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ABSTRACT

Communion for All:
Queer Christian Citizenship in an LGBTQ-Affirming Church

Yookyeong Im
Department of Anthropology
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This thesis is an ethnographic study of an LGBTQ-affirming church in
Seoul to examine the ways in which LGBTQ Christians reconcile their
queerness and religious faith and construct an integrative model of queer
Christian citizenship. Popular discussions on non-normative gender and
sexuality have mostly understood the relationship of LGBTQ people and
Christianity as one of conflict so far. Those who want to embrace both
identities cannot be free from this context. The quotidian experience of
LGBTQ Christians usually involve being marginalized both by society and by
mainstream churches. Ironically, however, these people construct narratives
that closely intertwine their non-normative sexual identities and religious faith.
Queer Christians develop more positive understanding of their queerness as
they position themselves within God’s absolute love and agency. Behind this is
a circular mechanism between Christian faith and queer experience or identity
they have as a marginalized group in the sexual hierarchy. That is,
‘unconditional and absolute love’ which is an important discursive resource
derived from Christianity, helps them understand queerness positively and their
queer positionality helps them understand Christianity with a focus on radically

inclusive love.
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These kinds of narratives are re/produced as LGBTQ Christians meet like-
minded people, i.e., other fellow LGBTQ Christians. Rainbow Church, the
church where I conducted my fieldwork for more than eight months, is a small
LGBTQ-affirming church that actively embraces queer theology. Collective
practices within the church community have a big impact on how its LGBTQ
Christian members make queerness and faith intersect. It lowers barriers to be
a good citizen in the Christian world and society by emphasizing non-
discrimination and diversity within its congregation. The church organization
does not suggest a particular image of ‘model queer Christian’ and the
congregation itself is diverse in terms of sexual orientation, gender identity,
language, and religious orientation. So the members are assured that “it is okay
to be who you are whatever it may be like.” As a matter of course, diversity is
not always recognized smoothly and it sometimes complicates management of
the church. Nevertheless, the congregants show an almost absolute affirmation
of the diversity within their church. This is because their ultimate aim and value
centers on unconditional recognition, but not fitting oneself to a model of
‘legitimate life.” This differentiates their perspective from a typical identity
politics which focuses on specific characteristics of ‘sexual identities’ and
establishes particular standpoints based on those identities.

Their emphasis on the recognition of existence extends to discursive tactics
they adopt in order to realize more inclusive sexual citizenship in society.
Paradoxically, their experience of being excluded leads them to imagine more
open and alternative citizenship. They have been marginalized in the exclusively
constructed citizenship model but try to secure their place by intertwining
Christian citizenship and sexual citizenship. The members of Rainbow Church
emphasize ‘unconditional love and recognition’ as their ethos as they suggest
meaning structures that highlight contrast between “the general public” or
“conservative Christians” and themselves. This tendency leads them to avoid
direct clash or conflict and select tactics to “prove with one’s life.” It stems
from not only their Christian character but also practical constraints and risks

caused by physical and/or logical conflicts.
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The development of this unique form of political subjectivity and activism
may not look like an expansion. Many congregants put priority on surviving as
who they are now although they also find it important to have a visible
expansion of sexual citizenship. The activism revolving around survival itself
may not provide an explosive short-term momentum. However, it is still
significant that it serves as a prerequisite for a long-term movement regarding
sexual citizenship. Christian faith practiced by Rainbow Church focusing on
barrier-free citizenship of heaven function as a meaningful religious resource
in aforementioned concept of ‘survival” To LGBTQ Christians, attaining
legitimate membership in heaven or the kingdom of God is not confined to
gaining citizenship within the religious sector, but is extended to pushing the
margins of sexual citizenship in broader society. Their pursuit of ‘a safe space
for everyone’ in the church community as well as their individual faith
narratives is not only a religious project but also a political one. Christian
discursive resources help them develop a political model of recognition based
on ‘unconditional love.” This ethnography confirms that Christian faith can aid
in imagining a radical notion of sexual citizenship rather than be essentially

incommensurable with queer gender and sexuality like in popular perception.
Keywords: non-normative gender and sexuality, queer, Christianity, church
community, queer theology, cultural citizenship, sexual citizenship, recognition,

diversity
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