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ABSTRACT 

While LGBTQ+ individuals have witnessed rapidly increasing support from the 

majority of Americans in the last decade, a firm resistance remains in the Christian 

community as many see the LGBTQ+ human rights movement to be contradictory to 

their religious beliefs regarding sexuality, gender, and marriage. This conflict is also 

reported by gender and/or sexual minorities (GSM), who attempt to resolve the conflict 

between their GSM and religious identities by altering their religious beliefs or losing 

their Christian identity. Furthermore, trends among the GSM population point to a 

growing majority of non-religiously identified individuals, specifically those who are less 

likely to identify as Christian. Previous research has focused on the harmful 

consequences Christian communities’ anti-LGBTQ+ views have had on GSM adults and 

their religiosity, including internalized homonegativity and social rejection. However, 

little is known about GSM college students’ progression away from Christianity. 

In this grounded theory study, I explored the unique processes by which eighteen 

GSM college students departed from Christianity. Analysis of the interviews revealed a 

shared narrative, as participants raised in the faith encountered a number of negative 

experiences and emotions, which led to incongruency with one’s religion. While 

participants faced intense emotional reactions in their departure from the faith, they 

ultimately forged a new religious/spiritual path and found greater acceptance for their 

GSM identity after departing from the Christian faith. The findings can benefit those 

working with GSM youth through providing a greater understanding of the challenges 

GSM individuals face in Christian spaces and knowledge on the developmental process 

of religious departure.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Similar to the general American population, the majority of LGBTQ+ (lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and/or other gender and/or sexual minorities [GSM]) 

are raised in Christian communities (Thumma & Gray, 2005). However, research has 

demonstrated Christians who identify as LGBTQ+ encounter additional difficulties in 

Christian settings (Bozard & Sanders, 2011; Rosario, Yali, Hunter, & Gwadz, 2006). 

Between two-thirds and 75% of LGBTQ+ identifying adults reported experiencing 

conflict between their LGBTQ+ and religious identities, which primarily might be due to 

traditional Christian teachings regarding the immorality of same-sex relationships and 

“unnatural” gender expressions (Dahl & Galliher, 2009; Levy & Lo, 2013; Levy & 

Reeves, 2011; Mahaffy, 1996; Shuck & Liddle, 2001). Such conflict has commonly led 

to a significant alteration or loss of one’s religious identity (Schuck & Liddle, 2001; 

Singer & Deschamps, 1994).  

Biblical interpretations of the “clobber passages” (passages in the Torah and the 

Christian New and FOld Testaments that are often used to condemn LGBTQ+ 

individuals (located in Appendix B) differ heavily among denominations, cultural 

backgrounds, and geographic locations. However, the majority of Protestant and Catholic 

denominations deem same-sex relationships as immoral, or at best, less desirable than 

heterosexual relationships (Barton, 2012; Comstock, 1996; Levy, 2009; Rodriguez, 2010; 

Wilcox, 2003). Before same-sex marriage was legalized nationwide in 2015, there was an 

inverse relationship between church attendance and support for same-sex marriage 

(Newport, 2015). Many Christian communities view lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
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congregational members as unfit due to their nontraditional sexual identities and 

practices, which contributes to religious persecution and marginalization (Barton, 2010). 

Such discrimination is also witnessed for those whose gender identity and/or expression 

does not match the sex they were assigned at birth, as such behavior or presentation is 

perceived to be “unnatural” (Kennedy, 2008; McKinney, 2005; Rankin, 2003).   

How do GSM individuals respond to perceived religious exclusion and what 

happens when parts of one’s personal identity may conflict with religious beliefs? 

According to a 2014 Gallup poll, such individuals are not as religiously engaged. Forty-

seven percent of LGBT adults, compared to 30% of non-LGBT adults, rarely or never 

attend religious services and reported religion was not an important part of their lives 

(Newport, 2014). Only 24% of LGBT adults were considered to be “highly religious” 

(reported religion as an important part of their lives and attended religious services every 

week or almost every week) as compared to 41% of non-LGBT adults (Newport, 2014). 

About 83% of non-LGBT adults identified with a religion, whereas only 67% of LGBT 

adults identified with a religion. Religious LGBT adults were much less likely to identify 

as Protestant or Catholic (35% and 20% compared to non-LGBT’s 51% and 25%, 

respectively). Instead, LGBT Americans were more likely to identify with no religious 

identity (33% vs. non-LGBT’s 17%) or with non-Christian religions (8% vs. 2%; 

Newport, 2014).  

This pattern is not new, as research has consistently shown lesbian and gay 

individuals have been less participative than their heterosexual counterparts in organized 

religion (Bell & Weinberg, 1978; Ellis & Wagemann, 1993; Rostosky, Dannner, & 
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Riggle, 2008). Although there has been a shift away from organized religion in the 

general population, with approximately 78% of the U.S. population identifying as 

Christian (Cooperman & Lipka, 2014), among GSM individuals this shift is much more 

pronounced (Comstock, 1996). It is less common for gays and lesbians to remain 

affiliated with their Protestant and Catholic religious upbringings compared to those who 

have switched to Jewish, “other,” or “no” religious/spiritual affiliations (Bell & 

Weinberg, 1978; Bryant & Demian, 1989; Franks, Templer, Cappelletty, & Kauffman, 

1990; Greenberg, 1973; Jay & Young, 1979). There appears to be a negative relationship 

between GSM identity and religious service attendance, as GSM individuals are less 

likely to attend religious services frequently (Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, & Michael, 

1994; Newport, 2014). 

In the past, it was speculated that homosexuality was reported less frequently 

among those who are more religiously observant, implying that many religious gay 

individuals were closeted or in denial of their sexual identities (Kinsey, Pomeroy, & 

Martin, 1948). A more recent explanation is LGBTQ+ individuals are forced to deeply 

question and re-examine their religious beliefs more than cisgender (one whose gender 

identity matches with their biological sex; not transgender) heterosexuals, especially 

those from conservative non-LGBTQ+ affirming religious backgrounds (Comstock, 

1996). This extended examination of religious beliefs has been hypothesized to either 

lead to heightened disbelief and doubt or to a refined religious commitment (Comstock, 

1996).  
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Religious departure among GSM adults has been theorized to be connected to a 

multitude of extrinsic causes coming from one’s social environment and intrinsic causes 

coming from personally internalized beliefs (Cohen, 1997). Historically, the Christian 

community has been one of the most visible and avid opponents of the LGBTQ+ human 

rights movement. Churches can effectively act as a pressure group, exercising immense 

influence over media, politics, and social life, which can thwart social change and 

preserve a static worldview (Daly, 1985). A negative LGBTQ+ stance continues among 

many Christian communities, despite the overwhelming national support for LGBTQ+ 

rights that has been expressed within the last decade (Newport, 2011; McCarthy, 2017; 

2018). GSM Christians therefore may not feel welcome in congregations where religious 

doctrines, church leaders, and congregational members repeatedly condemn and 

pathologize same-sex relationships and non-traditional gender identities and/or 

expressions (Tanis, 2003).  

