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Experiments
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ABSTRACT: Ex-gay ministries train people who are attracted to
members of the same sex in gender and religious conventions that such
ministries hope will effect changes in erotic desire. However, they reject
efforts at denial and repression in favor of frank acknowledgment of
homosexual desire, and advocate for the full inclusion of those who
struggle with that desire in the church community. In carving out this
space between rejection and acceptance of homosexuality, they utilize
discursive and cultural strategies that resemble the gender indeterminacy
and gender play celebrated by queer theorists—who have very different
socio-political aims. Using the work of queer theorist Judith Butler, this
paper looks at the practice of ex-gay ministries, arguing that by
grounding gender essentialism in creation rather than nature, these
ministries are able to engage in and profit from strategies I call
“queerish”—ones that are similar to queer strategies in certain
conceptual moves, yet quite distinct in normative ends.

There’s something a little queer about the ex-gay movement.
Exodus International, the movement’s largest organization, held
its 30th anniversary annual conference in 2005, with the Reverend

Doctor Jerry Falwell as one of its featured speakers. It was the first time
Falwell addressed the organization, and his scheduled appearance was
controversial among those who vividly remembered his contentious atti-
tude toward gay people. His presentation was preceded by a decidedly
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queerish spectacle, one marked both by the kind of playful gender per-
formance that the term “queer” has come to represent and by an insis-
tence on heterosexuality as moral mandate that would seem to be
queer’s opposite. In a skit performed by Acts of Renewal, a Christian the-
ater troupe, an ex-gay man played the part of a newly converted drag
queen, Danny, who attends a local Bible study group, and, with the help
of its members, discovers that he might apply the gifts of his old-life
career to his new-life community by becoming an aerobics instructor
and offering classes in the church. As part of the skit, in a kind of “Ex-
Gay Eye for the Straight Guy” moment, Danny helps a straight man in
the group loosen up by exposing him to Cher music and the pleasures
of dancing. An older church lady with a vaguely British-sounding accent,
played by the real life wife of the ex-gay man, affirms Danny’s imagining
of Jesus as his lover, over the straight man’s objection, by declaring this
homoerotic imagery “biblical.” The layers of gender performance upon
gender performance, the queerness of the skit itself, and the knowledge
that Jerry Falwell was watching were enough to make a queer theorist’s
head spin. 

Ex-gay ministries have the admittedly difficult task of trying to help
gays and lesbians shift their sexual orientation toward heterosexuality.
They do so by training participants in a set of religious and gender
identifications and practices that they hope will effect a change in sex-
ual desire. Ethnographer Tanya Erzen has noted the queerness of the
ex-gay movement, calling the process she observed ex-gays going
through in attempting to change their sexuality “queer conversions.”1 In
her analysis of New Hope Ministries, she points out a core tension that
runs through these groups: the need to depict gender and sexual ori-
entation as malleable and subject to training, while at the same time ren-
dering heterosexuality essential and inevitable. This tension continually
threatens the purpose of their program. Queer theory suggests that it is
precisely this kind of gender experiment, one that denaturalizes gender
by exposing it as culturally founded, that has the potential to disrupt the
binary gender system, and open the possibility of change in the way gen-
der is imagined and in its power to form subjects. Yet the ex-gay move-
ment generates these kinds of experiments in a context that seeks to
reify, rather than deconstruct, gender essentialism. 

In this paper I will examine how ex-gay ministries contain the threat
to the gender order that their queerish experiments pose. Queer theory’s
understanding of gender essentialism tends to focus on naturalization,
the notion that gender, sex, and desire can be effectively rendered
innate, and their social foundations obscured through the seemingly
foundational analytic strategy of an appeal to “nature.” I argue that,
rather than relying solely on nature as the source of gender essentialism,
ex-gay ministries invoke a religious source of essential identity made up
of an amalgam of scriptural texts, a particular religious understanding
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of those texts, and an interpretation of God’s original intent based on
those texts, an amalgam I am going to call “creation.” By grounding the
essentialism of gender in creation rather than nature they are able not
only to tolerate experiments that underscore the social construction of
gender, but to engage proactively in queer-like gender experiments,
discursive and practical strategies that render their project more plau-
sible to certain audiences. I use the term “queerish” not in any techni-
cal sense, but as a way to describe this kind of gender play which bears
a certain resemblance to that celebrated by queer theorists, yet is pur-
sued toward social and political ends queer activists would likely oppose. 

The first section of the paper will give a brief exposition of queer the-
ory, focusing on the naturalization of gender and the disruptive poten-
tial of gender performances that generate awareness of its social
construction. Next, I will look at the work of Exodus International, the
largest ex-gay organization in the United States, discussing Exodus’
project and the understanding of sex, gender, and desire that underpins
it. I will then look at the competing frames of nature, science, and cre-
ation that ex-gay ministries utilize in order to make ontological and
normative claims about sexuality. I will demonstrate that while all three
are deployed, sometimes in concert, sometimes in tension, creation is
given primacy in defining gender and grounding its essentialism. This
primacy is made most visible in moments where nature and science
threaten to overtake the normative claims of the ministry. By empha-
sizing creation as the source of gender normativity, I argue, ex-gay min-
istries are less reliant on nature and thus are more able to take
advantage of the kinds of experiments that the denaturalization of gen-
der makes possible. The final section looks at some of these queerish
experiments and analyzes the profits gained by pursuing them. I con-
clude with observations about the common conversation that queer the-
ory and ex-gay ministries share and suggestions for what queer theory
might learn from the ex-gay case. 

