my questions is, is there such a thing as a distinctive gay male spirituality, and if so, how might this differ from a male heterosexual spirituality?  If I were to make an affirmative statement to the first part of this question, I am sure many arguments could be produced to counter it.  However, I recently read an article by Phil Roberts of SoFiA
 who points to sociological and psychological reasons why one might refer to a distinctive gay spirituality.  As to the sociological reason:
“Minorities of any kind are always an interesting field of study, not only because they often involve oppression but also because they illuminate aspects of the majority which might otherwise be overlooked.”

Phil Roberts cites one example of this when he highlights the shameful denial and repression of homosexuality by some elements of the Christian Church.

As regards the psychological reason Roberts states:

“gays have something distinctive and special to offer [their] spiritual brothers and sisters.  The answer might lie in certain psychological characteristics beginning with interplay of male and female traits that is uniquely homosexual (though one has to remember there are gay men who are aggressively and apparently exclusively male).  Crude typology would suggest that there are certain types who might fit this equation, notably the gays who are especially gentle and caring and those who are highly creative, able to cross boundaries of imagination that for many other people are closed.”

It becomes obvious, therefore, that wherever these talents may lead, there is the potential for gay people to make a significant contribution to the spiritual life of the Christian Church, as indeed they have for centuries.

I believe that homosexuality is part of God’s plan for creation and one of God’s most significant gifts to humanity.  To be gay is to have received a special blessing and gift from God.  All human beings have received their own special blessings, charism and gifts from their creator, but God has chosen some to be gay as a way of revealing something about Godself that heterosexuals do not.  This I believe to be true, regardless of the reasons why someone might be homosexual rather than heterosexual, whether it has been born out of nurture or nature, or whether it is something found in our genes or not.  The reasons are not important: a gift is a gift – and one’s sexual orientation is not a chosen but a given.  We cannot choose it like we can a holiday out of a brochure or the colour of our new car.  Those who say that sexual orientation is chosen and can be realigned I believe are wrong and fooling themselves.

In his introduction to a series of meditations for those who minister to gay people, John Edward Lazar has this to say:

“Being gay or lesbian is part of God’s plan and a unique gift to humanity.  Rather than viewing it as something to be changed or hated, properly understood within the confines of the spiritual, this orientation should be welcomed, grasped, and nurtured with the full understanding, emotional and intellectual, that it is good and does participate in the Divine Plan of creation.”

In our Christian tradition, liberation has been obtained through the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.  And through the outpouring of God’s Spirit, gay persons are able to appreciate their unique loved place in God’s inner life.  I believe no institutional religion will be able to eradicate this sense of wholeness and liberty that the Spirit imparts.  Institutional religion might well try, but in the end the Spirit will win out.  As Lazar says:  

“Spirituality, properly understood, will never be confused with dogmatic rigidity, nor religious intolerance and bigotry.  Spirituality is the process of utilizing all that is good and positive in one’s humanity and reflects on its purpose within God’s inner life.”
 
Each Christian person, whether heterosexual or homosexual, is an epiphany of God in some way.  Each reflects something of the creative love and life-giving power of God.  For the heterosexual, who represent the majority of people in the world, their sexuality reaches a special fulfilment in the conception and birth of another human person.  It is in this way that heterosexuals, in the main, are able to reflect the creative love and life-giving power of God.
But what about the gay person?  How are they able to reflect something of God’s creative love and life-giving power?  For me the answer is simple: they do it in a special way.  This is why a gay sexuality can be called a charism in the context of a predominately heterosexual world.  The dictionary definition of “charism” says that it is “a personal quality or gift that enables an individual to impress and influence others” and “a spiritual power given by God.”
  Gay people possess a charism which, like their heterosexual brothers and sisters, also shows the love and beauty of God.
In his book “Spiritual Direction and the Gay Person”, James L. Empereur, S.J. describes this charism as one analogous to the charism of a religious vocation.  This analogy is not original to Empereur but he has built upon earlier notions of being gay as a religious vocation developed by such people as Ronald E. Long, Gary David Comstock and Susan E. Henkring.
  In this analogy, gay persons are compared to men and women living in religious orders, due to both being few in number, and because they are asked to live this life with a certain intensity and reservation in response to a call.  This call, which makes both gays and religious different, but I might add, no better than other Christians, is identified as a charism.  As Empereur writes:

“Where the gay man’s charism differs from that of the charism of a male member of a religious order is that the gay’s charism is a sexual charism.  Just as God has given a certain gift to priests, brothers and sisters in religious life to follow the gospel with a certain public character, so God has given gay men or lesbian women a special sexual gift which shows forth the diversity and beauty of God in our world in a public way.”

It almost goes without saying that all God’s creatures show forth God’s handiwork, but without some form of variation and diversity in that handiwork, the richness of God’s creation will not be self-evident.  In fact, it would be downright absent!  I believe that God has given gay people their sexuality to help their brothers and sisters have a greater insight into the reality of their God.  

The comparison of a gay charism with the religious life is of course imperfect.  Unlike religious, homosexuals have no choice in their calling.  They did not choose their state in life like those who enter religious lives.  But there are many aspects to this analogy which work.  Both gays and religious are few in number, as compared to the total population, and are asked to live a life which can only be termed as counter-cultural, or a least possesses a counter-cultural dimension.  Indeed, if religious life were indistinguishable from the rest of the Christian life, there would appear to be no purpose for its existence.  Might this be the same for gay Christians?  Gay persons and religious are called to remind the world of something it might too easily overlook.  “All charisms converge in the task of raising up the God hidden in our world and our lives.”

This concept of a gay charism has helped me come to terms with my own sexuality as gay man in the context of a church whose rhetoric is often hostile and unwelcoming.  Gay men cannot be content to wait for the Christian tradition to tell them how to think and feel about God.  Instead, in many respects, gay men need to ask themselves how they are actually experiencing God and how their experience can contribute to a broader understanding of God.  And I think that this means it is important that gay men need to trust their own experience of God.  Often, I feel that my experience of God, as a gay Christian, seems to be somewhat different to other Christians, particularly of the more fundamentalist type, whose experience God seems foreign to me.  Their God and my God often seem to be in conflict, but I do not allow this to undermine my own experience.  I have learnt to trust and value my own experience of God as all loving and all embracing.

It is good to see that in recent times sexuality is increasingly being seen as a necessary part of our spiritual lives.  It is not something that can be divorced from it and is intrinsic to our experience of God.  This view sees companionship rather than procreation as the primary purpose of our sexuality.  This has not always been received well among the Christian Churches, but change is evident in some quarters.  The human need for physical and emotional intimacy has huge spiritual significance.  God created human beings not to dwell alone and in isolation, but rather to live in communion and community.  The hermit celibate life is a rare calling indeed in the life of the Church!

Sexuality, as an intrinsic part of our experience of God, should not come as a surprise to those Christians who rate an incarnational theology high on their list of priorities.  Having been brought up in the Anglo-Catholic tradition, a tradition which places huge emphasis on an incarnational view of creation, I have been fortunate that my sexual orientation and spirituality has been nurtured and largely accepted by my fellow Christians.  Perhaps that is why many Anglo-Catholic parishes maintain a healthy diversity, where sexuality in particular does not appear to be an issue.  Unfortunately, their numbers are all too few!
The Incarnation has broad consequences for humankind.  God has chosen to reveal Godself in the person of Jesus Christ, the most visible and tangible expression of his love.  Jesus is the visible manifestation of the invisible God.  God has revealed Godself through human nature.  Therefore, if human nature is the conduit through which God reveals Godself, there must be an application here for the homosexual orientation as a special component of God’s plan.  I would strongly argue that if human nature is directly willed as the way God wishes to manifest Godself to humanity, then being gay is one unique form of God’s dialogue with us as human beings.  This forms a logical conclusion from an incarnational approach to spirituality.
Psychologists and psychiatrics tells us that without sexual integration, one will never be a fully functioning person.  This is what Empereur has to say about it: 

“Contemporary awareness also adds the corollary: only a fully functioning person can be spiritually developed.  The challenge of the churches will be, given their past negativity regarding homosexuality, how they are called to respond to the fact that gays too must include their sexuality in their experience of God.  They, like any heterosexual, must find ways to have a fully sexual experience of God.”

