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the height of the cold war with the officially atheist 
Soviet Union. Legal challenges to the official reci-
tation of the post-1954 pledge remain unresolved. 

Another emerging issue involves school dress 
codes and students' rights to religious freedom. 
For example, many schools have policies that do 
not allow students to wear hats. Such policies have 
caused problems in certain schools, when officials 
attempted to enforce a ban on wearing turbans 
(Sikhs), headscarves (Muslims), or skullcaps (Jews). 
Here, under the Free Exercise Clause, a "content-
neutral" policy might have to give way to the 
rights of students to observe their faiths in school 
or at school functions such as graduation, pro-
vided doing so was not disruptive. 

Other student religious obligations, such as to 
pray at a certain time during the school day, may 
also require accomn1odation. Such accommoda-
tion could be subject to li1nitation to prevent inter-
ference with the classroon1 environment or the 
individual student's acaden1ic obligations. 

Issues such as headwear policies and accomrno-
dation for other religious practices illustrate the 
continuing influence of Christianity within U.S. 
public schools. ·rhese issues are new because n1ost 
Christians do not feel a religious obligation to 
cover the head or to worship at particular times or 
on particular weekdays. This issue 1nay also garner 
additional attention because so1ne research has 
indicated that the norn1ative influence of Chris-
tianity can affect the acaden1ic outcomes of non-
Christian students. 

Religion and public schools is a dynan1ic and 
contentious issue. Schools in the United States are 
part of the "public square," and today are as reli-
giously diverse as they have ever been. That diver-
sity will continue to increase. The place of religion 
in school is influenced by legal decisions and by 
conten1porary social n1oven1ents, by in1migration 
to and the flo\v of populations within the United 
States, and by the practical challenges of teaching 
and working in public schools today. 
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RELIGION AND SEXUALITY, 
INTERSECTIONS OF 

Religion and sexuality are closely intertwined; 
not only is religion an important means of 



regulating sexual behavior in many cultures, but 
there are many parallels between the nvo, such as 
the experience of ecstatic union with the divine 
(religion) as \Vell as with other hun1an beinas 
(sexuality). This entry begins by providing :n 
overview of the intersections of religion and sexu-
ality. It then examines five ways in which religion 
intersects with sexuality: ( 1) celibacy, (2) 1nar-
riage, ( 3) same-sex acts, ( 4) gender variance, and 
(5) tantra. These five categories are not intended 
to be mutually exclusive, nor are they intended to 
be the only ways in which religion intersects with 
sexuality. Rather, they simply illustrate so1ne key 
ways in which religious and sexual practices 
intersect. The entry concludes by exan1ining 
some pedagogical issues relating to religion and 
sexuality. 

Overview 

There are many i1nportant parallels between reli-
gion and sexuality. Both are important, if not 
central, aspects of human existence. Both deal 
with experiences of intimate union with an 
"other," either in terms of the divine (religion) or 
other human beings (sexuality). Both also deal 
with powerful experiences of ecstasy: one in the 
context of prayer or worship, and the other in 
the context of sexual acts. Finally, both transcend 
the ordinary bounds of rational discourse in that 
neither can ultimately be reduced solely to reason 
or logic. Given the similarities between religious 
and sexual experience, it is not surprising that 
many religious traditions seek to regulate or con-
trol sexual behavior. 

For purposes of this entry, religion is defined as 
those beliefs, experiences, and ritual actions relat-
ing to an "ultimate reality," that is, a reality that 
is beyond the day-to-day experience of human 
beings, and that encompasses the entire spectrum 
of religious experience from non theism (Buddhism) 
to theism (Christianity) to polytheism (Hinduism). 
Sexuality is defined here as those beliefs, experi-
ences, and acts relating to human sexual arousal, 
activity, and self-identity. This entry focuses on 
examples of the intersection between religion and 
sexuality from the five major world religions of 
Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Judaism, and 
Islam. It also touches briefly on other religious 
traditions, including the indigenous religions of 
Africa and North America. 
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Sexuality 

Celibacy, which is defined as the absence of 
physical sexual contact by oneself or another per-
son, is the first \vay in which religion intersects 
with sexuality. Various religions includino-

. ' b 
branches of Christianity and Buddhisn1, have 
viewed celibacy as a n1eans of attaining a closer 
relationship with ultimate reality. For exan1ple, 
rnany early Christians were influenced by Platonic 
philosophy in which the soul (which is beyond the 
world of matter and therefore eternal) vvas privi-
leged over the body (which is part of the world of 
n1atter and is thus finite and in a state of decay). 