QUEER THEORY, ESSENTIALISM, AND NATURE

Queer theory emerged as a critical response to the understanding of
gay identity dominant in gay and lesbian organizing and scholarship in
the 1970s and 1980s.2 Utilizing a civil rights model for political advance-
ment, activists working for gay rights argued that homosexuality is an
innate sexual preference determined by nature and beyond the control
of the individual. In a context of increased homophobic violence and
the devastation of the AIDS crisis, they argued that homosexuals should
have access to civil rights protection on the grounds of an immutable
identity that rendered them a minority, much like African Americans,
whose biological traits placed them at political, economic, and social
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disadvantage. Academics taking sexuality as their subject were aware of
the social construction of homosexuality and its variance over time, but
in attending to the lives and histories of gays and lesbians as subjects
rendered invisible by homophobia their work contributed to this con-
solidation of gay/lesbian as an identity category and its reification as a
social reality. 

Queer theorists and activists objected to the consolidation of gay/les-
bian identity for a number of reasons. Some argued that the kind of gay
identity being established was quite particular; homosexuality was being
defined by the way socially privileged gay people—namely white gay
men—experienced it. As a result, this definition obfuscated the varied
experiences of sexuality found in different social locations and the com-
peting constrictions—race, class, gender—that shaped them. Another
objection contended that sexuality is not always uniformly experienced
or consistently expressed across time. Bisexual theorists in particular
claimed that desire is more fluid than an essentialist understanding of
gay identity would suggest, and that its malleability might be a rich
resource rather than a political liability. Lesbian feminists critiqued
notions of immutability by rendering lesbianism a choice women might
make based on political commitment rather than inherent desire.
Queer critics of the mainstream GLBT movement were also concerned
that uncritically pursuing an identity strategy ran the risk of reifying a
system the very structure of which underpinned the marginalization of
people whose erotic desires lay outside normative heterosexuality.
Simply finding a place for an acceptable homosexuality within a frame-
work of normative sexuality might expose unseen (and unseeable) oth-
ers to the kind of marginalization that gays and lesbians have historically
experienced.

This last concern is central to Judith Butler in her work on the struc-
ture of gender and the centrality of the heterosexual/homosexual
binary to its construction. While queer theory is a wide ranging field that
has been influential in a number of disciplines, I focus on Butler here
because of her defining influence on the field’s analytic framework, the
sophistication of her work, and its queer resonances with the ex-gay
movement. Her earliest work on this theme, Gender Trouble,3 provided
theoretical inspiration and methodological tools for queer theory by
looking at the consolidation of the category “women” as the subject of
feminist activism and scholarship. It attempted to formulate a way out
of a number of oppositions that kept feminism in a state of constant
stalemate. The first was whether gender is socially constructed, an arbi-
trary assignation based on cultural preferences and the exercise of sex-
based power, or essential, linked to inherent differences between men
and women based in anatomy. The second was a distinction between sex
and gender that emerged from efforts to resolve the first problem. Sex,
some feminist theorists proposed, is a biological category based on the
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irreducible reality of physical sexual difference, whereas gender is a
cultural category constructed in particular contexts to meet particular
interests. Butler found both tensions problematic and sought to resolve
them by demonstrating that even categories that seem grounded in
physical reality are already caught up in the powers of gender.4

Her way out of the nature/culture problem is to recast the terms in
which gender is understood. Drawing on speech act theory and
Foucault’s understanding of power, Butler argues that gender is per-
formative, a kind of act that is forced by the juridical power of norma-
tive sexuality and made real in the course of that act. In order for the act
to have and maintain its power, it needs to be reiterated, cited repeat-
edly through time by a range of subjects such that it becomes sedi-
mented, appearing to have the weight and necessity of timelessness.
But this performance is not a reflection of a stable inner self that is
unmarked by gender norms. Butler’s understanding of performativity
also entails a fundamental rethinking of the subject doing the per-
forming. Rather than positing a consolidated self who is able to make
choices about gender and how it will be performed, Butler argues that
it is within performativity itself that the subject emerges, always already
informed by norms of sexuality and only able to be recognized as a sub-
ject insofar as its gender performances are decipherable within the
symbolic structure of sex. “Subjected to gender,” she writes, “but sub-
jectivated by gender, the ‘I’ neither precedes nor follows the process of
this gendering, but emerges only within and as the matrix of gender
relations themselves.”5

When understood in these terms, both the power and the vulnera-
bility of gender are found in gender’s reliance on repetition. Its appear-
ance as natural is actually an effect of its continual reiteration, and
gender therefore requires that continual reiteration to maintain its nor-
mative force. But this requirement leaves gender vulnerable to disrup-
tive iterations, versions of gender performance that make evident the
social foundation of gender and open it to the possibility of question
and change. Particular gender citations may weaken the structure of
gender, for example, by failing to perform gender convincingly, per-
forming it impeccably in a body recognized as belonging to a different
sex, or performing something unrecognizable as gender to others
formed by its dictates. Disruptive iterations threaten to reveal gender as
not naturally but socially formed, and, therefore, potentially subject to
reformulation. Butler uses drag as the exemplar of this possibility, see-
ing in its juxtaposition of a body that is sexed one way with a perform-
ance that is sexed as its opposite the opportunity to reflect “on the
imitative structure by which hegemonic gender is itself produced” and
to challenge the naturalized effect of heterosexuality.6 In her account,
heteronormativity and the construction of gender are intimately linked;
it is the structural requirement of heterosexuality in Western thought
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and culture which forces the generation of two distinct and opposing
genders. Heterosexuality is then normalized by an appeal to the natu-
ral complementarity of two opposite genders. By performing one gen-
der while inhabiting the body of its opposite, drag performances have
the opportunity to disrupt the appearance of a natural and essential gen-
der opposition, and reveal the structural demands of heterosexuality
which generate that appearance.

