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Cur Deus Homo [sexuall:
The Queer Incarnation

Patrick S. Cheng

What relevance does the doctrine of incarnation—rthat is, the belief that
God became human in the person of Jesus Christ—have for queer peo-
ple?! For many queer theologians, the significance of the incarnation is
centered upon flesh; that is, the Johannine notion of the Word becoming
flesh, or “ho logos egeneto sarx” (Jn 1:14). In other words, the incarnation
is significant because it is God’s affirmation of the fundamental goodness
of human flesh, or sarx, and this is reflected in the writings of queer theo-
logians about the fundamental goodness of queer sexualities and queer
gender identities.

One place where queer theologians have fallen short, however, is writ-
ing abour the experiences of the full range of queer people, and especially
queer people of color. That is, although queer theologians have been quite
successful in terms of arguing for the goodness of gueer flesh, they have
been much less successful in terms of addressing the significance of -
cialized flesh. That is, the significance of queer bodies of color are largely
overlooked or ignored in most queer theological writings. To this end,
this chapter reviews the works of a number of queer theologians of color
and examines how such works might help to create a fuller understanding
of queer incarnation.

The title of this chaprer is a play on Anselm of Canterbury’s essay Cur Dews Home, or “Why
God Became Human.” The purpose of this essay is to explore the gueer incarnation, or “Why
God Became Homo{sexual].”




52 Cueering Christianity

The first part of this chapter focuses on the incarnation and flesh, or
sarx, and how queer theologians have affirmed the goodness of human
flesh, particularly with respect to queer sexualities and queer gender iden-
tities. The second part of this chapter focuses on the incarnation in the
context of racialized flesh and the bodies of queer people of color. In so
doing, it draws upon the theological and spiritual writings of queer theo-
logians of color. Finally, the third part of this chapter concludes with
some reflections on the postcolonial notion of hybridity, and how this
concept might help in terms of constructing a fuller understanding of
queer incarnation for all of humaniey.

THE INCARNATION AND QUEER FLESH

The doctrine of incarnation traditionally involves abstract questions
about the being of Jesus Christ and the relationship between his human
and divine natures.? For example, the central theological question art the
First Council of Nicaea (325 CE) was whether, in light of the incarna-
tion, Jesus Christ was truly God; that is, whether he was in fact both fully
human and fully divine. The central question at the Council of Chalce-
don (351 CE) was similarly abstract; it dealt with the precise relationship
between Jesus Christ’s humanity and divinity. The council concluded that
Jesus Christ’s human and divine natures both existed in one person, yet
“without confusion or change, {and] without division or separation.™

This movement toward theological abstraction—that is, away from re-
flecting upon the concrete, physical body of Christ-is particularly ironic
in light of the fact that both of the Greek and Latin words for “incarna-
tion” are literally translated as “enfleshment.” In Greek, the word for be-
coming incarnate is “sarkdthenta,” which is derived from “sarx” or flesh.
Similarly, in Latin, the term for becoming incarnate is “incarnatus est)”
which is derived from “cars,” or flesh.*

Queer theologians have done a particularly good job in terms of resist-
ing this trend toward abstraction. Instead, these theologians have gone
back to the original notion of flesh with respect to the doctrine of incar-
nation. Many of these theologians—and especially gay male theologians
from a Roman Catholic background—have written about the need to
acknowledge the full embodiment of Jesus Christ, including questions
about his sexuality.

For example, the gay theologian and Metropolitan Community
Church (MCC} pastor Robert Shore-Goss has written extensively about
the tradition of homodevotion to Jesus Christ. This tradition presumes
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that Jesus Christ—as one who was fully human—was a sexual being. In
his provocative book Queering Christ: Beyond Jesus Acted Up, Shore-Goss
argues that “the scandal of the incarnarion is not that God became flesh
but that God became fully human and actively sexual.”® Shore-Goss con-
tends that we must ask taboo, questions such as “Did Jesus have an erec-
tion? Did he have wet dreams? Did Jesus have an orgasm?” And, if so,
“Orgasm with whom?”¢

The gay Canadian religious scholar Donald Boisvert has written about
the importance of uncovering the genitals of Jesus Christ in his book
Sanctity and Male Desire: A Gay Reading of Saints. Boisvert asks, “How
many Christian gay men have not glanced at an image of the crucified or
dead Christ, and silently asked themselves whar this penis looked like?”
For Boisvert, the image of the penis of the naked crucified Christ—such
as the “imposing rock penis hanging in view of all” in the Sagrada Familia
temple in Barcelona, Spain—is significant because it “reaffirms, in the
most visible and human way possible, the complete gift of the Creator
through the Incarnation.””