GSM individuals can internalize the widespread belief that having both a 

Christian and proud LGBTQ+ identity is incompatible (Rodriguez, 2010). Conflict 

between one’s nontraditional gender and/or sexual identity and traditional religious 

beliefs often leads to cognitive dissonance, as individuals attempt to integrate their 

multiple personal identities (Festinger, 1957; Mahaffy, 1996; Rodriguez & Ouellette, 

2000; Thumma, 1991; Weinberg & Williams, 1974). Simultaneously holding multiple 

inconsistent beliefs creates an uncomfortable internal tension (Festinger, 1957). 

Experiencing such cognitive dissonance can make accepting one’s GSM identity more 

challenging (Schuck & Liddle, 2001). This conflict is also associated with higher rates of 
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depression, shame, and suicidal ideation (Hillier, Turner, & Mitchell, 2005; Levy & 

Reeves, 2011; Schuck & Liddle, 2001; Tanis, 2003). A qualitative study of lesbians with 

a history of depression reported that experiencing these religious struggles contributed 

heavily to their mental health issues (Barnard, 2009). Many GSM individuals have 

alleviated this conflict by either discarding one of the sources of conflict or altering their 

core beliefs (Festinger, 1957).   

Research has shown that even mere exposure to exclusionary Biblical passages 

decreases short-term well-being (Van Beest & Williams, 2011). Contact with non-

affirming religious teachings has also been linked to the internalization of negative views 

and perceptions of GSM individuals (Halkitis et al., 2009). Suicide may begin to feel like 

a viable option for some GSM individuals who are struggling with the pain experienced 

in their religious communities (Alexander, 1991; Stout, 1991).  

Comstock (1996) concluded that those who remain in Christian congregations 

often possess elements of both hope and foolishness, as such optimism for positive gains 

are often offset by harmful losses. There is also a degree of self-blame, as oftentimes 

GSM people expect the poor treatment they receive in the church, as they willingly chose 

to stay in an institution that is knowingly oppressive. Religiously devout gays and 

lesbians report higher rates of depression, instability, worry of potential identity 

exposure, and difficulty in socializing with other gay and lesbian individuals compared to 

those who had dismissed or become more relaxed about their religious beliefs (Barton, 

2010, 2012; Weinberg & Williams, 1974). Religiously observant lesbians and gays 

exhibited more guilt and anxiety after engaging in “homosexual behaviors” however, 
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many start to reinterpret their religious beliefs to be more compatible with their sexual 

identity (Weinberg & Williams, 1974). 

Heterosexism, an “ideological system that operates on the individual, institutional, 

and cultural levels to stigmatize, deny, and denigrate any non-heterosexual way of 

being,” (Szymanski, Kashubeck-West, & Meyer, 2008) sexism, the belief that men’s 

superiority and women’s inferiority is based on their sex, which can be supported and 

expressed in attitudes, values, and social patterns (Daly, 1985), and cissexism, the belief 

that transgender individuals are inferior to cisgender individuals (Serano, 2007), have 

been perceived and reported in many Christian environments. Possession of stigmatized 

attributes oftentimes compromises an individuals’ humanity in the eyes of others, 

resulting in a more disinhibited expression of hatred or disapproval (Crocker, 1995). 

Experiencing critical and negative interpersonal comments within religious congregations 

has been shown to relate to higher levels of depression amongst GSM individuals 

(Pearce, Little, & Perez, 2003).  

Discriminative actions – such as prohibiting openly GSM leaders from serving, 

forbidding same-sex marriages in the church, attacking same-sex behaviors or non-

traditional gender identities and/or expressions, or holding group activities directed 

towards cisgender heterosexual couples – sends strong homonegative and cissexist 

messages (Lewis, 2009). The heavy glorification of heterosexual marriages and natural 

reproduction is often a more subtle indication of the disapproval of GSM individuals 

(Comstock, 1996). Moreover, transgender and gender non-conforming (TGNC) 

individuals may feel uncomfortable with engaging in activities and events that separate 
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and exclude people based on gender, as is common in church environments (e.g. 

women’s retreats and men’s Bible studies; Tanis, 2003). 

Since the 1969 Stonewall Riots and the 1970s Gay Liberation Movement, there 

has been a strong push for LGBTQ+ people to “come out” by proudly and visibly 

announcing their GSM identity. However, coming out has led to major problems for 

those within Christian communities, as congregational members and authorities may 

propose a variety of unhelpful solutions. Christian church leaders may advise GSM 

congregants to seek reorientation therapy or Christian counseling to change their 

expressions, behaviors, and/or sexual attractions (Comstock, 1996). Leaders frequently 

require same-sex attracted individuals, especially those going into pastoral work or the 

ministry, to abstain from same-sex sexual behavior or relationships (Comstock, 1996). 

Some religious institutions have even produced formal positions on this matter, listing 

their disapproval of GSM individuals who are “practicing and self-affirming” (Comstock, 

1996). Ultimately, coming out in unaccepting religious communities may bring 

excommunication, condemnation, and exclusion (Wilcox, 2003). 

Several studies have concluded that Christian communities can be 

psychologically harmful for GSM individuals (Barnard, 2009; Dickens, 1994; Mahaffy, 

1996; Rodriguez & Ouellette, 2000; Sherry, Adelman, Whilde, & Quick, 2010; Thumma, 

1991; Yip, 2002). However, such negative religious outcomes are not typically seen in 

the general population, as religious involvement appears to have multiple beneficial 

effects on physical and psychosocial health (Hackney & Sanders, 2003; McCullough & 

Laurenceau, 2005; Miller & Thoresen, 2003; Rosario et al., 2006b). 
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Initially lesbians and gays may accept or take others’ disapproval of their sexual 

identity lightly within their congregation (Comstock, 1996). However, after repeatedly 

being fed negative messages about their sinful lifestyle choice, individuals may begin to 

feel like their God and religious communities do not love them anymore. Many GSM 

individuals express strong feelings of anger, wariness, and despair when it comes to their 

experiences in Christian communities (Barton, 2010, 2012).  