Butler, and queer theorists generally, express great hope for the
political possibilities that emerge when the workings of gender as a sys-
tem of power are revealed and subversive iterations are encouraged.
One possibility is a freer range of gender play and a proliferation of
gender subject positions that can change the structure of sex by offer-
ing a wider range of performative possibilities. Another is the disruption
of the homosexual/heterosexual binary, the categorical opposition that
shapes the structure of gender by necessitating a system of two distinc-
tive and opposing gender positions. A third is the resistance to any kind
of consolidated gender position in favor of the kind of indeterminacy
that queer theory attempts to capture in its challenge to coherent iden-
tity categories. But the most important possibility a critically queer
framework opens, according to Butler, is the reimagining of gender in
an analytically informed way, one which might render visible subject
positions that cannot be currently recognized given its prevailing struc-
ture. Rather than rush to consolidate new gender positions which may
or may not ultimately challenge the structure within which they are
founded, she urges a greater comfort with incoherence. While not rel-
ishing dissolution for its own sake, and recognizing the pragmatic uses
of identity categories, she suggests that it is in the space of incoherence
that we stand the greatest of chance of being able to make readable
those bodies, peoples, and lives that are illegible within the symbolic
structure we utilize to make sense of the world, a structure always shaped
by power. 

Butler recognizes that not every disruptive gender experiment has
the kind of subversive potential that she sees in some drag perform-
ances. Naturalization and normalization are two ways that gender works,
but they are not the only ways and “there are domains in which hetero-
sexuality can concede its lack of originality and naturalness but still
hold on to its power.”7 In her analysis of the naturalizing effects of the
category of “matter,” she provides one example of how gender essen-
tialism becomes inscribed in language, but she is clear that there are
other ways this might occur. A critical piece of the agenda, she argues,
is to “know what might qualify as an affirmative resignification.”8 Here,
I look at a particular competing way in which gender can be essential-
ized, a strategy that not only allows a degree of denaturalization, but
both requires and benefits from that denaturalization in the service of
an enforced, normative heterosexuality. By grounding the essentialism
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of sex and gender in creation as it is divinely intended rather than in
nature where it is humanly lived, ex-gay ministries are able to engage in
a wide range of queer-like experiments aimed at decidedly un-queer ends.

EX-GAY MINISTRIES, GENDER, AND CREATION

Like queer theory, Exodus International and other ex-gay ministries
evolved in conversation with, and in opposition to, the gay rights move-
ment’s increased success in rendering homosexuality natural, innate,
and immutable. The ministries that would become Exodus began in the
early 1970s when new Charismatic movements began reaching out to
young people involved in the counterculture. Calvary Chapel, Jesus
People, and other groups developed evangelical strategies that focused
on people affected by the particular moral issues of that time: drug
addiction, cross-cultural spiritual exploration, sexual promiscuity, and
homosexuality. Recently “saved” gays and lesbians began to reconsider
their sexuality in light of their new faith. California ministries like Love
in Action and EXIT (Ex-gay Intervention Team) began articulating an
evangelical approach to homosexuality that resisted both the social invis-
ibility of the closet and the increasing acceptance being offered by more
liberal churches. In 1976, the leaders of these ministries sponsored a con-
ference on helping people overcome homosexuality, the first of the
annual conferences Exodus continues to host to this day.

In the course of its thirty-plus-year history Exodus has grown con-
siderably. It is the organizational umbrella for 120 local ministries in the
United States that support gays and lesbians in trying to change their
sexual orientations. Widely recognized in the evangelical world as the
key Christian organization addressing homosexuality, Exodus enjoys a
high profile, and is often the first organization gay evangelicals reach
out to when confronting this issue. Along with offering a referral serv-
ice, Exodus publishes a monthly newsletter, sponsors an annual confer-
ence, and undertakes a number of initiatives to strengthen the ex-gay
movement nationally.9 Affiliate ministries apply for referral status and
pay a fee for membership, but have independent governance structures
and budgets. While there is a common body of literature and curricula
that circulate through the ex-gay network, Exodus has no formal pro-
grams, processes, or set of materials that local ministries are required to
adopt. The kinds of programs sponsored by member ministries range
from one-on-one counseling to weekly support groups to intensive live-
in programs, and many consider outreach to and support of families of
gays and lesbians, and church education as central to their mission. 

Exodus and its member ministries share a common understanding
of homosexuality as both a moral issue and a psychological one. As con-
servative Bible believers, the ministries and the organization speak in a
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unified voice in saying that homosexuality is unquestionably a sin. But,
having established that position, they have developed an approach to
the issue that shifts the valence of that judgment away from utter stigma-
tization toward a call for greater understanding. That understanding is
cultivated through a discourse of compassion that combines religious
and therapeutic tropes. Many ex-gay ministry leaders and members are
influenced by Elizabeth Moberley’s book Homosexuality: A New Christian
Ethic.10 According to Moberley, homosexuality is a condition that reflects
an underlying deficit in gender identity. The homosexual adult was
somehow blocked from achieving a strong sense of identification with
his or her gender as child, usually because of a disruption in relationship
with the same-sex parent. This disruption causes the development of
what she terms a “defensive detachment” from the people of one’s own
gender who might infuse the proto-homosexual with the sense of gen-
der identity he or she requires. As a result he or she grows into adult-
hood with an unsatisfied desire for same-sex connection and
identification. Once puberty hits, this desire is eroticized, and the gender-
stunted adolescent will begin to experience same-sex attractions.
“Homosexuals,” Moberley writes, “relate to the same sex and the oppo-
site sex as incomplete members of their own sex. The solution to this
situation is for them to become complete members of their own sex. It
is only thus that one becomes truly heteros, truly other (complementary)
to the opposite sex.”11 Productive intervention into homosexuality, then,
entails giving the homosexual an opportunity for full, non-sexual iden-
tification with others of his or her sex. This kind of same-sex bonding
can fill up the gender deficit at the heart of the homosexual, and enable
him or her to move past the stage of developmental arrest into the het-
erosexuality that God intends. 

