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Introduction

What counts as sacred, and who decides? This book begins with the intimate facts of
human life—bodies, desires, families—and places them alongside claims of divine
authority. For centuries, religious texts and institutions have instructed adherents on
what to long for, whom to love, when to marry, whether to bear children, and how to
embody gender. Scripture, Sex, and Power examines how those instructions took
shape, how they are enforced, and how they might be reimagined for communities
seeking both faithfulness and justice.

Our approach combines close textual study with feminist, queer, and intersectional
theory. Exegesis helps us clarify what foundational texts say—and what they do not.
Theory helps us see how interpretations become social norms, how those norms
distribute power, and how they interact with race, class, disability, and colonial
history. Throughout, we distinguish between text, tradition, and practice: the words on
the page, the layers of commentary and law that accrete over time, and the lived
realities of communities that often exceed or resist official teaching.

Institutions matter as much as ideas. Canon and commentary, courts and councils,
seminaries and rituals—these are the mechanisms by which gender roles and sexual
ethics are stabilized or challenged. The same structures that bless marriages can also
police desire; the same pulpits that proclaim liberation can silence dissent. By tracing
authority as it moves from scripture to sermon, from doctrine to discipline, we learn
how moral orders are maintained, where cracks appear, and what kinds of leadership
are needed to repair harm.

The chapters that follow take up contested terrains: marriage and divorce,
contraception and abortion, celibacy and pleasure, LGBTQ+ inclusion, trans and
intersex recognition, sexual consent and abuse, and the emergence of digital forms of
piety and pornography. We pair thematic analysis with case studies of
reform—women’s ordination debates, Muslim gender-justice movements such as
Musawah, and the path to marriage equality in mainline Protestantism. These
examples illuminate not only the arguments themselves but also the strategies,
coalitions, and pastoral practices that make change durable.

This book is written for multiple audiences. Activists will find tools for organizing within
religious contexts without reducing faith to ideology. Clergy and pastoral caregivers
will find frameworks for accompaniment that center consent, humility, and harm
reduction. Educators and students will find a map of the field that is rigorous yet
accessible, attentive to both historical depth and contemporary urgency. Across these
audiences we offer practical resources: dialogue guides, questions for communal
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discernment, and models for policy review in congregations and faith-based
institutions.

Our ethical stance is simple but demanding: interpretations should be accountable to
the vulnerable. That means placing the experiences of women, LGBTQ+ people, and
other marginalized groups at the center of our inquiry; it also means attending to the
pastoral complexities behind every doctrine—grief and joy, coercion and consent,
trauma and healing. Reading scripture in this spirit is neither relativism nor rebellion;
it is a disciplined practice of love and truth-telling, animated by the conviction that
religious traditions contain resources for their own reform.

Finally, a word about hope. The histories we recount include exclusion and abuse, but
also creativity, courage, and renewal. Communities have already begun to craft
liturgies that honor embodied joy, policies that protect the vulnerable, and teachings
that reflect the plurality of human lives. This book invites readers to join that work: to
read more carefully, to lead more responsibly, and to imagine futures in which sacred
texts nurture, rather than narrow, the horizons of human flourishing.
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CHAPTER ONE: Reading the Texts: Approaches to
Scripture and Tradition

Religious texts are not instruction manuals that fell from the sky, fully formed and
universally understood. Instead, they are complex tapestries woven from historical
context, cultural assumptions, and the lived experiences of communities striving to
make sense of the divine and their place within it. Approaching these scriptures,
especially when grappling with issues as sensitive as gender and sexuality, requires a
nuanced understanding of how they came to be, what they aimed to achieve, and how
they have been interpreted—and reinterpreted—over millennia. It’s a bit like
archaeology; you don't just dig up an artifact, you have to understand the soil it was
found in, the tools that were used to make it, and what it might have meant to the
people who created and used it.

One of the most fundamental distinctions we must make is between the text itself and
the traditions that grow around it. The “text” refers to the actual words on the page,
the canonized scriptures considered sacred within a particular faith. For Christians,
this means the Bible; for Muslims, the Quran; for Jews, the Torah and other biblical
books, along with the Mishnah and Talmud. These texts are often ancient, written in
languages unfamiliar to most modern readers, and products of vastly different social
and historical landscapes. They were not penned with twenty-first-century questions
about gender identity or same-sex marriage in mind, which can make direct
application a tricky business.

Tradition, on the other hand, encompasses the accumulated interpretations,
commentaries, legal rulings, theological doctrines, and practices that have developed
over time within a religious community. It's the ever-growing conversation about the
text, often shaping how the text is understood far more than the raw words
themselves. Think of it like a river: the text is the original stream, but tradition is the
vast delta of tributaries, lakes, and canals that have formed around it, sometimes
diverting its flow, sometimes expanding its reach, and sometimes even obscuring the
original source. This interplay between text and tradition is where much of the
contestation around gender and sexuality truly unfolds.

The methods used to read and interpret these sacred texts are varied and often
contentious. Historically, interpretation has often been the purview of religious
authorities—priests, rabbis, imams, scholars—who held the keys to understanding and
applying the texts to daily life. Their interpretations often reflected the dominant
social norms and power structures of their time, reinforcing existing hierarchies and
rarely challenging the status quo. This is not to say that all traditional interpretations
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are inherently problematic, but rather to acknowledge that they are products of their
environments, just like any other human endeavor.