Like Shore-Goss and Boisvert, the gay religious scholar Mark Jordan
has written about the importance of affirming the full embodiment of
Jesus Christ, genitals and all. Jordan notes the irony of the fact that even
though Christian theology is focused on a divine incarnation, almost all
depictions of the corpus of Jesus Christ on a crucifit—no matter how
realistic—have erased the genitals of Christ. According ro Jordan, these
“alternate bodies for Jesus the Christ” are in fact “mucilated” corpses that
prevent Jesus’ body from being “whole, either in death or in life.”®

Other gay men have written about literally seeing Christ in their sexual
partners and/or taking on the identity of Christ themselves in their sexual
encounters, For example, Jeff Mann writes about one sexual encounter in
which his partner became his “Christ in the Candlelight” and how Mann
“ate his smooth, perfect butt—white as a communion wafer” and “fucked
him for a long time.” In another encounter, Mann writes about how he
was the bottom and thus became “the Christos, naked, anointed with my
own sweat, hands bound behind me ... grunting and helpless.”’®

Gay men are not the only persons, however, who have affirmed the
importance of flesh in their writings about the incarnated Christ. For
example, the lesbian English theologian Elizabeth Stuart has argued
that Christians should be “promiscuous with their love”-—thar is, “tak-
ing our bodies to other people’s bodies”—in the same way that “Jesus
of Nazareth gave himself bodily” in the Eucharisc.!! Similarly, the les-
bian ethicist Kathy Rudy has focused on the Body of Christ and how the
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members of that body are called 1o a sexual ethic of hospizality that could
include “radical sex communities” that engage in “communal living and
communal sex.”** Finally, the lesbian Roman Catholic religion scholar
Jane Grovijahn has argued in her essay “Reclaiming the Power of Incarna-
tior” that the image of God, or fmage Dei, must be understood as “God-
‘between-my-legs.” According to Grovijahn, if God cannot be a part of her
body and sexuality, “then the Incarnation is a lie.”

The transgender theologian Justin Tanis has focused upon flesh by
drawing parallels between the resurrected body of Jesus Christ and the
experiences of trans people who have come out of sexual reassignment
surgery. Like the resurrected Jesus Christ, the bodies of trans people who
have transitioned are “both the same and different.” That is, the transi-
tioned bodies are not “wholly different,” but are instead “transfigured and
resurrected.” For Tanis, sexual reassignment surgery is a way of “partici-
pating in the resurrection and of being born again.”**

Like Tanis, the Argentinean queer theologian Martin Hugo Cérdova
Quero has argued that theological reflections about the incarnation
must include transgender and intersex people. Cérdova Quero notes
that although many Christians view the incarnation in salvific terms
(i.e., they profess that God has saved humanity through the incarna-
tion), “the reality is that some humans are more worthy rthan others of
that salvation.”®>

Finally, the queer religion scholar Virginia Mollenkott has written
about the intersex significance of the incarnation. According to Mollen-
kott, the doctrine of the virgin birth means that Jesus Christ was con-
ceived without any Y chromosomes {which are provided only by sperm).
Thus, even though Jesus Christ is traditionally understood as having the
body of a man, he lacks the usual male XY chromosomes and has instead
XX chromosomes, This means that Jesus Christ can be understood as an
intersex person.!t :

Interestingly, none of the foregoing reflections has affirmed the tradi-
tional theological understanding of the incarnation as the only means by
which a fallen and sinful humanity is redeemed. This traditional under-
standing can be traced back to the 11th-century medieval theologian An-
selm of Canterbury. In his book Cur Deus Home (i.e., “Why God Became
Human”), Anselm argued that the incarnation had to occur because no
human being could ever repay the infinite debr owed to God as a result of
Adam’s and Eve’s disobedience and Fall, In other words, the incarnation
of Jesus Christ had to happen because only a person who is both divine
and human (i.e., a God-human) could repay this infinite debt."”
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Instead, queer theologians have understood the significance of the
incarnation—either explicitly or implicitly—in terms of deificarion, or
the process of becoming holy like God. In the words of the third-century
theologian Athanasius of Alexandria, God “became human lso] that we
might become divine.”! For example, the theologian Wendy Farley, in
her book Gathering Those Driven Away, has written about salvation in
terms of rhedsis, which is the Eastern Orthodox doctrine of deification.
For Fasley, the incarnation is not just about redemption from suffer-
ing, but it also “lights the path by which humanity returns to the Divine
Eros.”* That is, Jesus Christ is a compass or a guide star that directs us to
our future eschatological home. And a critical part of coming home for
queer people is the theological affirmation of the fundamental goodness
of flesh in the incarnation.