Informed by this theoretical foundation, ex-gay ministries promote
healing from homosexuality through practices of same-sex closeness
and gender training. Ministries sponsor same-sex support groups, where
ex-gays can explore the weaknesses in their gender identities, and advo-
cate church-based mentoring relationships between ex-gays and straight
people. Ex-gay men may participate in ministry-sponsored baseball
games in private locations where they can exercise the physical attributes
of conventional masculinity while experiencing the same-gender bond-
ing that sports ostensibly provide. Lesbians are urged to join women’s
Bible studies and attend tea parties.12 Live-in groups host “Straight man
night,” where ministry members grill heterosexual church members on
the finer points of heterosexual masculinity.13 The developmental
model proposed by Moberley contains the threat implicit in the notion
that gender can be trained by implying that it can only be trained in one
direction: toward an essential gender and sexuality that emerge when
people are successfully initiated into gender identification. But one
issue that proves complicated for ex-gay ministries is the source of that
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essentialism. Grounding essence in nature proves problematic insofar as
they propose that gender can be trained and sexuality changed, but de-
essentializing gender completely courts the possibility that these gender
experiments could (and perhaps should) run in any direction. This is
where what I am calling creation comes in, grounding gender essen-
tialism in an authority higher than nature, one that can work in con-
junction with nature as long as nature supports Exodus’ normative
stance, but that can easily be distinguished from it should nature start
to trouble this particular form of heteronormativity. 

Creation marks the evangelical understanding of God’s original
design for the earth and for the human person.14 This design indicates
not only how nature and people were formed, but with what divine
intention or purpose. It overlaps with the world as it is presented in
nature to some extent, but because nature is marred by human sin it is
more reliably grasped through an appeal to scripture, most notably in
the accounts of creation found in the first chapter of Genesis.15 Reading
these texts with a particular strategy that combines a literalist hermeneu-
tic with a scientific one, they prompt evangelical readers of Genesis to
look to the biblical text for both ontological and normative information.
Ideally, the discourse of science and the appeal to nature will marshal
support for the normative claims of creation, but, because it reflects bib-
lical truths and divine intent, creation must stand as ultimately author-
itative if and when other discourses threaten that vision. The discourse
of creation is a tool used to mediate tension, if and when it occurs,
between scientific, natural, and other authoritative claims about homo-
sexuality and God’s revealed intention. 

Creation, then, becomes the location in which gender and sexuality
are essentialized in ex-gay discourse. The truths of gender that ex-gay
ministries attempt to instill in gender-confused homosexuals may or
may not be rooted in nature, but they are authoritative, timeless,
absolute, and essential because they are a reflection of God’s intent for
creation. Popular ex-gay author Andy Comiskey writes of the Genesis
creation account, “the molding of the male and female reveals God’s
image. The complementarity of the two sexes reveals a fullness of being
that same-sex union cannot reflect. Within that complementarity, sexual
yearning can be blessed.”16 Gender dualism is essential because it
reflects God’s image, regardless of whether or not achieving gender
ideals comes naturally or easily to any given person. And heterosexual-
ity becomes essential, not because it is always and necessarily the direc-
tion in which particular, fallen people might experience their desire, but
because it marks a joining of the two dimensions of God to create a
human reflection of God’s unity.

By grounding gender essentialism in creation as they understand it
through scripture, rather than in nature or in science, ex-gay min-
istries carve out a somewhat flexible space within which to develop
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their understanding of the content of gender norms. Male and female
must be discrete and in some ways oppositional, but do not necessarily
need to reflect the traditional gender roles or characteristics associated
with conservative religiosity. This enables an openness within Exodus to
an evangelical feminist influence that utilizes the authority of scripture
to argue against traditional gender roles and the power given to men
over women. For example, in a workshop on healing gender offered at
the 2005 Exodus conference, the presenters insisted that male and
female reflect two different but equally valuable aspects of God, and crit-
icized the ways in which traits considered masculine are valued over those
considered feminine.17 All people, they contend, contain the whole range
of gendered traits, and the cultural preference for the masculine over the
feminine is more reflective of the sinfulness of culture than the intention
of God. This flexibility regarding the content of gender is important to ex-
gay ministries because it allows them to shift expectations of gender roles,
opening a critique of hyper-masculinity and hyper-femininity, and making
it possible for people who are less successful at traditional gender prac-
tices to claim alignment with “true” masculinity and femininity.

SCIENCE, NATURE, AND CREATION—COMPATABILITY 
AND COMPETITION

Religion, nature, and science are three central, discursive locations
in Western thought for the pursuit of cosmological and moral enquiry.
While religion and science are often depicted as competing over the
essential authority granted by the realities of nature, this is not always
the case. Historian George Marsden notes that early American evan-
gelicals had a strong affinity with Enlightenment science and an early
openness to the theory of natural selection as proposed by Darwin,
expecting its discoveries to vindicate Christian normative and ontolog-
ical claims.18 It has only been since the turn of the twentieth century,
and culminating in the 1925 Scopes trial, that conservative Christianity
has defined itself in critical relationship to science, particularly when
pursued independent of normative religious guidance. 

Since that time, science as a discourse has been increasingly suc-
cessful in asserting its authority over the ontological questions raised by
nature, and, because of their close connection in Western thought, over
normative claims as well. In an attempt to capitalize on its authority, play-
ers in political battles like the one over homosexuality appeal to science
to bolster their positions. In the last thirty years, particularly in the wake
of its success in having homosexuality declassified as a mental illness, gay
rights organizing has been increasingly successful at using the claims of
science to render homosexuality natural in origin and therefore nor-
mative in value.19 Evangelicals opposing gay rights, on the other hand,
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including members and leaders of ex-gay ministries, have had a more
problematic relationship with science. They enter the conversation
about homosexuality informed by a history in which the choice between
following faith or following science has been a live one, and the possi-
ble need to make a distinction between what nature and/or science indi-
cates and what scripture dictates has been faced and rehearsed. In the
context of homosexuality, with both science and gay rights activists
seeming constantly poised to challenge normative Christian claims
about sexuality through an appeal to nature, ex-gay ministries need a
way both to fix the essentialism of sex and gender and to undermine
claims that homosexuality itself may be essential, determined by nature,
and therefore immutable. The discursive strategy they use to bridge
this potential gap between scripture and nature, or faith and science, I
suggest, is an appeal to creation. 