On college campuses, GSM students may face negative attitudes and less empathy 

in an unaccepting campus climate with conservative Christian students and faculty 

(Waldo, 1998). Experiencing discrimination and hypocrisy has led many to become 

increasingly critical of religious institutions as a whole (Yip, 2002). Undergoing minority 

discrimination can make individuals sensitive to rejection and avoidant of social 

interactions with a high possibility of rejection, which in this case, may very well be 

within their religious communities (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Accordingly, many 

LGBTQ+ individuals have reduced or eliminated their involvement in formalized religion 

due to the painful experiences they have faced within their religious communities 

(Goodwill, 2000; Lewis, 2009; Schuck & Liddle, 2001). In their efforts to locate 

acceptance and avoid harm, many GSM individuals may decide to reject Christianity and 

the church as a whole. However, avoiding potentially rejecting social situations 

consequently lowers opportunities for individuals to experience acceptance when it is 

present (such as in LGBTQ+ affirming congregations), which is particularly important 

for GSM individuals.  
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Social exclusion has been found to drive people to create new social connections 

rather than seek reconnection with those who have rejected them in the past (Maner, 

DeWall, Baumeister, & Schaller, 2007). Instead of attempting to reconnect with 

previously exclusionary religious communities, GSM individuals often seek out 

communities in which they can feel fully valued and respected. Therefore, some GSM 

individuals end up pursuing LGBTQ+ affirming Christian congregations to satisfy their 

need for spiritual acceptance and a sense of belonging. These Christian institutions offer 

inclusive support to LGBTQ+ individuals while preaching positive, affirming messages 

regarding nontraditional gender and sexual identities (Rodriguez & Ouellette, 2000). 

Others may feel more comfortable trading Christianity for personally-defined spiritualties 

and alternative religions like Buddhism or Judaism, which may seem more compatible 

with their GSM identity (Jay & Young, 1979). 

While GSM individuals are just as likely to be raised in conservative or liberal 

Christian communities, they are more likely to leave or be driven out of conservative 

Christian environments (Comstock, 1996). There are considerably higher rates of 

departure in Protestant denominations that are more conservative in their ideology (Jay & 

Young, 1979). Involvement in such conservative religious institutions can lead to 

internalized homonegativity (Rowen & Malcolm, 2002; Wagner, Serafini, Rabkin, 

Remien, & Williams, 1994), which can result in guilt, shame, depression, and suicidal 

ideation (Ritter & O’Neill, 1989; Schuck & Liddle, 2001). Hillier, Mitchell, and Mulcare 

(2008) found that religious same-sex attracted youth felt less positively about life and 
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were at increased risk of self-harm than same-sex attracted youth in non-religious 

households.  

Some come to the conclusion that in order to be an openly out GSM individual, 

they must to renounce their Christian identity. A large portion of LGBTQ+ individuals 

eventually trade their Christian identities for atheism or agnosticism (Jay & Young, 

1979). Adopting such identities creates a clear barrier between the individual and 

unsupportive, anti-LGBTQ+ Christian messages. Lapinski & McKirnan (2013) 

concluded that gays and lesbians who left Christianity were more liberal-leaning and 

possessed a harsher, more hostile view of God. This rejection of one’s Christian identity 

allows the individual to remove themselves from harmful situations, in order to more 

safely affirm their GSM identities (Brooke, 1993).  

However, this may result in poorer overall health since, without a fulfilling 

replacement or a successful self-reconfiguration of religious/spiritual beliefs there may be 

distress, hostility, decreased self-esteem, and involvement in risky health behaviors 

(Rosario et al., 2006b). Religious/spiritual identities are believed to be as personally 

intrinsic as LGBTQ+ identities, so abandoning such an important element can take a 

serious toll on individuals (Haldeman, 1996). 

Purpose 

This study aimed to investigate the processes by which GSM college students left 

their Christian identities and communities. The focus was directed on the social and 

psychological processes by which these decisions were made over time. The purpose of 
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this study was to construct a grounded theory model for GSM college students’ departure 

from Christianity.  

There is significant evidence that GSM individuals suffer harsh consequences of 

social rejection, religious abandonment, and psychological distress in Christian 

communities. Historically, the majority of GSM adults have coped with religious 

rejection and condemnation by leaving their Christian identities and communities behind. 

However, little is known about the progression of this transition amongst college-aged 

individuals between ages 18 and 25. Questioning one’s identity is a central part of the 

college experience, perhaps even more so for GSM individuals (Adams & Marshall, 

1996; Karp, Holmstrom, & Gray, 1998). This study aimed to elucidate the impact 

Christian communities had on participants as they were attempting to integrate their GSM 

and religious identities, and how GSM individuals coped with identity conflicts through 

religious identity change. My investigation of this area hopes to inform the current 

literature regarding the process of Christian identity departure among GSM individuals.  

Various ranking systems indicate that the contextual environment that the current 

study’s participants are located in is heavily problematic. Texas has been ranked as the 

third worst state for LGBTQ+ individuals to live in given the state’s political climate 

(Lang, 2014). In 2014, 36% of adults in Texas said homosexuality should be discouraged 

and 46% opposed same-sex marriage (Pew Research Center). TGNC individuals living in 

states that lack non-discrimination laws such as Texas report greater stigma in their 

community, and have more suicide attempts and anxiety than those in states with greater 

protection (Gleason et al., 2016). Texas also has an unsupportive sex education policy 
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that states that, “The materials in the education programs intended for persons younger 

than 18 years of age must: ...(2) state that homosexual conduct is not an acceptable 

lifestyle and is a criminal offense under Section 21.06, Penal Code” (Texas Constitution 

and Statues, 2015).  

At the start of the data collection, The Human Rights Campaign (2015) had 

awarded the city of Lubbock a score of 0 on a 100-point scale based on its five categories 

(non-discrimination laws, municipality as employer, municipal services, law 

enforcement, and overall relationship with the LGBTQ+ community). (As of 2017, The 

Human Rights Campaign has awarded the city a score of 18 out of a 100-point scale.) 

The state of Texas and the city of Lubbock does not protect GSM individuals from 

workplace discrimination due to their sexual or gender identity (Ursch, 2014). Moreover, 

at the time of data collection, Texas Tech University had received only two out of five 

possible stars from the Campus Pride Index (2016), a ranking system that assesses 

college campuses’ LGBTQ+ environment by its level of LGBTQ+ inclusive programs, 

practices, and policies. (It should be noted that as of 2018, Texas Tech University has 

received four out of five stars from the Campus Pride Index.) 

 These formerly Christian participants are also residing in a state and city in which 

there is a strong Christian culture. Texas is part of the “Bible Belt,” which denotes an 

invisible grouping of southern states in the U.S. where socially conservative evangelical 

Protestantism is prevalent and pervasive (Barton, 2012). Based on Pew Research Center 

data (2014), the religious composition of adults in Texas is heavily Christian (77%), with 
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non-Christian faiths at 4% and unaffiliated (religious “nones”) at 18%. This puts former 

Christian GSM students in a marginalized and stigmatized position as double minorities.  