Although queer theologians have made a strong connection between
the incarnation and queer sexuality through the notion of enfleshment, it
remains to be seen whether these ideas can be translated from theory into
praxis by actual queer communities of faith, That is, despite the existence
of a number of sex-positive practices within the queer community such as
the Body Electric School and erotic genital massage,? or a radically sex-
positive ethics as articulated in works such as 7he Frhical Shir and Radical
Eestagy,” often times a theology of incarnation is limited to less contro-
versial issues such as equal civil rights or equal access to the sacraments
and rites of the church (e.g., holy matrimony and ordination).

Despite the resistance of some queer communities of faith to broaden-
ing the range of what is considered to be “normal” sexual practices,* the
connections made by queer theologians between the incarnation and en-
fleshment can be a helpful way of understanding the radically embodied
nature of the incarnation. '

THE INCARNATION AND RACIALIZED FLESH

Although queer theologians have done a good job over the past few
decades in terms of reclaiming the goodness of sexualized flesh in light of
the incarnation, they have been far less successful in terms of reflecting
upon—or even giving voice to—the experiences of queer people of color.
Although queer theologians of color have been writing about their expe-
riences for nearly two decades, these writings still remain largely on the
margins of queer theological discourse. ‘

Race and ethnicity, as we have seen in the proliferation of contextual
liberation theologies since the 1960s, is a central part of our enfleshed
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identities. Indeed, as the lesbian theologian Laurel Schneider has argued
in her influential essay, “What Race Is Your Sex?,” the notion of race can-
not be separated from notions of sex and sexuality. That is, race, sex, and
sexuality are “co-constitutive” qualities that have “utter dependence of one
upon the others for meaning and existence.”* For example, the phrase
“gay man” immediately invokes images of whiteness for most people. By
contrast, the phrase “gay black man” evokes images of hyper-masculinity,
whereas the phrase “gay Asian man” evokes images of hyper-femininiry.
Race cannot be separated from sex or sexuality.

Furthermore, queer bodies of color experience a profound alienation
from both the larger queer community (i.e., with respect to racism), as
well as their own communities of origin {i.e., with respect to homopho-
 bia and transphobia).”* In other words, queer people of color-—and their
flesh—become racialized and sexualized signifiers with respect to ctheir
communities. Some queer white theologians such as Robert Shore-Goss
and Susannah Cornwall have written about the issues faced by queer peo-
ple of color from a theological perspective.® It is unfortunate, however,
that the great majority of white queer theologians have not focused on
the experiences of queer people of color in their writings (whether about
incarnation or other theological doctrines).

Although queer white theologies have existed since at least the 1950s—
and liberation theologics have existed since the late 1960s—the theologi-
cal voices of queer people of color did not start to emerge until the early
1990s.2¢ In 1993, Elias Farajajé-Jones, an avowed gay-identified, bisex-
ual black theologian, published a coniroversial essay, “Breaking Silence:
Toward an In-the-Life Theology,” which challenged the Black Church
on its homophobia and biphobia, as well as its AIDSphobia during the
height of the HIV/AIDS epidemic.” In that same year, Renée Hill, a
lesbian womanist theologian, published the groundbreaking essay “Who
Are We for Fach Other®: Sexism, Sexuality and Womanist Theology,”
which critiqued womanist theologians for failing to address the issue of
love between women (sexual or otherwise) in their theological writings.*®
Following the publication of Hill's essay, a number of womanist and black
feminist theologians and ethicists—including M. Shawn Copeland, Kelly
Brown Douglas, Emilie Townes, and Traci West—have written about the
importance of challenging the sin of heterosexism in the African Ameri-
can community.?’