Nature-based arguments made by pro-gay advocates explain that
homosexuality is experienced as a set of strong, deep-seated feelings that
are not consciously chosen, but, on the contrary, present themselves
even before conscious choice is possible. The depth, consistency, and
longevity of those feelings become the grounds for arguing that gay peo-
ple are born that way, and that they need not and should not seek
change. Ex-gay ministries have a number of responses to these claims.
One is to counter that “Christian” is the more natural identification than
“homosexual,” and therefore is the one whose dictates must guide one’s
practice. Ex-gay leader Joe Dallas writes: “You might argue, ‘But I am
who I am—a homosexual. That’s my nature, and I can’t be at peace
unless I’m true to myself. I would argue the same point, changing the
noun. You are indeed who you are—a Christian. That’s your nature, and
you can’t be at peace unless you’re true to yourself.”20 This strategy
reduces the conversation to competing claims for the authority of
nature, a competition ex-gay ministries believe only one side can win. 

Another strategy is to make a distinction between feeling and iden-
tity, claiming that feelings of same-sex attraction do not necessarily need
to translate into the adoption of a gay or lesbian identity. Christianity is
again rendered the real identification that stands in opposition to feel-
ings, however natural they may seem. An example is seen in advice dis-
pensed by the Becoming Real website, where teenage readers are
encouraged both to acknowledge their feelings and to resist calling
themselves gay or lesbian as a result of those feelings. The authors write: 

What about a label or identity like gay or lesbian? You might be feeling
some pressure to take one of these labels for yourself. But you are always
more than one label. You are a person created by God and loved by Him.
That is the most important thing about you. Labels don’t last, and aren’t
always true, but God’s love for you is forever. As well, God created you in
his image and to conform to the world’s image of gay or lesbian is
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moving away from becoming real and becoming the person God
intended you to be.21

Feelings of same-sex desire may or may not be natural, but considering
oneself gay or lesbian is a deliberate act, one which contradicts what is
most essential about the human person, his or her identification with
God by virtue of being part of God’s creation.

This distinction between feeling and identity analytically funds a
third strategy employed in the conversation about the nature of homo-
sexuality. In this discursive strand, feelings are isolated from necessary
identity, and then rendered problematic in relation to the truth claims
of scripture. Feelings become an unreliable arbiter of truth, which can
only be discerned through scripture and what it reveals about God’s
intention in creation. What is natural, and therefore normative, is found
more authoritatively in scripture than in human feeling.22 In this vein
Joe Dallas explains that “if homosexuality is defined as unnatural in the
Scriptures (it is—check Romans 1), then if I experience homosexual
desires I must conclude they are unnatural, even if they feel natural to
me. Any number of abnormalities may feel natural. If we have no stan-
dard other than our feelings, then any mood or proclivity we experience
can be called ‘normal.’”23 In this version, nature is not grounded in per-
sonal experience and feelings, but is conflated with creation as dis-
closed in biblical text. 

Ex-gay leaders consider pro-gay advocates’ feelings-based argument
for the naturalness of homosexuality to be dangerous because of the
assumption that usually accompanies this argument—that people are
born gay. This is a claim that ex-gay ministries find particularly trouble-
some, and is a theme to which they return again and again. In their dis-
cussion of this question, they continually refute the notion that people
are born gay, but attention to their language reveals a slippage, and thus
a distinction, between being born gay and being created gay. For exam-
ple, at a conference on Sexual Purity co-sponsored by Exodus affiliate
His Way Out Ministries, Pastor Phillip Lee told the audience that the cul-
ture has been bombarded with propaganda claiming that gay people are
born that way. But, he said, it’s not true. “God has never been in the busi-
ness of creating a homosexual because it would be contrary to him,
and then God would be a liar and we can close up and go home.”24 This
raises the possibility of a distinction between how someone is born and
what God intends in creation. The distinction is developed further when
ex-gay ministries turn their attention from a nature-based notion of
homosexuality to a genetically based, scientific one. 

The threat that science might some day reveal that homosexuality is
biologically determined is one that ex-gay ministries continually attempt
to contain.25 While nature alone might be easily rendered problematic,
nature and science converging on an ontological understanding of
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homosexuality would pose a more formidable challenge to maintaining
creation’s normative claims. In response to that threat, ex-gay ministries
spend a great deal of discursive effort establishing that an irrefutable
link between sexual orientation and genetics has yet to be proven. Most
ex-gay books have a chapter on science and homosexuality that reviews
a number of studies on homosexuality and genetics, finding all of them
wanting.26 Because scientific evidence currently seems inconclusive, ex-
gay ministries are willing to engage in a conversation about the validity
of science on science’s terms. But they are clearly concerned with the
possibility that scientific research may one day stand more firmly against
them. Preparation for this possibility is evident in strategies that distin-
guish ontological from normative claims, and display a willingness to
leave ontology to nature and/or science while retaining normative
authority for the realm of creation. For example, Exodus board mem-
ber Mike Haley writes: “Are we to presume that just because something
exists it must be ‘normal’? Cerebral palsy, Down syndrome, muscular
dystrophy—they all exist as part of the consequence of a fallen world.
But we call them birth defects, not birth normalities, precisely because they
represent deviations from the norm. And what is that norm? The human
being functioning according to God’s design.”27