The city of Lubbock is known for having the highest number of churches per 

capita throughout the country (Chepkemoi, 2017). Compared to most U.S. cities, there 

are many religious congregations and participants, there are 340 local congregations and 

160,539 adherents (U.S. Religion Census, 2010). County data from 2009 indicates that 

59.7% of the Lubbock population was affiliated with a religious congregation (Carr, 

2011). Out of the 340 Lubbock churches, there are five (~.015) that self-identify as 

LGBTQ+ affirming congregations (Metropolitan Community Church of Lubbock, First 

Unitarian Universalist Church of Lubbock, Second Baptist Church, United 

Congregational Church, and St. John’s United Methodist Church). 

 I chose to limit participation to those who were actively involved in local 

LGBTQ+ organizations. Research indicates that involvement within the local LGBTQ+ 

community aids in the development of a positive LGBTQ+ identity (Morris, 1997; 

Rosario, Hunter, Maguen, Gwadz, & Smith, 2001). This participation fosters a stronger 

incorporation of their GSM identity into their lives while increasing LGBTQ+ social 

support and ease in the coming out process. Since these individuals are more visible to 

the general public due to their association with LGBTQ+ organizations or events, their 

views and opinions might have a more visible influence on the heterosexual cisgender 

population. Higher visibility of one’s GSM identities may also make individuals more 

susceptible to facing negative reactions from the community, such as discrimination or 

violence.  
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All participants were involved in their university’s Gay Straight Alliance (either 

at Texas Tech University or Texas Tech University Health Science Center). These 

student-run organizations have historically focused on supporting GSM students as well 

as their allies, while aiming to decrease the level of prejudice, harassment, and 

discrimination on college campuses and beyond (Goodenow, Szalacha, & Westheimer, 

2006). Those who participate in organizations like Gay-Straight Alliances show 

improved mental health outcomes (Walls, Kane, & Wisneski, 2010). Individuals report 

lower rates of suicidality and risky health behaviors, increased comfort with their GSM 

identities, higher self-efficacy, and increased levels of positive association with their 

college (Goodenow et al., 2006; Rhee, 2004; Walls, Freedenthal, & Wineski, 2008; Walls 

et al., 2010). Not only do these organizations seem to foster individual support and 

collective empowerment, but they also create a more inclusive campus climate (Walls et 

al., 2008).  

The present study is theorized to be highly beneficial for counselors and other 

individuals who come into contact with GSM college students (e.g. faculty members, 

university staff, health providers, family, and religious leaders). Little guidance has been 

offered about counseling non-Christians and atheists (D’Andrea & Sprenger, 2007), 

especially those who are also GSM. Gaining a deeper understanding of GSM students’ 

experience allows for others to better empathize with, and properly support, them. In 

counseling, acknowledging and processing the adversities GSM individuals have 

experienced in religious communities can be a significant part of the healing process. The 

findings of this study hope to be used to help counselors better comprehend the religious 
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conflicts this underrepresented population may go through, which will allow for a clearer 

understanding of why many decide to depart from Christianity.  
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CHAPTER II 

METHODOLOGY 

The study was approved by the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board 

prior to data collection and completed in alignment with APA’s Ethical Principles and 

Code of Conduct. This study qualified for Expedited Review, as this research did not 

target highly vulnerable populations such as prisoners or children and all responses were 

de-identified prior to publication. 

It should be noted that originally, the criteria specified participants should be gay 

or lesbian identified. Halfway through my research process, I decided to open my 

participant criteria up to include all GSM individuals, not solely gay men and lesbians. 

Halberstam (2005) discusses the critical necessity of moving beyond the narrow scope of 

White gay males’ issues and stories. Opening up the criteria was thus believed to allow 

for the data to be more inclusive of multiple gender and sexual identities. This also 

allowed for a richer analysis, as well as for easier recruitment as there were more 

individuals that could meet criteria for participation. Moreover, several gay and lesbian-

identified participants were already discussing matters of gender identity and/or how 

TGNC people were treated in the church. I first discussed this possibility with my co-

chairs, and then with the remainder of my committee. As all were in agreeance of the 

plan to expand the criteria to all GSM individuals, I modified my IRB proposal and by 

my tenth participant, the requested modifications were approved by the IRB.  

To the best of my knowledge, this is the first qualitative study that specifically 

focuses on religious/spiritual identity development with LGBTQ+ community involved, 

GSM college students who identify as former Christians. Using qualitative methods thus 
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will allow for a deeper understanding and representation of experiences for which little is 

known, such as in this specific minority population (Dilley, 1999; Marecek, Fine, & 

Kidder, 1997). 

Constructivist Grounded Theory  

Constructivist grounded theory research focuses on social-psychological 

processes and personal changes over time asking the main question, “What is going on 

here?” (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser, 1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Rather than testing a 

hypothesis, the goal is to develop a new limited and localized theoretical offering or 

model that is driven from and grounded in the data (Charmaz, 2006; Morrow, 2005; 

Richards & Morse, 2013). Theories therefore need to fit the data to deserve a place in the 

final results (Charmaz, 2006).  

Constructivist grounded theory assumes that theories are influenced by 

researcher’s biases, assumptions, value systems, and interactions with participants 

(Charmaz, 2006). In order to produce a constructivist grounded theory, the researcher 

needs to approach the interview with a free mind that is open to the appearance of the 

participants’ perspectives (Charmaz, 2006). A commitment “not to know” is made until 

the process clearly arises over time (Daly, 2007; Glaser, 1992). Utilizing such an 

inductive analysis of the data allows the researcher to ground their emergent model in 

what is being found rather than relying on preconceived ideas, research, or theories.  

I adhered to Charmaz’s (2006) variation of constructivist grounded theory 

practices. Constructivist grounded theory is an interpretivist variant of grounded theory 

research that is formed through the researcher’s shared relationships and experiences with 
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participants (Charmaz, 2006; Ponterotto, 2005; Richards & Morse, 2013). Understanding 

that humans actively construct reality through their involvement in the world, the 

researcher partakes in learning about participants’ understandings of a particular 

experience. Data collection requires entering the participants’ life to view their situation 

from the inside (Charmaz, 2006). Rich data describes the thick, full, and detailed 

accounts of participants’ specific experiences, which aids in the discovery of various 

connections of the studied phenomenon (Charmaz, 2006). Conveying the desire to fully 

understand the participants’ truth increases the willingness of participants to share 

truthfully and comfortably. 

Multiple perspectives are located on a map of interconnections and constraints, 

and the researcher’s interpretation of the process is acknowledged as a constructed reality 

(Charmaz, 2000; 2006). A constructivist approach integrates self-reflection and an 

awareness of the potential impacts the researcher’s presence and interactions with 

participants might have on data analysis. There is a recognition that the researcher’s 

personal experiences and biases cannot be erased from the research.  