Since the 1990s, a number of queer African American theological
voices have emerged. In 2006, Horace Griffin, a gay African American
Episcopal priest and professor at the Pacific School of Religion, published
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Their Own Receive Thenm Not, a book about the homophobia thar African
American lesbians and gay men continue to face in the Black Church, as
well as the emergence of queer black congregations and even denomina-
tions.™ And in 2010, Roger A. Sneed, an openly gay African American
religious studies scholar at Furman University, published Representations
of Homosexuality, which documented the experiences of same-gender lov-
ing black men and the ways in which traditional black liberation theolo-
gies have failed to aliow them to speak in their own voices.!

Queer Asian American theologians also have engaged in theological
reflections on the intersections of race and sexuality. Like queer African
American theologians, they have written about the ways in which they
have experienced both racism and homophobia from the communities
in which they are located. One of the earliest theological works relating
to the queer Asian American experience was published in 1996. In that
year, Leng Lim published an essay, “Exploring Embodiment,” which ad-
dressed the intersections of race, sexuality, and spirituality in his life. Lim,
who is an ordained Episcopal priest, wrote a series of theological works
over the next decade about his experiences as a gay Asian man.* Eric Law,
also a gay Asian American Episcopal priest, wrote about similar themes
of racism and homophobia in his 1997 essay “A Spirituality of Creative
Marginality.”* '

In 2001, T wrote an essay, “Multiplicity and Judges 19,” which exam-
ined the queer Asian experience of racism and homophobia in light of the
nameless concubine in Judges 19 who is gang-raped and then dismem-
bered.* In my more recent work, such as my 2011 essay “I Am Yellow
and Beautiful,” T have written about the racism that is experienced by
queer Asian men in cyberspace and in the larger white queer commu-
nity.* Also, theological writings about the queer Asian experience outside
of the United States have started to emerge. In 2010, the Asian feminist
theological journal /n God’s Image published a special issue called “Be-
yond Right and Wrong: Doing Queer Theology in Hong Kong,” which
featured essays from 11 queer Asian writers and allies from Hong Kong.*

Finally, other ethnic and racial groups have started to write about the
intersections of race and sexuality in the context of theology and reli-
gious studies, For example, in 2007 the gay Latino theologian Orlando
Espin wrote in his book Grace and Humanness about the need for Latin@
theologians to break the silence about the Latin@ and black queer com-
munities and to recognize the full humanity of such marginalized com-
munities.”” Despite the rapidly growing population of Latn@s and
Hispanic Americans in the United States, much more work still needs to
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be done with respect to theological reflection upon the queer Latin@ or
Hispanic experience.

As mentioned earlier, even though queer theologians of color have
been writing about the intersections of spirituality, sexualiry, and race for
nearly two decades, the larger queer theological community has remained
almost completely silent about these issues. Important anthologies about
queer theology such as Queer Theology: Rethinking the Western Body con-
tain few references to—mnot to mention contributions from-—queer peo-
pe of color.®®

In sum, there is a growing body of work by queer theologians and re-
ligion scholars of color who have written about the significance of both
racialized and sexualized flesh, as well as their embodied experiences of
racism and homophobia. Despite the focus by many queer white theolo-
gians on the significance of flesh and the incarnation, it is troubling thar,
to date, few queer white theologians have written about these wotks o
the ways in which race and sexuality are inextricably intertwined. Any
queer theology of incarnation must take seriously the experiences of queer
people of color, both in the United States and around the world.

HYBRIDITY AND THE QUEER INCARNATION

What can be done to expand the notion of queer flesh to include the
racialized flesh of queer bodies of color as well as others who are on the
margins within the larger queer community? One possibilicy is to broaden
the understanding of queer incarnation by using the postcolonial notion
of hybridity. Hybridity refers to the middle or third space berween two bi-
nary poles. According to the postcolonial theorist Homi Bhabha, hybrid-
ity is akin to a landing between two floors in a stairwell. It is in this hybrid
space that the two binary poles-—for example, colonizer and colonized, or
gay and straight—are challenged and transformed.”