One of the concerns ex-gay ministries have about the scientific under-
standing of homosexuality is that it might cast an unfavorable light on the
project of change. If science can establish that homosexuality is in fact
genetically determined or so strongly influenced that it is, in effect, not
optional, this might support accepting more normative claims about
homosexuality based on ontology, aid the gay rights effort to frame
homosexuality as a civil rights issue, and render ex-gay work ever more
futile. Thus, another critical conversation in which ex-gay ministries
engage the claims of science is in response to the need for statistical and
other evidence that ministry members achieve the kinds of change they
ostensibly seek. Exodus ministry leaders worked closely with Dr. Robert
Spitzer, a psychiatrist at Columbia University, who was influential in the
removal of homosexuality as a mental illness from the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Psychiatric Disorders, in his research into claims of
change in sexual orientation. They were pleased with his conclusion
that some men and women do in fact change their sexual orientation.28

But, the difficulty of achieving a shift in orientation, and the large num-
ber of people who leave ministries unchanged, make ex-gay ministries
ambivalent about keeping data that might reveal these limitations. One
response to that ambivalence, again, is to appeal to the essential author-
ity of creation as revealed in scripture. Mike Haley writes:

I believe that science and psychology are two extremely important areas
that can help us explain the homosexual phenomenon. However, the
spiritual controls the physical, and to place all of our bets on science and
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psychology, or even to give them more credence than the divine is a
common mistake. We are all genetically, physically, and spiritually flawed
people; we are susceptible to falling, and to look to some other source
for healing is to miss God’s supreme answer—Jesus. All of that to say,
statistics, research, and information are extremely valuable and
important, but if we believe what the Bible states in 2 Timothy 3:16, that
all Scripture is God-breathed, then we know that our ultimate authority
specifically calls homosexuality sin.29

This lays the groundwork for a wide range of possible changes that
might count as success in an ex-gay ministry, including the possibility of
not actually changing orientation, but still successfully conforming to
God’s word. 

As this discussion illustrates, ex-gay ministries want to retain access to
nature and science as authoritative discourses. But they are well aware
that locating their project in either of those domains may render it vul-
nerable if and when they can no longer contain rival claims within those
discursive terms. Rooted in conservative Protestant projects that have
claimed both an affinity with and an opposition to these discourses, ex-
gay ministries have well-established tools with which to make a distinc-
tion between nature, science, and creation as it is revealed in scripture
as sources of ontological and normative authority. While they are more
than willing to appeal to science and nature in order to make their
claims, and they conflate creation with each of the others when it serves
their purposes, they also demonstrate a willingness to distinguish divine
authority from natural and scientific authority for the sake of establish-
ing the divine as ultimate, at least in the normative sphere. Ex-gay lead-
ers are willing to take that distinction to the point of evident tension
should it become necessary in establishing the primacy of the authority
of creation. Thus Joe Dallas writes that the Christian life needs to be
lived as scripturally dictated and evangelically understood, regardless of
whether it comes naturally,30 and Exodus president Alan Chambers says
that the discovery of a gene for homosexuality would not shake his faith
in God, but would only explain why the process of change he has under-
taken has been so very difficult.31 “I deny what might come naturally,”
he says, “for that which brings life, health, and wholeness.”32 Nature and
science, while perhaps offering some ontological insight, need never
challenge the normative intentions of the creator as revealed in scrip-
ture and creation. 

QUEERISH GENDER EXPERIMENTS

It is no great insight to argue that religious groups appeal to divine
authority for their normative visions, even if and when it contradicts
claims made by other powerful discourses. What is interesting is how, in
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this particular case, the founding of heterosexual normativity in creation
rather than in nature gives ex-gay ministries the opportunity to engage
in gender experiments that may seem to challenge the premise of essen-
tial heterosexuality on which these ministries are founded, experiments
that may seem strangely familiar to queer theorists who see in the denat-
uralization of sex and gender the possibility of subverting their power.
Founding the essentialism of gender in creation rather than nature
serves a number of purposes for ex-gay ministries. First, it supports the
possibility of change in sexual orientation. Regardless of whether or not
sexual orientation is natural, ex-gay ministries teach that Christians are
ultimately accountable to a God who shows in his creation and in scrip-
ture that he considers homosexuality sinful. Evangelicals who oppose
homosexuality, but who also believe that God would not put people in
the position of being unalterably mired in a sin without providing the
resources to escape it,33 take that as a sign that sexual orientation must
be mutable. Second, as I hope to illustrate, it enables a set of queerish
experiments. With nature no longer necessarily the favored discursive
resource whose authority needs to be preserved at all costs, experiments
that put the naturalization of sex and gender into some kind of critical
relief do not always pose the threat that queer theorists might anticipate. 

The first queerish experiment I consider is the deconstruction of gay
identity. As discussed briefly above, this is accomplished by the distinc-
tion ministries make between feeling same-sex attractions and assuming
a gay identity. The attempt at decoupling same-sex desire from gay iden-
tity is perhaps most evident in the ex-gay movement’s careful attention
to terminology. Ex-gay authors and leaders utilize the term “same-sex
attraction” to denote a wide range of erotic desires and practices with
people of the same gender. This can include anything from fantasizing
sexually about people of the same sex to having dreams about them,
having actual sexual contact, being in long-term sexual relationships,
and, in the case of women, having a relationship with another woman
that is considered “emotionally enmeshed.”34 Someone touched by
homoerotic desire in any one of these ways would ideally be designated
as a “person with same-sex attractions.”35 When this becomes unwieldy
in prose, they will use “homosexual,” but only after clarifying resistance
to the latter term.36 Included in the range of activities and feelings that
constitute same-sex attractions is the assumption of a homosexual iden-
tity or a gay/lesbian identity. This kind of self identification is rendered
as an act of socio-political identification, not as a sexual or scientific
identification, and is seen as quite distinct from the experience of same-
sex attraction. “Men and women who experience homoerotic desires,
fantasies, and attractions are those most likely to identify themselves as
homosexual. However not all homosexuals think or classify themselves
as ‘gay’—a term with decidedly socio-political overtones, one that is
as much about identifying oneself as a member of a community than
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identifying oneself by sexual orientation.”37 Indeed, this step is consid-
ered one of the most extreme a person can take in dealing with same-
sex attraction. In this account, assuming a gay identity is not a necessary
response to the experience of same-sex attractions, and the identifica-
tion “gay” is thus a political fiction rather than an essential reality. 

