HETEROSEXIST THEOLOGY:
Being Above It All

Carter Heyward

Heterosexism

Sexism is the foundation of heterosexism. Heterosexist theology is con-
structed on the assumption that male domination of female lives is
compatible with the will of God. The rightness of compulsory heterosexuality
is predicated on the belief in a natural order or process that alone is gopod—so
that any deviation from it is sinful. Basing contemporary moral theory on
medieval concepts of natural law necessitates projecting an image or fantasy
of “good order” onto human social relations—thereby denying altogether the
role of human agency in determining moral good.!

While belief in natural law may not strike us as necessarily heterosexist,
in a sexist situation like the praxis of the church the assumption of a natural
order is infused with corollary presuppositions about gender and sexuality.2
It is in this social praxis, historical and contemporary, that the.image of
beterosexual marriage emerges as the prototype for the Right—i.e. the

This essay is from a panel presentation on Lesbian Feminist Issues in Religion (Women
and Religion Section) at the American Academy of Religion, Anaheim, Calif., Nov. 25,
1985. It will be expanded into a book, A Sacred Contempt: Heterosexism and the Liberal
God (New York: Harper and Row, 1989).

1 For cunstructive moral epistemologies which build on creative insights from natural
law tradition, see Beverly Wildung Hanison, Making the Connections: Essays in Feminist
Social Ethics (Boston: Beacon, 1985), especially the introduction by Carol S. Robb and pp.
3-21, 115-34, and 235-63; Anthony Battaglia, Toward a Reformulation of Natural Law
(New York: Seabury, 1981); Daniel C. Maguire, The Moral Choice (New York: Doubleday,
1978); Margaret Farley, “New Patterns of Relationship: Beginnings of a Moral Revolution,”
in Woman: New Dimensions, ed. Walter J. Burghardt (New York: Paulist, 1976); and B.
Andolsen, C. Gudord, and M. Pellauer, eds., Women’s Consciousness, Women's Conscience
{Minneapolis: Winston Press), esp. pp’ 211 ff.

2 See Samuel Laeuchli, Power and Sexuality: The Emergence of Canon Law: at the Synod
of Elvira (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1972); Anne Llewellyn Barstow, On
Studying Witchcraft as Women’s History (forthcoming): and the classic, infamous, Malleus
Maleficarum (Hammer of Witches), by monks Sprenger and Kraemer, for the extent to
which Christian assumpticns about the natural as moral are steeped in misogyny. See also
Harrison on the relation between hatred of women and fear of homosexuality, “Misogyny
and Homophobia: The Unexplored Connections,” in Making the Connections, pp. 135-51.
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Natural and Moral—Relation not only between male and female, but also
between Christ and his church. Compulsory heterosexuality safeguards this
divinely willed Right Relation. To coerce heterosexual bonding is simply to
affirm what is natural. And what is natural reflects the good order of the
cosmos, thereby revealing the divine purpose. The Be-ing of God involves
being heterosexual.

In the church, individualistic psychology is often drawn on for support in
upholding the sanctity of compulsory heterosexual relations. Thus church
bodies often commission psychiatrists to make clinical judgments of the
“maturity” of individual candidates for the ordained ministry. More often
than not, “maturity” is understood by the ecclesiastical authority (and often
by the psychiatrist) as synonymous with heterosexual marriage or, at least,
with the candidate’s willingness to abstain from any sexual activity outside
such marriage. On this basis, church authorities frequently will deny that
they are against homosexuality per se, but rather will insist that they are
opposed to all sexual activity outside of marriage, heterosexual as well as
homosexual. To the rejoinder that homosexual marriages are not permitted in
the church, the typical response is, “Of course not,” as if the very notion
were unintelligible to Christian sensibilities of what is both natural and
moral.3

It should not be surprising that the church would consecrate psychology
as its Great High Priest. Psychology, in large part, remains the most highly
individualistic of the modern sciences, and liberals have strong investment in
the interior life and yearnings of individuals as the locus of sin and grace,
problems and transformation.4 Moreover, what is psychologically “normal”
provides the content for the theologian’s understanding of the natural and

3 At least one seminary (The Episcopal Seminary in Alexandria, Virginia) requires all of
its students to sign a pledge that they will not engage in sexual activity outside of marriage
while they are students at the Seminary. And at least one psychiatrist who screens
candidates for ordination in a liberal Episcopal diocese has indicated to those whom he
interviews that their sexual behavior is the critical factor in his judging their fitness for
ordination. While he expresses interest in hearing details of heterosexual lives, he makes
no secret of his special disdain for gay men and leshians, who are, in his judgment,
“immature” and unfit for ordained ministry.

¢ For attention to interiorized spirituality as a moral problem, see Dorothee Sélle (with
Shirley Cloyes), To Work and to Love: A Theology of Creation (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1984), as well as other pieces by Sélle. This same theme is explored in the Amanecida
Collective’s Revolutionary Forgiveness: Feminist Reflections on Nicaragua (Maryknoll,
N.Y.: Orbis, 1986). as well as throughout the growing corpus of liberation theologies. See,
for example, Ernesto Cardenal, The Gospel in Solentiname, 4 vols., trans. Donald Walish
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1976-82); Gustavu Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor in History,
trans. Robert Barr (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1983), and Phillip Berryman, The Religious
Roats of Rebellion: Christions in Central American Revolution (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis,
1884). In her essay. "While Love is Unfashionable: An Exploration of Black Spirituality
and Sexuality,” in Womens Consciousness, Women’s Conscience, Toinette M. Eugene
examines connections hetween justice, sexuality, and spirituality in Black experience.
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