Interestingly, the incarnation itself can be understood in terms of hy-
bridity. That is, Jesus Christ is the third space between the two poles of
humanity and divinity, as well as flesh and spirit. It is in the incarnation
chat this hybrid being or “tertium quid” is created, thus challenging che
conventional wisdom that keeps these two poles separate and distinct. In
light of the incarnation, Jesus Christ can be understood as a “mediator”
or “mesites’ (Heb. 9:15), who brings together humanity and divinity. The
mediating function of Jesus Christ is particularly important with respect
to Fastern Orthodox doctrine of #hedsis, in which humanity is deified over
the course of salvation history. Jesus Christ, as a hybrid being, brings the

- f .
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two poles together through the incarnation. To paraphrase Athanasius of
Alexandria, God became human so that humans could become divine,

As [ have written elsewhere, Christian theology itself can be under-
stood in terms of hybridity. That is, Christian theology is about a love
so powerful that it dissolves the natural boundaries that separate binaries
such as humanity and divinity, flesh and spirit, temporality and eternity,
and so on.”® Nowhere is this seen as clearly as in the incarnartion, in which
the two natures of Jesus Christ {i.e., human and divine) come together in
one hybrid person. Not surprisingly, this hybridity threatens the powers
and principalities of Jesus time, and it results in his torture and execution.

Queer theology can also be understood in terms of hybridity. In ad-
dition to challenging the binaries of humanity and divinity, queer the-
ology also challenges the false binaries of sexuality and spirituality. In
other words, sexuality and spirituality are not polar opposites or mutu-
ally exclusive categories. (That is, not all queer people are atheists, and
not all people of faith are straight and cisgender.)?! Rather, sexuality and
spirituality come together in the experiences of queer people of faith. As
others have noted, sexuality and spirituality are in fact inextricably tied
together—in large part because the “rapture of sexual union and the rap-
ture of communion with the divine are strikingly similar in their power
and transcendence.”#? :

Last but not least, queer theology—and the doctrine of incarnation—
must challenge the false binaries of sexuality and race. A truly inclusive
queer theology—that is, one that acknowledges the bodies of queer peo-
ple of color—challenges the stereotypes that all queer people are white
and that all people of color are straight and cisgender. We must stop see-
ing sexuality and race as mutually exclusive categories and start seeing
them as inextricably intertwined.® '

It is in this realm—that is, the incarnational intersections of sexuality
and race~—that the MCC denomination has brought forth many gifts to
the broader world. Many MCC congregations are racially, ethnically, and
culturally diverse. The MCC People of African Descent (PAD) group,
founded in 1995, is a global network of MCC clergy and lay people of
African descent as well as their allies. Over the years, PAD has sponsored
many conferences and other events relating to the intersections of sexual-
ity, race, and spirituatity.* Queer Asian Spirit, 2 group that was founded
in 2001 by a number of individuals with MCC ties, serves a similar pus-
pose for queer Asians of faith and their allies around the world.®

There are also many MCC churches in the two-thirds world, which
reflects the true incarnational diversity of queer and racialized flesh,




60 Queering Christianity

and which also makes the Body of Christ a multiracial as well as multi-
sexual body. In Africa, there are MCC congregations in Kenya, Nige-
ria, and South Africa.®® In Asia and the Pacific Istands, there are MCC
congregations in Australia, New Zealand, and the Philippines.”” And in
Latin America, there are MCC congregations in Argentina, Brazil, Chile,
Colombia, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Haiti,
Mexico, Nicaragua, Uruguay, and Venezuela.

In sum, the notion of hybridity can be a useful metaphor for thinking
about the doctrine of incarnation. Hybridity not only helps us to under-
stand the incarnation of Jesus Christ as bridging the gap between the di-
vine and the human, bur it also helps us to recognize that incarnation is
about bridging the gap between sexuality and spirituality, as well as the
gap berween sexuality and race.

CONCLUSION

I have argued in this chapter that, to date, queer theologians have done
a good job in terms of reconnecting the incarnation with the notion of
flesh. In particular, the writings by gay male theologians about the sexual-
ity of Jesus Christ~—as well as their own sexual attraction to Christ—serve
a powerful purpose of reclaiming the goodness of sexuality and queer flesh.

However, I have also argued that, to date, queer theologians have not
done as well in terms of acknowledging all of the dimensions of enflesh-
ment. These dimensions include a deeper understanding of the inextri-
cably intertwined refationships between racialized and sexualized flesh, as
well as giving voice to the experiences of queer peopie of color with re-
spect to racism and homophobia.

[ conclude by suggesting that the postcolonial notion of hybridity
can be a helpful way of thinking about the doctrine of incarnation. Spe-
cifically, hybridity challenges all kinds of binaries, including the binary
poles of divinity and humanity, spirituality and sexuality, and queerness
and race. Because of this, hybridity can help us better understand why
God became queer, or, to paraphrase Anselm of Canterbury, cur Deus
bhomofsexuall. '
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