Butler expresses a similar reluctance to adopt “lesbian” as an identity.
It is not, she writes, that she would “not appear at political occasions
under the sign of lesbian but that [she] would like to have it perma-
nently unclear what precisely that sign signifies.”38 Her reluctance is
founded in the concern that any consolidation of a subject position by
necessity renders others invisible, an injustice she considers so grave that
it fuels the fire of her critique. Rather than rush to solidify categories
that can never fully contain what they signify, Butler argues for caution.
“Perhaps only by risking the incoherence of identity,” she suggests, “is
connection possible.”39 By contrast, ex-gay ministries do not pursue this
critique of gay identity for the queer purposes of living with incoher-
ence. Rather, they hope to reconsolidate a heteronormative Christianity
as the central identity category around which people must align them-
selves or be rejected.

Another queerish experiment that ex-gay ministries pursue is the
expansion of possible sex/gender positions and identifications. The
distinction between experiencing same-sex attractions and the assump-
tion of a gay identity opens up space for a range of possible identifica-
tions one might make based on that experience. “Ex-gay” itself is one.
An interesting feature of the ex-gay identity is its stated distinction from
the effort simply to pass as straight. Ex-gay ministries advocate a frank
acknowledgement of same-sex desire, discourage premature marriage
or other efforts at mimicking heterosexuality, and explicitly distinguish
their project from the “white knuckling” of pure repression.40 It is a cat-
egory that is clearly marked by its association with same-sex desire, and
it creates a space where that desire can be named, addressed, claimed,
and interrupted. 

In addition to its association with a set of desires, ex-gay identity is
also marked by an association with a certain degree of gender non-
normativity. As discussed above, same-sex attractions are presumed to
result from a problem with gender identification, and the ex-gay cate-
gory makes a space where the kinds of gender atypical behavior that
characterize some gay men and lesbians becomes legible in a way that
does not automatically trigger expulsion. Indeed, it is the distinction
from an unmarked effort at passing and a comfort with denaturalization
that may make the claims of transformation by gender non-conforming
ex-gay leaders plausible. Sy Rogers, a popular speaker and teacher on
sexuality issues, is a self-proclaimed ex-gay man and a former transsexual.
He is admittedly not “macho” in speech, appearance, and mannerisms,
and his self presentation is, in many ways, stereotypically gay—a striking
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example of what one former ex-gay ministry member called a “straight
king,” an appellation suggesting parallels between the ex-gay gender
experiment and the drag performances much celebrated by Butler and
queer theory fans. That his performance and style may run counter to
his message is something of which Rogers himself is very much aware,
and in his presentations he attempts to contain that possibility by
addressing the discrepancy with humor.41 But, to the extent that this evi-
dent gap between claim and appearance does not discredit him entirely,
I would suggest that this is a reflection of the construction of ex-gay as
an alternative sex/gender position and the kinds of gender perform-
ances it allows. When heteronormativity is grounded in creation rather
than in nature, gender performances that might be perceived by con-
servative evangelical audiences as awkward, tenuous, or even unnatural
have the potential to be recouped as signs of progress rather than evi-
dence of failure. 

Perhaps the queerest thing that ex-gay ministries are able to do when
they move the essentialism of gender out of the realm of nature, is re-
think the sexual binary, an issue at the heart of queer theory’s concern.
Butler finds in this binary the central symbolic mechanism that regulates
gender, requiring and effecting the consolidation of two discrete, oppos-
ing gender categories.42 Disrupting it holds the promise of all kinds of
transgressive possibilities. Ex-gay ministries still conceive of issues of
sexuality in binary terms, but they propose an alternative, one that rei-
fies the absolute distinction between homosexuality and the Christian
life. “The opposite of homosexuality,” writes Mike Haley, “is not hetero-
sexuality—it’s holiness.”43 As Butler might predict, renegotiating the binary
opens up the opportunity for certain critical interventions. This newly
configured opposition helps sustain a limited critique of heteronorma-
tivity. It allows ex-gay ministries to make the case that marriage need not
be the goal of going through the recovery process, that it is not neces-
sarily a marker for a successful healing process, and that it can often be
a terrible choice for people dealing with the issue using strategies of
silence and denial. It also enables them to make a limited critique of
evangelical heterosexism, arguing that while homosexuality may always
be sinful, heterosexuality is not always innocent. This critique is seen in
the frequent assertion that sexual sin is sexual sin, be it heterosexual or
homosexual, and that there is no biblical basis to privilege heterosexual
sin over homosexual.44 The only sexual option for all unmarried peo-
ple is celibacy, and ex-gay ministries use this ground to challenge the
privileging of marriage over singleness and the comparative leniency
with which the evangelical community tends to treat heterosexual
transgression.45

These queerish experiments have important discursive and practical
benefits for ex-gay ministries, their members, and the anti-gay Christian
right that supports them. Perhaps most importantly for the lives of gays
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and lesbians who grapple with this issue, an intelligible ex-gay category
facilitates the creation of a more livable space within the evangelical
world. It creates discursive and institutional space to come out, albeit in
a manner that implies not only the presence of same-sex desire but also
its renunciation, and to address issues of gender and sexuality within the
context of the community. In Butler’s terms this might mean the differ-
ence between being marginalized yet recognizable and being so com-
pletely invisible that there is no possibility of imagining a place in the
social world. The ex-gay category provides a gender/sex position that
does not require the complete repression and social isolation of the closet
for those who experience same-sex attractions and that counters their
complete abjection with the possibility of engagement and compassion,
a possibility that is valuable as well to straight evangelicals with gay friends
and family members. By grounding gender and normative sexuality in
creation rather than nature, the ex-gay movement contains the threat
posed to its claims of efficacy by efforts toward heterosexuality that may
appear unnatural and perhaps unconvincing, while giving gender-variant
Christians a quasi-legitimate location within the evangelical world. 