Theoretical Sampling and Saturation 

Sampling decisions were based on theory construction rather than obtaining a 

random sample or a statistically representative and/or generalizable sample of the 

population (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Theoretical sampling techniques 

are commonly used for constructivist grounded theory research, where participants are 

intentionally selected to represent explicit, predefined characteristics. A homogeneous 

sample was collected by specifying participants’ similarities in certain characteristics 
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(self-identifying as an 18-25 year old college student, gender and/or sexual minority, 

previously identifying as a Christian and attending church, and involvement in local 

LGBTQ+ organizations). 

I pursued participants who could speak of relevant experiences that could further 

advance the developing model (Charmaz, 2006). Theoretical sampling is valuable after 

tentatively conceptualized categories indicate areas that need to be further probed in the 

interviews, such as the meaning of the categories, potential variations in them, and the 

gaps among categories that do not account for the complete range of relevant participant 

experiences (Charmaz, 2006). Potential comparisons that needed to be made to develop 

and expand on the understanding of particular theoretical categories were reflected on 

(Charmaz, 2006). Such emergent considerations directed what kind of participants or 

information was sought out next. Apparent variations in participants’ processes and 

experiences were further compared throughout the research (Charmaz, 2006).  

Interviewing continued until little information was being learned that could add to 

the emerging understanding of the research question and the theoretical categories, 

therefore reaching the point of theoretical saturation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Glaser 

(2001) describes saturation as the point at which no new properties of patterns emerge 

and data becomes redundant. 

Participants 

  Participants self-identified as gender and/or sexual minority (GSM) college 

students involved in local LGBTQ+ organizations. All eighteen participants reported 

having a non-heterosexual, minority sexual identity. Half of the participants self-



Texas Tech University, Alexavery Rainer Hawkins, August 2019 
 

20 
 

identified as gay, with the remainder identifying with lesbian (17%), bisexual (17%), and 

asexual (11%) identities. One participant identified as both gay and panromantic, and 

another participant declined to self-identify with a specific sexual identity, but noted that 

he was "part of the LGBTQ+ community."  

While the majority of participants self-identified as a "woman" or "man," three 

participants reported also holding a minority gender identity (one gender fluid person and 

two trans men [“trans” is short for transgender]). Pronouns for all participants were asked 

during the screener and were respected throughout the interview and in the writing. When 

discussing TGNC individuals’ experiences, I decided to keep their gender pronouns 

consistent throughout. For example, if a transgender man who currently used he/him/his 

pronouns was talking about his experience as a child when he might have identified as a 

girl/woman and used she/her/hers pronouns, I would still use he/him/his pronouns to 

discuss his experience, regardless of his age and stage of development regarding his 

gender identity. Maintaining individuals’ current gender pronouns when discussing their 

previous experience honored the individual and was meant to convey respect for their 

current identity.   

I limited the age of participants to 18-25 years old to select participants from a 

similar developmental cohort. The average age of participants was 21.3 (range = 19-25; 

mode = 22). To qualify, participants must have previously self-identified as a Christian 

and have attended a Christian congregation or church on a regular basis in the past. I 

expected and subsequently obtained participants from a wide range of denominational 

backgrounds, with Catholic, non-denominational, and Baptist being the most common 
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denominations. The average age between participants for stopping identifying as a 

Christian was age 16, ranging from 10-20 years old. 

Regarding participants’ religious and/or spiritual identity at the time of the 

interview, atheist (7) and agnostic (3) identities were most commonly reported. Three 

participants identified with no religious or spiritual identity, and two stated that they were 

“figuring it [their religious or spiritual identity] out.” One participant identified as Jewish, 

one participant identified as agnostic/atheist, and one participant identified as 

agnostic/none.  

While I did not ask specifically about participants’ nationality or where they were 

raised as a child, five participants noted living in non-Texas locations at some time in 

their life. Two of these five shared that they were raised in non-United States locations.  

While I drew from the literature that focused on those living in the Bible Belt, I recognize 

two of my participants did not depart from Christianity while they were living in the 

Bible Belt. However, these two individuals noted they were living in areas were 

Catholicism was highly prevalent and pervasive in the local culture, perhaps resembling 

some contextual elements of the Bible Belt.  

Regarding participants’ self-identified race or ethnicity, 11 participants (61%) 

identified as White. Remaining participants self-identified as Hispanic (3), Biracial (2), 

Latino (1), and Black (1).  

Grounded theory researchers recommend a range of 12 to 30 participants (Morrow, 2005; 

Sandelowski, 1995; Weaver, Wuest, & Ciliska, 2005), until data reaches the point of 

redundancy. The number of participants in this study was thus determined by the 
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relevance of experiences shared by participants, their ability to articulate their 

experiences, and theoretical saturation. Nineteen interviews were completed, however, 

one interview was not included in the analysis because this participant was unable to 

provide clear consent. The majority of participants were enrolled undergraduate students 

at Texas Tech University (13 of the 18), a predominantly White, Southwestern state 

institution where most of the students are state residents.  

Procedure 

 Before the study was implemented, I conducted two pilot interviews (Glesne, 

1999; Kvale, 2007). Individuals asked to participate in pilot interviews were colleagues 

or friends who otherwise might have been able to participate in the study if not for their 

close relation to me as the researcher. Interview data from pilot participants was not 

recorded or included in the study results (Peat, Mellis, Williams, & Xuan, 2002). 

However, such pilot feedback provided for a clearer refinement of the interview script 

and procedure (Turner, 2010). 

Participants were recruited through recruitment efforts at local LGBTQ+ 

organizations (Tech Gender and Sexuality Association [TGSA, formerly known as Texas 

Tech University Gay-Straight Alliance and Tech Gay-Straight Alliance; for the purposes 

of simplicity this organization with be referred to as TGSA throughout this document], 

Texas Tech University School of Law Lavender Law Bar Association, and Texas Tech 

University Health Science Center Gay-Straight Alliance [TTUHSC GSA]). The study’s 

recruitment script (Appendix G) was read and fliers (Appendix I) with information about 

the study were handed out to potential participants. Information about the study 
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(Appendix H) was posted on social media pages of these LGBTQ+ organizations and the 

Office of LGBTQIA at Texas Tech University.  

Participants were also recruited through Techannounce, the official email 

announcement and communication method for Texas Tech University, although only one 

participant was obtained through these means. Four participants were obtained through 

word-of-mouth, generally from a current participant referring their partner to the study or 

my own friends referring others to the study. The remaining thirteen participants were 

individually approached by me in person or through Facebook private messages or text 

messages. Approximately 20 individuals were also contacted by me through Facebook 

private messages, in-person contact, or text messaging, but were either unresponsive, 

were not interested in participating, or did not fit the study criteria. Two individuals 

completed the screener, but never completed the interview (one individual withdrew from 

the university and the other was unresponsive when I attempted to contact them to 

schedule an interview). 