As such, Christians such as monastics who 
practiced bodily uding 
were viewed by the early church as n1ore holy than 
those who did not. This dualistic view of soul and 
body was taken even further by Christian gnostics 
who viewed the flesh-along with all created 
Inatter-as intrinsically evil. 'These early views of 
celibacy were also influenced by the belief that the 
second con1ing of Jesus Christ was in1minent and 
that, as such, Christians should not be burdened 
with family responsibilities. As St. Paul wrote in 
his First Letter to the Corinthians., it is preferable 
for those who are single to remain unmarried. To 
this day, Ron1an Catholic priests of the Latin rite 
make promises of celibacy. 

Similarly, Buddhism encourages the practice of 
celibacy by monks and nuns as a way to reject the 
craving that is at the root of all suffering. In other 
words, Buddl=tist n1onks and nuns taize vows of 
celibacy because that practice helps them to avoid 
attachment to finite or transitory things (such as 
undue attachment to other people or n1on1entary 
experiences), which ultimately leads to suffering. 
Buddhist laypeople are not expected to be celibate, 
but they are expected to follow the five ethical 
precepts, which include the avoidance of miscon-
duct that arises out of sensual pleasure (e.g., rape 
or adultery). 

Finally, a number of religious traditions through-
out history have incorporated celibacy as a way of 
life. This included the Shakers, who flourished 
during the 18th and 19th centuries in the United 
States, and who abstained from all sexual activity. 
Although the Shakers tried to rely on converts and 
adoptions to continue their lineage, the movement 
has all but died out. Other religious traditions, 
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such as Hinduism, have acknowledged that celi-
bacy may be appropriate for certain phases of life 
(e.g., as a student or as an elderly hermit) but not 
for others (e.g., as a family man). 

Marriage 

Marriage, defined as the religious union of two 
individuals as spouses, is a second way in which 
religion intersects with sexuality. In most religious 
traditions, marriage is a way to sanctify and cele-
brate the sexual union of two persons. Some reli-
gious traditions, such as Judaism, have a very 
positive view of sexuality within the context of 
marriage. For example, the husband is obligated 
under rabbinic law to satisfy his wife sexually. 
Because this duty to satisfy one's wife sexually is a 
separate duty fro1n the duty to procreate, Judaism 
places an inherent value on sexuality itself. There 
are n1any other rules relating to n1arriage in 
Judais1n, including those relating to the marriage 
contract (ketubah) that gives the wife certain rights 
in the event of a divorce. Other rules for certain 
Jewish fan1ilies include the laws of fa1nily purity, 
which include duties such as abstaining fro1n sex 
and other fonns of physical contact during certain 
periods of the wife's 1nenstrual cycle. 

For other religious traditions, such as the 
Roman Catholic tradition within Christianity, 
marriage is closely connected with procreation. 
For those traditions, marriage is the only way of 
sanctifying sexual acts that would otherwise be 
viewed as intrinsically evil. According to tradi-
tional Roman Catholic theology, original sin was 
passed on fron1 our first parents (Adan1 and Eve) 
to all successive generations through sexual inter-
course. However, what would otherwise be an evil 
act is sanctified by the possibility of procreation 
within the n1arriage relationship. That is why, 
according to Ron1an Catholic theology, all non-
procreative sexual acts-ranging fro1n oral sex to 
contraception-even within marriage-are n1or-
ally prohibited. Sin1ilarly, Islan1 recognizes the 
close connection between n1arriage and procre-
ation. In general, sexuality is pern1itted only if it is 
used for procreation within the n1arriage relation-
ship. As such, both pren1arital chastity and adul-
tery are prohibited under Islan1ic law. 