A livable space for evangelicals who desire members of their own sex
is also beneficial to ex-gay ministries, churches, and other conservative
Christian communities. Giving gay and lesbian Christians a legitimate
place encourages them to stay within the Christian community, and
potentially under its influence. Evangelical leaders have learned that
harsh, condemnatory language often has the effect of driving gays and
lesbians away from the church and into the gay community. Friends,
families, and other loved ones may sometimes follow. Creating a space
for evangelical homosexuals within the fold makes them available to a
range of techniques—both of therapeutic culture and of Christian
discipleship—that regulate desire and shape action. Thus, the prolifer-
ation of evangelical books and seminars on issues of homosexuality, and
the emergence of ministries that allow both social and quasi-therapeutic
space for Christians to talk about sexual desire without the fear of cen-
sure. Ex-gay organizations strongly encourage the discussion of homo-
sexuality, and sexuality more generally, in the evangelical community,
developing products that aim not just at people directly affected but
also at church leaders, Sunday school teachers, and others in a position
to begin a conversation on these issues. This open and honest conver-
sation about sexuality and same-sex desire, however, is meant not to
encourage greater acceptance of sexual diversity, but to give the church
a greater opportunity to encourage sexual normativity among those
who struggle with these issues.46 This points to the benefit accrued to
the church in opening up a space for conversation: an increase in the
opportunity for the practice of disciplinary power.47

These experiments are also useful means of negotiating the actual
results of participation in ex-gay ministries. Exodus has long made the
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claim that “Change is Possible”—their slogan for many years—but there
is great tension in the community over whether the appropriate change
to target is a fundamental transformation in sexual attraction and desire
or a more modest increased ability to refrain from moving desire into
practice. Redefining the heterosexual-homosexual binary makes space
for considering a variety of outcomes successful. With holiness, not het-
erosexuality, as the relevant goal, change can include such develop-
ments as decreased participation in homosexual acts, decreased levels
of homosexual desire, and increased heterosexual attraction for one
particular person, namely a spouse, as well as complete change in desire.
A popular guidebook on leaving homosexuality says:

‘Change’ means many different things, depending on whose story is being
considered. Change is real, but it is not the same in every case. Some ex-
gay men and women are virtually free of homosexual thoughts and
feelings; others continue to experience same-sex attractions to varying
degrees. All of them, however, have one thing in common: they all reject
gay and lesbian as the central defining aspect of their personhood. And all
of them have experienced major changed in their lives. They are not the
same men and women they were ten years ago—or even last year.48

Many ex-gay leaders recognize the difficulty of wholesale change in sex-
ual orientation and warn against unrealistic expectations for those who
want to make changes.49 But the ambiguity between the actual and
assumed meanings of “change” is often exploited, sometimes by people
in ex-gay ministries and sometimes by other Christian leaders and organ-
izations who wish to utilize ex-gay ministries to forward larger political
aims.50 Clearly, “Change is Possible” regarding homosexuality means
something quite different when homosexuality is opposed to holiness,
as defined by evangelical Christianity, than when it is opposed to het-
erosexuality, as it is likely understood by most people who encounter this
claim. In the space between the two are people who are actively seeking
to reconcile faith and sexuality, a reconciliation that may well be pro-
longed and intensified by such ambiguities. 

THE QUEEREST CONTRAST

Butler’s writing has been seriously criticized for its “moral passivity”
and alleged lack of normative content.51 In response, her recent work
has been more forthcoming about the moral hopes that undergird it.
Critical of those who would read her work merely as license for the pro-
liferation of gender play with no political intentionality, she argues that
possibility, and the ability of critical theory to open up possibilities, are
norms that should be valued in themselves. “The point,” she writes, “is
not to prescribe new gender norms, as if one were under an obligation
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to supply a measure, gauge, or norm for the adjudication of competing
gender presentations. The normative aspiration at work here has to do
with the ability to live and breathe and move and would no doubt
belong somewhere in what is called a philosophy of freedom.”52

Ex-gay ministries could in many ways be seen as aligned with this
hope. As I have suggested, their work undoubtedly makes life more liv-
able for some evangelical gays, lesbians, and “strugglers”53 whose only
other options might be the utter isolation of the closet and the despair
of a life rendered invisible by a certain form of heteronormativity. Their
families and friends certainly breathe easier in a space that does not
require rejection, but allows the discursive room to maintain loving
relationships. Under their new slogan, “Freedom is Possible,” Exodus
can in some ways look very much like a queer organization. 

Perhaps it is this combination of queerish experiments and a com-
mitment to heterosexual normativity that is the most queer thing about
the ex-gay movement. Like Butler’s gender subversive drag queens, the
juxtaposition of a heteronormative political program with a queer set of
discursive practices disrupts the illusion of a straightforward critique of
what ex-gay ministries are doing and calls for greater analytical care in
understanding how they function. The tools of queer theory, and par-
ticularly those that Butler provides, aid a great deal in that analysis.
Close attention to the subtleties of her work enables us to attend to the
specific ways in which ex-gay ministries essentialize gender and how
that move enables them to experiment with denaturalization without
necessarily threatening their normative vision. It will take a different
investigation, though, to determine whether queer theory is adequate to
the task of critique, and, if so, how such a critique can best be carried
out. While it may be the very queerness of these ministries that helps
them to create new possibilities within the evangelical and American
imaginary, they give a sobering example of how queerness in and of
itself is insufficient for more transformative change. 

My deep thanks to Kent Brintnall, Sarah Quinn, Jennifer Randles,
Jerome Baggett, Dawne Moon, Mark Jordan, Susan Stinson, David
Machacek, and Melissa Wilcox for their careful reading of and thought-
ful comments on earlier drafts of this paper. 
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