A screener (Appendix C) was used to verify that participants were eligible for the 

study. I completed the screener through potential participants’ preferred means (text 

messaging, email, Facebook private messaging, phone call, or in-person contact). 

Demographic information was collected regarding participants’ gender identity and 

pronouns, sexual identity, ethnicity/race, involvement in local LGBTQ+ organizations, 

current religious/spiritual identity, current age, age of religious departure, and previous 

denomination(s).  
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When individuals fit criteria for the study and were interested in participation, 

they were scheduled for an interview. Eligible participants were scheduled for an hour 

long interview, but were told the interview could range in time depending on the length 

of their answers. Participants were asked to create an alternative name that would be 

linked to their material to protect their identity at the end of the screener. Several elected 

for me to select an alternative name for them. To protect confidentiality, documents 

linking participants’ identifying information with their alternative name were secured in a 

private location in which only I could access. 

The location of the interview was based on where the participant felt most 

comfortable. For students at Texas Tech University, there were three potential locations 

that could be chosen from on the Texas Tech University campus (a private office in the 

Psychological Sciences building, private rooms in the Psychology Clinic, and private 

study rooms in the library). For those at the Texas Tech University Health Science 

Center, I was given permission to interview participants in private study rooms in the 

nursing wing and in the library. However, if participants preferred an alternative location 

to conduct the interview, options were discussed and a quiet and comfortable semi-

private location with few distractions (Turner, 2010) was agreed on. The majority of 

interviews were conducted in the Psychology Clinic (14), TTU Library Stacks (2), 

TTUHSC library (1), and TTUHSC nursing rooms (1). However, one interview was 

conducted at a participant’s house upon their request.  

At the start of the interview, the participant and I reviewed the informed consent 

form (Appendix E) and answered participant’s questions if any remained. Together we 



Texas Tech University, Alexavery Rainer Hawkins, August 2019 
 

25 
 

reviewed the tape recording process and the voluntary nature of the interview. Once the 

informed consent form was signed, participants were provided an LGBTQ+ resource list 

(Appendix J) and were offered the opportunity to enter a drawing, where they had a one-

in-five chance of winning a $20 Amazon gift card. After these steps were completed, I 

started the audio recording with the participants’ consent. Two audio recording devices 

were used at all times as a safety measure in case of battery failure. 

The interview script (Appendix F) guided the semi-structured interviews. For 

some individuals, recalling the exact age or year of certain events might be challenging. 

Using the life history calendar approach allowed participants a visual representation that 

assisted them in answering retrospective interview questions regarding the sequencing of 

life events (Freedman, Thornton, Camburn, Alwin, & Young-DeMarco, 1988). I asked 

participants to identify landmarks, or noteworthy and salient crystalizing events in one's 

GSM or religious/spiritual identity developmental process (Belli, 1998), for example, 

baptism or coming out to parents as gay. As the participant was talking, I took notes on 

the timeline based on the participant’s report, asking for clarification when needed.  

The majority of remaining questions were open-ended to encourage participants 

to share freely on specific topics or experiences. Follow-up prompts and clarification 

questions were asked as needed to invite further exploration and detail on topics. I 

supportively listened to participants and encouraged them to share more information 

when possible. Participants did the vast majority of the talking. Throughout the interview, 

I took notes on key points that might need to be revisited and any emotional or strong 

reactions participants had regarding the interview material (such as emotional responses 
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like crying). Upon completion of the interview, participants were asked if they had any 

remaining concerns or questions and were thanked for their time. I invited them to share 

my contact information with others who might be interested in the study.  

I then transcribed the audio recordings verbatim. As recommended by grounded 

theory researchers, data collection and analysis was alternated (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser, 

1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Subsequent interviews were scheduled to provide optimal 

time to sufficiently transcribe, process, and initially analyze each interview before 

proceeding to the next interview.  

Throughout data collection, I consulted with Dr. Elizabeth Sharp, who mentored 

my qualitative research process. After the nineteenth interview, Dr. Sharp and I agreed to 

end recruitment at this time as there was saturation in the data. Dr. Elizabeth Sharp 

randomly selected four participants (Elizabeth, Ricardo, Johnathan, and Tonks) for the 

drawing. Winning participants were contacted over email and were sent $20 Amazon e-

gift cards. All four winning participants confirmed they received their e-gift cards.   

Sources of Data 

 Transcribing Interviews 

After each interview, I transcribed the interview dialogue verbatim, saving the 

transcripts in a secure password-protected location. Strongly emphasized words or 

phrases were documented in order to identify the conditions under which strong reactions 

are made by participants (Poland, 1995). Participants’ pauses, laughs/sighs, and 

paraphrasing/mimicking of others were also noted in the transcript (Poland, 1995). On the 

first page of every transcript, the participants’ demographics (age, race/ethnicity, gender 
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and sexual identity, previous Christian denomination(s), and LGBTQ+ organizational 

membership and/or leadership) were stated in effort to contextualize the participant. 

Transcripts headers included the participant’s alternative name, participant number, and 

the date and location of the interview. Any personally identifying information (such as 

names of their former church, partners, or high school) in the transcript was deleted or 

changed if the information could potentially compromise the participants’ identity or 

breach confidentiality (Morse, 1994). Substitution phrases were used to retain important 

information while also protecting the participants’ identity (e.g., substituting “Experience 

Life Church” for “[name of a large non-denominational Christian church in Lubbock 

omitted]”). I double-checked the transcripts to examine their accuracy. In addition, a fifth 

of the transcripts were randomly reviewed by a second-party with previous transcription 

experience to check for reliability. These transcribed interviews were utilized throughout 

the data analysis process. 

Memo Writing 

Memos written throughout data collection were also used in the data analysis. 

These memos detailed noteworthy parts of the analytical process, ultimately promoting 

active involvement and abstraction of the data (Charmaz, 2006). During the interview, 

strong emotional reactions the participants had regarding the material were detailed in 

memos so this information was considered in the analysis (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). 

Memos also included my emotional reactions to interviews, questions, areas of tension, 

elaborations of the emerging categories or codes, and comparisons between participants. 

Successive memos became more heavily involved in abstraction. For organizational 
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purposes, memos created in the Evernote were titled depending on the subject matter and 

dated for easier retrieval.  

Practicing Reflexivity 

Reflexivity allowed me, as the primary researcher, to carefully account for how I 

was potentially contributing to knowledge production (Litton Fox & McBride Murry, 

2000). This process required constant self-criticism, such as scrutinizing the ways in 

which I may have been furthering the status quo through my work and findings (Sharp & 

Weaver, 2015). A self-reflexive journal was kept throughout the entirety of the study, 

starting in the construction of the research design. I began this process by detailing my 

interest and personal relationship to the topic and describing potential patterns or 

narratives I believed I might encounter during the interviews. I also created a timeline of 

my own religious and GSM identity development and wrote my own answers to the 

interview script. Practicing reflexivity allowed for any preconceived notions about the 

research topic to be clearly stated before I entered into the interview process.  