Further, the religious traditions that link n1ar-
riage with procreation are opposed to sa1ne-sex 

marriages because, in the view of such traditions 
such marriages do not allow for the possibility of 
procreation. By contrast, other religious 
tions, such as the Metropolitan Community 
Churches (MCC)-a Christian denomination that 
welcomes and ministers to lesbian, gay, bisexual 

' and transgender (LGBT) people-have focused 
on the relational aspect of marriage (i.e., God 
recognized in the act of creation that it is not 
good for humans to be alone). Further, procre-
ation can be viewed in broad terms (e.g., includ-
ing adoption, artificial insemination, and other 
forms of nurturing such as mentoring or raising 
others), thus affirming the theological validity of 
same-sex marnage. 

The definition of marriage has shifted over 
time and across cultures. For example, polyg-
amy-that is, marriage between one n1an and 
more than one woman-has been sanctioned by 
a number of religious traditions, including 19th-
century Mormonisn1 (which called the practice 
"plural marriage"). For those Mormons, the 
practice of plural marriage was rooted in a theol-
ogy that requires as many preexisting spirits as 
possible to be born into human bodies in prepa-
ration for eternal life. As such, plural marriage 
was permitted because it allowed for the rapid 
populating of earth with human beings. Sin1ilarly, 
the Qur'an can be read as permitting polygamy 
under certain circumstances (e.g., when there are 
many orphans and widowed women in need of 
economic support) and, in particular, allowing a 
man to have up to four wives at the same time, 
as long as that man is able to satisfy the needs of 
all his wives. 

Same-Sex Acts 

Same-sex acts, defined as sexual activity between 
people of the same sex (i.e., homosexual activity), is 
a third way in which religion intersects with sexual-
ity. There is a broad range of views within the dif-
ferent religious traditions about the morality of 
same-sex acts. For example, some religious tradi-
tions have viewed same-sex acts in a positive light. 
As noted earlier the MCC is an LGBT-affirming ' Christian denomination that authorizes its ministers 
to perform same-sex marriages and also 
individuals who are in same-sex relationships. This 
is because MCC views sexuality-whether or not 



connected with procreation-as a gift from God to 
all people. Unitarian Universalisn1 is another reli-
gious tradition that permits same-sex marria o-es 
and the ordination of individuals who are in 
sex relationships. 

Other religious traditions have taken a n1ore 
neutral stance with respect to same-sex acts. 
Buddhisn1, for example, generally views horno-
sexuality as a morally neutral . issue. This is 
because the central question for Buddhists with 
respect to sexual ethics is celibacy versus non-
celibacy (i.e., whether non-celibacy leads to sexual 
craving or misconduct), and not the 19th-century 
Western categories of homosexuality versus het-
erosexuality. Indeed, the Dalai Lama has spoken 
positively about same-sex acts, as long as such 
acts do not violate any religious vows and do not 
harm the parties involved. In practice, rnost North 
American Buddhists have been extremely accept-
ing of their LGBT sisters and brothers. There are 
LGBT communities of Buddhist practitioners 
(sanghas) as well as many writings by LGBT 
Buddhists. It should be noted, however, that Bud-
dhism in certain other parts of the world, including 
those cultures strongly influenced by Confucianism 
and its emphasis on family values, has been n1ore 
critical of same-sex acts. 

With respect to Hinduisrn, many Hindu people 
remain silent about same-sex acts, especially in the 
aftermath of the antisodomy laws in India that 
were enacted by the British colonizers. 

Still other religious traditions, such as the 
Abrahamic religions of Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam, have historically condemned same-sex acts 
in light of scriptural and other prohibitions. For 
example, Orthodox Jews cite the Levitical prohibi-
tions against lying with a "male as a woman." 
Evangelical Christians cite the Pauline prohibitions 
in Romans, First Corinthians, and First Timothy. 
And Muslims cite the story of Lot in the Qur'an, 
as well as the procreative purpose of sexual acts, as 
reasons for prohibiting such acts. 