One common approach is a literal reading, where the text is understood as a direct,
unvarnished statement of divine will, to be applied without deviation or
reinterpretation. This approach can be appealing in its simplicity, offering a clear-cut
path for moral and ethical living. However, it often runs into significant difficulties
when faced with internal contradictions within the texts, passages that seem morally
repugnant by modern standards, or descriptions of ancient cultural practices that are
simply not feasible or desirable today. For instance, a purely literal reading of certain
biblical laws regarding dietary restrictions or ancient legal codes would render much of
modern life in violation of divine command.

Another approach, often found in more scholarly or reform-oriented circles, is the
historical-critical method. This method treats sacred texts like any other ancient
literature, examining their historical context, literary forms, authorship, and editorial
processes. It asks questions like: Who wrote this text, when, and for what audience?
What historical events or social conditions influenced its creation? What literary genre
is it—poetry, law, narrative, prophecy? This method helps us understand the original
meaning and intent of a passage, often revealing that what appears to be a universal
command was, in fact, a response to a very specific historical situation.

For example, many passages in ancient scriptures that seem to regulate women's
roles or sexual behavior were written in patriarchal societies where women had limited
legal and social standing. Understanding this historical context doesn't necessarily
invalidate the text, but it does allow for a more nuanced interpretation, one that
distinguishes between the timeless ethical principles embedded within the text and
the culturally specific expressions of those principles. It helps us avoid the trap of
mistaking ancient customs for eternal divine decrees.

Furthermore, within religious traditions themselves, there are often layers of
interpretation that have developed over centuries. Midrash in Judaism, for instance, is
a vast body of rabbinic literature that explores and elaborates upon the biblical text,
often through creative storytelling and imaginative interpretations. In Christianity,
patristic writings, scholastic theology, and various denominational commentaries all
contribute to a rich, often divergent, tapestry of understanding. Islam has its own
extensive tradition of tafsir, or exegesis, where scholars have meticulously analyzed
the Quranic text, sometimes leading to multiple schools of thought on specific verses.

These interpretive traditions are not monolithic; they are dynamic and often
contested. Throughout history, religious reformers and revolutionaries have often
returned to the foundational texts, arguing that prevailing interpretations had strayed
from the original spirit or meaning. This act of "going back to the sources" can be a
powerful engine for change, challenging entrenched customs and offering fresh
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perspectives on ancient wisdom. It’s a recognition that tradition, while valuable, can
also become a cage if not continually re-examined in light of new knowledge and
evolving ethical sensibilities.

The concept of "canon" is also crucial here. A canon is the collection of texts
considered authoritative and sacred by a particular religious community. The process
of canonization was not always straightforward; it involved councils, debates, and
decisions made by human beings, often over centuries. Understanding that the canon
itself is a product of human choice and historical circumstance reminds us that even
the very selection of texts deemed sacred is an act of interpretation, reflecting the
theological and social priorities of those who made the selections. Texts that were
excluded, or "apocryphal" texts, often offer alternative perspectives that can be
illuminating when considering the breadth of ancient religious thought.

Moreover, the act of translation itself is an act of interpretation. When a sacred text is
translated from its original language (Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek, Arabic, Sanskrit, etc.)
into another, choices must be made about word meanings, grammatical structures,
and cultural nuances. These choices can significantly impact how a passage is
understood, especially when dealing with concepts that might not have direct
equivalents in another language. A translator's theological biases or cultural
assumptions can subtly, or not so subtly, shape the resulting text, further emphasizing
that no reading is ever truly "pure" or unmediated.

For this book, our approach to reading the texts will be multifaceted. We will engage in
careful exegesis, attempting to understand what the original authors and audiences
likely understood by the words on the page. We will also critically examine the
historical development of interpretive traditions, paying close attention to how these
traditions have shaped—and often limited—discussions around gender and sexuality.
And crucially, we will bring to bear the insights of feminist theory, queer theory, and
other critical lenses that help us uncover the power dynamics inherent in both the
texts and their interpretations.

This critical engagement does not necessarily mean dismissing the sacredness or
authority of the texts. Rather, it is an attempt to engage with them more deeply, more
honestly, and more ethically. It assumes that sacred texts, precisely because they are
considered sources of profound truth and guidance, deserve our most rigorous and
thoughtful attention. To simply accept traditional interpretations without questioning
them is to abdicate our intellectual and ethical responsibility, especially when those
interpretations have caused harm or perpetuated injustice.

Finally, we must acknowledge that for many believers, sacred texts are not merely
historical documents but living words, imbued with spiritual power and divine
inspiration. Our critical approach is not intended to diminish this spiritual dimension,
but rather to enrich it. By understanding the complexities of how these texts were
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formed and interpreted, we can engage with them in ways that are both intellectually
rigorous and spiritually meaningful, allowing them to speak to the urgent ethical
guestions of our time without sacrificing integrity or compassion. This journey into the
sacred texts, therefore, is an invitation to a deeper, more informed, and ultimately
more transformative encounter with the foundations of faith.
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