I strived to record personal expectations, assumptions, and biases throughout the 

research process. Before each interview, I detailed my relationship with each participant 

in Evernote (using their alternative name and participant number), including relevant 

background knowledge or personal assumptions/opinions regarding each individual. 

Generally, this journaling process before the interview took approximately ten minutes. 

After each interview was completed, I recorded my emotional reactions, further questions 

that arose from the interview, and elements of the study procedure that I might potentially 

change or alter in my self-reflexive journal, which tended to take thirty or more minutes. 
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This practice of reflexivity positions the data in its rich context and enhances the 

trustworthiness of the study, as I continuously questioned my research practices (Sharp & 

Weaver, 2015). Critical examination allowed for potential shortcomings of the study 

procedure to be monitored and addressed (Sharp & Weaver, 2015). Moreover, I met with 

a qualitative research scholar on a regular basis throughout the data analysis process, 

which promoted feminist accountability and allowed for consistent consultation and 

feedback regarding issues or changes that needed to be addressed within the study.  

Data Analysis Strategies 

The constant comparative methods that were used in constructivist grounded 

theory research made it essential to compare data during each part of the analytical 

journey (Charmaz, 2006). The goal was to reach a level of abstraction of the data that 

allowed for model construction. This analytic technique promoted the generation of 

increasingly abstract conceptualizations of the data, starting by comparing data with other 

data, data with categories, categories with other categories, and categories with concepts 

(Charmaz, 2000). Whereas quantitative researchers employ preconceived categories, 

qualitative researchers construct codes that emerge from the data to represent what is 

being seen. As data was being collected and continuously analyzed, codes evolved 

accordingly and were revisited for further development. Throughout this process, I 

returned to the literature and engaged in writing about how existing research either 

connected or differed from the data I was encountering (Sharp & Weaver, 2015).  

Initial Codes  
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The process of initial coding involved the creation and connection of relevant 

labels to each segment of data line-by-line. Initial codes were brief active phrases that 

read closely to the transcript data using gerunds, or words ending in “-ing” (e.g., “having 

a worried past”; Charmaz, 2006). Because I remained open to the data without 

preconceived coding schemes or hypotheses, these codes were provisional in nature and 

were subject to change. Initial codes often led to the development of main theoretical 

categories and an increased ability to critically analyze the data. These codes were used 

to understand what needed to be further explored in future interviews. Gaps in the data 

were noted during the early stages of the interview process and strategies to solve such 

problems were created, such as rewording unclear questions or adding and/or deleting 

questions. 

In Vivo Codes  

The use of in vivo codes allowed for the participants’ personalized meanings and 

vocabulary to be integrated and anchored into the model. In vivo codes were codes that 

displayed special terms and phrases in the participants’ own wording (Charmaz, 2006). 

These included shortened terms that were assumed by the participant to be known by 

everyone, original participant-created terms that captured particular experiences or 

meanings, and shortened terms that insiders may use to describe a specific group of 

individuals or items (for instance, “ace” was a shortened word for “asexual” that 

participants used; Charmaz, 2006). Commonly, participants used terms that they assumed 

I knew, especially since all the participants knew I was also a member of the LGBTQ+ 

community, where such terminology is commonly used. It was predicted, and later found, 
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that participants used many terms that were common in Christian spheres as well as 

LGBTQ+ spheres. If I was not clear of the meaning of certain terms or phrases, I asked 

for an explanation to better understand the participants’ constructed meanings and 

implicit associations of terms (Charmaz, 2006). 

Focused Coding and Creating Categories 

Afterward, initial and in vivo codes were used to develop focused codes. This 

third phase of coding created more selective, conceptually active codes that spoke 

broadly of the data (Glaser, 1978). Focused coding is an emergent process based in 

constant comparison of the data (Charmaz, 2006). Focused codes are selective and 

integrative in nature, as these codes are founded on frequently occurring or significant 

elements (Charmaz, 2006). Focused codes were used to identify the most salient 

categories in abundant amounts of data. During the focused coding process, initial codes, 

in vivo codes, and the transcript was processed, hunting for significant reoccurring codes 

that spoke in a more conceptual manner of the data (Charmaz, 2000). Initial codes that 

made the most analytical sense to expand on given the participants’ full reports were 

detailed further in focused codes. Such codes acted to synthesize and organize the data in 

a clearer and more concise fashion.  

 Categories represented major conceptual elements that carried considerable 

analytical weight in a theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The creation of categories allowed 

for the data that was once fractured by the initial coding process to be regrouped into 

relevant patterns of concepts, processes, or events (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The focused 

codes that were produced resembled tentative categories, however these focused codes 



Texas Tech University, Alexavery Rainer Hawkins, August 2019 
 

32 
 

needed further development and reduction to increase precision in their ability to truly 

capture relevant and abstract categories (Charmaz, 2006). In this process, descriptions of 

categories’ properties were documented in memos, along with the conditions under which 

categories worked and changed, and the relationship they held with other categories 

(Charmaz, 2006). 

Abstracting in Theoretical Coding 

The final step in the coding process was theoretical coding, which further 

integrated the data into a comprehensive conceptual theory. This step involved analyzing 

the categories that were found during focused coding for their relationships (Charmaz, 

2006). This integrative process provided form to the previous codes and aided to the 

creation of a cohesive analytic story of the data (Charmaz, 2006). After individual 

interviews were coded separately, it was critical to compare codes among different 

participants’ data (Charmaz, 2000). Making connections among the codes allowed for a 

better understanding of the relationship between participants’ experiences and 

interpretations. 

By this time, conceptual definitions of the categories were stable and clear. I 

utilized diagramming to create visual representations of the conceptual relationships 

between categories (Charmaz, 2006). Significant categories that were inclusive of 

multiple voices and had a strong theoretical reach and relational power to other categories 

were developed into theoretical concepts (Charmaz, 2006). Such theoretical concepts 

conveyed more abstract and general terms than categories. This analytical stage 

attempted to understand the abstract connections between theoretical concepts.  
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The process of abstracting encompassed the active exploration and re-exploration 

of the interview data for ideally one to three fitting themes (Richards & Morse, 2013). 

DeSantis & Ugarriza’s (2000) definition of a theme focuses on looking for abstract items 

that held a reoccurring experience’s cohesive meaning. Themes “emerged,” as they were 

extracted through a vigilant conceptual analysis of all the data sources (Charmaz, 2006). 

These abstract elements acted to encompass multiple categories by capturing the nature 

or pattern of the experience as a meaningful whole (DeSantis & Ugarriza, 2000). Themes 

were more pervasive than theoretical concepts or categories, as they were not necessarily 

limited to specific transcript segments (DeSantis & Ugarriza, 2000; Richards & Morse, 

2013). Ultimately, the goal was to move away from the transcripts to ultimately produce 

theories for a working model. Constructing abstract theories about the perceived 

relationships in the data also allowed for the theory to be applied to the understanding of 

other related social experiences and processes (Kearney, 1998).  