Sexuality in this sense does not refer to erotic, genital acts.  Rather, it refers to something diffused throughout the entire person, their self-images, imaginations, bodily feelings and sense of how their gender and sexual orientation affects their way of being.  Being at home in our bodies, and with our true identity as sexual beings, is what is meant here by having a fully sexual experience of God.  

One way gay committed Christians can contribute to the life of Church is in the form of a ministry which calls for a more just Church and society and a more justice-orientated spirituality.  True, gay people within the Church are in a vulnerable position, but this does not mean they are weak and unable to do anything about it.  It is precisely in this vulnerability that lies their power.  Gay spirituality highlights to other Christians, and to the world at large, a particular perspective on the justice intended by God.  Justice will come through gay Christians living compassionate, truthful, and joy-filled lives.  This is not to say that there will not be times that prophetic voices will need to speak out against injustices, but prophecy without love and compassion is always empty.

The call for a more just Church brings gay persons alongside other marginal groups in bringing the good news of salvation to the world.  One only has to think of the Latin American Liberation movements.  This movement highlighted the evils inherent in abundant wealth and some forms of political power.  Feminism is seen as another Liberation movement which highlights how patriarchy and sexism has adulterated the word of God.  The churches of the Pacific region have challenged the Western Church and their God who has been presented to them in colonial form.  There is something prophetic about all these movements and it is not difficult to see here how a gay spirituality can participate in the same prophetic vocation as these other groups.

How then might committed gay Christians participate in this prophetic vocation?  What unique way can they minister to the Church and to the world at large?  Empereur I believe has the answer:

“What gay and lesbian saints of our time witness to the church is the fact that holiness is a passionate business, that full sexual living brings out the uniqueness of being an embodied person, that incarnation demands mutuality and equality also among people of the same sex, that friendship is more significant than competitive relationships, that holiness is the same as enjoying life and loving in a non-possessive way by not limiting sexuality to a few occasions but by spreading it into an ongoing experience of pleasurable love.” 

Gay Christians, as marginalized persons in the life of the Church, can become agents of change.  They can be persons who challenge ruling presuppositions.    

So as I conclude this essay, have I accomplished the task I set out to do?  How might a gay male spirituality be distinctive from a heterosexual male one, if indeed there is any difference?  A distinctive gay spirituality will utilize and affirm all that is good in one’s humanity, which of course includes one’s sexuality.  Minority groups are infamous for highlighting and illuminating aspects of the majority which might otherwise be overlooked.  Gay spirituality, therefore, has a contribution to make to wider discussions about human sexuality in general.  We explored how every Christian is in some way an epiphany of God.  Male heterosexual spirituality is able to reflect God’s creative love and life-giving power through the procreation of children.  But this is not the way a gay person expresses their spirituality.  They do it in a special way through their particular charism.  This charism is a personal quality or gift from God which enables them to impress and influence others, and shows too the love and beauty of God, but in a different way to the spirituality of a heterosexual male.  The charism of a gay male Christian is able to highlight the variation and diversity of God’s handiwork, and without it, the richness of God’s creation will not be self-evident.  Gay male spirituality can also speak prophetically within the structures of the Church.  Gay Christians can call for a more just Church and society and a more justice-orientated spirituality.  The call for a more just Church also brings gay spirituality alongside other forms of Liberation movements and theologies.

Gay male spirituality has its own unique qualities and is no more incarnational or important than heterosexual male spirituality, but that does not detract from the fact that is still has a unique role to play in the Christian tradition and in living out the Christian life.  Without it, the Christian tradition would be the poorer.  
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