It should be noted, however, that there is not 
uniform agreement even within the Abrahamic 
religious traditions about how to interpret these 
passages. For example, the Reconstructionist, 
Reform, and Conservative Jewish movements have 
permitted openly gay and lesbian rabbis, whereas 
Orthodox Jews have not. Similarly, Christian 
denominations such as MCC and the Episcopal 
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Church have pern1itted the ordination of openly 
gay and lesbian n1inisters and bishops, whereas 
other Christian denon1inations such as Roman 
Catholicism will not accept openly gay individuals 
to its sen1inaries. Finally, in recent years there have 
been a nun1ber of faith-based LGBT groups-
including Nehirin1 (Judaisn1), Al Fatiha (Islan1), 
and Trikone and SALGA (Hinduisn1)-that have 
con1e to voice and challenged the negative tradi-
tional view of hon1osexuality in their respective 
religious traditions. 

Gender Variance 

Gender variance, defined as the crossing of gen-
der role boundaries, is a fourth way in which reli-
gion intersects with sexuality. Individuals who 
engage in gender variant behavior-such as wear-
ing the clothing or taking on the social roles of the 
opposite sex-are known as transgender people. 
Individuals who are born with genitalia or chro-
rnoson1es that do not fit within the traditional 
"n1ale" or "female" binary categories are known 
as intersex people. 

Throughout history, n1any religious traditions 
have viewed people who cross traditional gender 
boundaries as being sacred . .In other words, indi-
viduals who occupy the interstitial space between 
"male" and "female" are often seen as rnediators 
between the divine and the bwnan. For exan1ple, 
in India there are the hijra-individuals who are 
born n1ale but adopt female roles and who are 
viewed as belonging to a third sex ( tritiya-
prakriti)-who are thought to bri.ng good luck and 
fertility at Hindu weddings and other ceremonies. 
(The Kmna Sutra, while not expressly a sacred 
text, also mentions the existence of the third sex in 
South Asian culture.) 

Si1nilarly, "two-spirit" people in Native 
American cultures are often viewed as healers and 
having special powers because of their crossing of 
gender boundaries. These individuals are called 
"two-spirit" because they have both male and 
female spirits within them. Indigenous African 
spiritual traditions also have attributed healing, 
magical, and ritual powers to androgynous and 
gender nonconforming individuals. Finally, queer 
Christian theologians like Elizabeth Stuart have 
written about the ways in which gender is actually 
erased by the nongendered vestments of priests 
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and sacramental acts in the Roman Catholic and 
Anglican traditions. 

Tantra 

Tantra, defined as using sexuality as a means of 
uniting with the divine, is a fifth issue that involves 
the intersection of religion and sexuality. Although 
the term tantra usually invokes images of sacred 
sex and sex manuals such as the Kama Sutra, the 
term actually has a much broader meaning. 
Specifically, tantra refers to various ritual practices 
that allow the practitioner to move toward a spiri-
tual a wakening in which the divine is discovered 
within the self. In other words, tantra is based on 
the view that nirvana, or enlightenment, is found 
not by denying the world or the self, but rather it 
is found in the very midst of the world and self. 

In Hinduism, for exan1ple, the body plays an 
important role in tantra because it is through the 
senses (e.g., sounds, visualizations, smells) that the 
liberative energy within ourselves called kundalini 
is released. Most tantric practices actually do not 
involve ritual sex. I-iowever, there are some "left-
handed" tantric traditions that involve the use of 
foods and practices that are norn1ally forbidden, 
including sacran1ental sex. The purpose of these 
left-handed practices is to shock the self into seeing 
that the divine can be found even in things that are 
norn1ally taboo or defiling. In the left-handed form 
of tantra, the divine bliss of the god Shiva and god-
dess Shakti is reenacted through the act of sexual 
intercourse. 

In addition to the above Hindu practices, tantra 
also exists in other religious traditions such as 
Buddhism and Daois1n. Buddhist tantric practices 
can be found in the Vajrayana tradition of 
Buddhisn1, which flourished in Tibet and Southeast 
Asia prior to the 12th century CE. As with the case 
of Hindu left-handed tantric practice, the Buddhist 
tantric practitioner deliberately breaks taboos-
including sexual taboos-in order to realize en-
lightenrnent. Such practitioners also meditate on 
in1ages of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas who are 
engaged in a sexual en1brace. These Buddhist prac-
tices were carried over into certain Daoist practices 
in ancient China; these son1etimes included cere-
rnonies of sexual intercourse, which syn1bolized 
the divine union of the fen1ale and male forces in 
the universe. 

Pedagogical Issues 
In recent years, a number of scholars have written 
about the intersections between religion, sexuality, 
and sex education. This final section reviews some 
of these works, including the question of whether 
religious teaching actually influences the sexual 
behavior of teenagers. This section also examines 
a proposal that argues for a democratic model of 
sex education that encourages critical deliberation 
on the part of young people. 

In Forbidden Fruit: Sex and Religion in the 
Lives of American Teenagers, Mark Regnerus 
argues that religious teaching actually does not 
influence the sexual behavior of American teenag-
ers. Regnerus conducted a study in which he found 
that, while many American teenagers are raised in 
religious communities, very few actually apply the 
teachings of such communities when making deci-
sions about sexual behavior. Specifically, most 
American teenagers are either unaware of the reli-
gious teachings of their religious traditions or, even 
if they are aware of such religious teachings, they 
use secular forms of decision making or do not 
think that the teachings apply to their situation. 

Given the shortcomings of traditional religious 
teaching about sexuality, how might sex edu-
cation be taught in schools? In Sexual Ideology and 
Schooling: Towards Democratic Sexuality Edu-
cation, Alexander McKay argues that sex educa-
tion should move beyond the binary system of 
"restrictive" (i.e., religious) belief systems on the 
one hand and "permissive" (i.e., secular) belief 
systems on the other. Rather, McKay argues that 
sex education should focus on a democratic model 
of sex education in which the goal is not advocacy 
of either the "restrictive" or the "permissive" 
belief system. Rather, the goal should be a demo-
cratic model in which students are exposed to 
opposing points of view and encouraged to engage 
in their own critical deliberation. 

Finally, educators who are interested in the 
intersections of religion, sexuality, and sex educa-
tion may find the excellent resources published by 
the Religious Institute of Westport, Connecticut, to 
be useful. The Religious Institute is a multifaith 
organization that was founded in 2001 and is a 
leading educational and advocacy organization on 
the intersections between religion and sexuality. Also, 
the work of Kevin Kumashiro on anti-oppressive 



pedagogy, especially Troubling EducationJ n1ay be 
helpful to educators who are comn1itted to creat-
ing an anti-oppressive school environment for 
LGBT and other n1arginalized students. 

Patrick S. Cheng 
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RELIGION AND TEACHING IN 
THE COLLEGE CLASSROOM 

One motivation for early settlers of the American 
colonies was the desire for religious freedom. 
Religion has been an important influence on 
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An1erican culture and society, and it is linked 
closely to the history of higher education in the 
United States. The first colleges were private, were 
affiliated with a particular religious denon1ination, 
and were created to train future religious leaders. 
Even today, roughly 20o/o of the colleges and uni-
versities in the United States are affiliated with or 
controlled by a religious deno1nination. Public col-
leges and universities, and secular private institu-
tions, may also encounter religion and religious 
issues, typically in class discussions or assignn1ents. 

Both faculty and students at 111ost colleges and 
universities enjoy the protections of academic free-
don1, which is designed to foster "robust" discus-
sion and allow for the free exchange of ideas. 
There are lin1its, however, to acaden1ic freedom's 
protections, and what n1ay be one individual's 
"robust discussion" may be deeply offensive to 
another. Further, students, who are often a captive 
audience in the classroom, may believe that they 
n1ust at least appear to espouse their instructor's 
religious beliefs in order to receive a good grade. 
Thus, challenges that curricular requirernents and 
individual teaching choices either advance or sup-
press religious expression have come from both 
students and faculty. 

This entry discusses a vari.ety of land1nark court 
cases that have outlined the extent of legal protec-
tion available to students, faculty members, and 
university adn1inistrations. Special attention is 
paid to suits regarding the content of required 
reading, student assignments, and in-class lecture 
material. 

Legal Protections for Religion in the Classroom 

Both public and private colleges and 
face legal constraints in the interplay between reli-
gion and classroom teaching, the con-
straints are more numerous for public colleges and 
universities. Public institutions must act within the 
boundaries of the U.S. Constitution, as well as 
the constitution of their state, and the laws of 
the nation and the state in which they are located. 
The First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution-
and each state's constitution as well-prohibits the 
government from religion . 
Establishment Clause) by prefernng one rehg1on 
over others or being supported by a particular 