Focus on Rigor and Trustworthiness of the Data 

Rigor and trustworthiness of the data are essential to qualitative research. 

Potential participants might have been concerned with how the interview material would 

have been used, as research focusing on marginalized populations have sometimes in the 

past been used negatively against such populations (Gamson, 2000). One significant 

strength of this study is that I had established credibility and trust with the participant 

group through prolonged engagement in the local LGBTQ+ community (Erlandson, 

Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993). Such “intimate familiarity” during a six-year period of 

active involvement and a personal identification as part of the LGBTQ+ community also 
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provided me, as the primary researcher, with a deeper contextual understanding of this 

population and their unique struggles (Erlandson et al., 1993).  

To increase rigor, the transcripts were a verbatim account of the audio recordings 

(Poland, 1995). Problems in reporting and analysis can be created when there is either 

deliberate or accidental alterations of the data (Poland, 1995). As discussed previously, a 

portion of the transcripts were randomly checked by a second party to promote accuracy 

in transcribing.  

The self-reflexive journal kept throughout data collection not only acted as a 

debriefing strategy, but also as a record of my relation to the project, the participants, and 

my working conceptualizations of the research topic. Such constant awareness of my 

actions in the research process promoted feminist accountability (Sharp & Weaver, 2015) 

and could additionally serve as an audit trail if needed (Richards & Morse, 2013). 

Moreover, I was in frequent contact with my qualitative research scholar, Dr. Elizabeth 

Sharp, whom I regularly met with to discuss potential alterations in the study procedure 

and issues as they arose.  

While some methods may require researchers’ consensus on reality, constructivist 

grounded theory methodology assumes multiple realities are constructed (Sandelowski, 

1993). Contradictory findings were sought out and analyzed to provide an enriched, 

complex interpretation of the data and to avoid confirmatory bias or simplistic 

interpretations (Morrow, 2005). To preserve fairness in representation, alternative 

constructions were solicited from participants and honored in the report (Morrow, 2005). 

The results section, which contains multiple excerpts from transcripts, allows for readers 
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to observe the fit of my theoretical. Ultimately, the validity of the research should be 

showcased in my ability to demonstrate the reported findings were firmly grounded in the 

data (LaRossa, 2012). 
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CHAPTER III 

  RESULTS 

The first part of the title of the dissertation, “Every Sunday I cried in church,” is a 

direct quotation from John. The sentiment he expressed in this phrase mapped onto a 

central feature of the model. Painful turmoil arose for participants at the intersection of 

their religious and GSM identities. As a young teenager, John went to Catholic mass 

every Sunday with his family. Sundays, which are normally viewed as a day of praise, 

worship, and rest in the Christian tradition, were instead a day of anguish and sorrow, as 

John cried every Sunday. Growing up, he had come to the understanding that God viewed 

same-sex relationships and his gay identity to be sinful and wrong. In church, he was 

consistently flooded with shame that came from holding a secret identity which was seen 

as unacceptable in the church. Because of the incogruency between his sexual and 

religious identities, he felt intense negative emotions of shame, fear, and isolation. As 

John experienced these emotions, he also physically displayed his distress through 

crying, making his internal distress visibly evident. Given John’s quote is in past tense, it 

is understood that he has resolved this issue. Both for John and other participants, this 

occurred when they chose to discontinue their religious participation, which ultimately 

resolved the incongruency and the lack of belongingness that they felt within the 

Christian system.    

The second part of the title, “I’m doing my own thing,” is a quotation from two 

participants (Quinn and Lin). This speaks of the end stages of the model, after 

participants had left their Christian identity. With time and distance, participants 
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expressed thankfulness for the opportunity to break free from previous constraints and 

limitations they faced as Christians. Many participants set forth on their own journey to 

discover a more fitting religious/spiritual identity, such as atheism, agnosticism, Judaism, 

or no identity. However, “doing my own thing” speaks not only to participants’ freedom 

in religious/spiritual practice, but also in life in general. Without having to follow the 

traditional life script discussed in Christianity or that of cisgender heterosexual people, 

GSM individuals could create their own way of life and play a more active role in their 

decision-making process. Without having pre-constructed scripts, they were able to be 

inventive with their self-expression, chosen identities, and practices. In participants’ new 

religious/spiritual identity, they reported feeling more accepted as a GSM individual than 

they previously had as a Christian, ultimately allowing them the opportunity to do their 

“own thing.” 

GSM Identity Development 

 Given participants’ generally conservative upbringing in Christian churches, there 

were several significant barriers that prevented early GSM identity acceptance, ranging 

from a lack of LGBTQ+ exposure or education to anti-LGBTQ+ lessons in church to 

bullying. In general, gay men reported being aware of their GSM identity at substantially 

younger ages (ranging from toddler to age 13; average age = 8.6) than individuals who 

identified as other GSM identities such as gender fluid, transgender, bisexual, asexual, 

and lesbian (ranging from ages 10 to 21, average age = 15.7). On average, literature 

suggests gay men/boys report awareness of their same-gender attractions around age 10 

(D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993). Differences in age of awareness may be connected to a 
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lack of exposure and education to non-gay GSM identities, as many non-gay GSM 

participants noted that they lacked awareness of other non-gay GSM identities. For 

example, the three gender minority participants (Lin, David, and Alister) first became 

aware of transgender identities late in their development in high school or college, but 

had been partially aware of their gender differences with same-sex peers since childhood. 

Participants noted gaining awareness through feeling “different” from their peers, 

which was likely heightened given the heteronormative and cisnormative environment 

(Wagner et al., 1994). Most participants became increasingly aware of their GSM identity 

while they were still a part of their church and identified as Christian. However, many 

remained “in the closet” out of fear of rejection or condemnation, hiding their gender 

identity and/or sexual identity. For several, their GSM identity was a source of extreme 

discomfort and self-hatred, as this identity was perceived by them to clash with their 

Christian identity. 

Personal or media exposure to GSM individuals resulted in experiencing a sense 

of personal connection with the GSM community. Increasing exposure to the GSM 

community and increasing awareness of their gender and/or sexual identity encouraged 

participants to label their identity. Labeling was an important step in GSM identity 

development, and usually occurred as they were in the process of religious departure. 

After participants found a personally fitting label for their gender and/or sexual identity, 

there was often a desire to share this information with others. Close friends were 

generally the first people participants came out to, although a few came out to family 

members first.  
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As all participants were involved in LGBTQ+ organizations on the TTU or 

TTUHSC campuses, they were at least partially out regarding their GSM identity at the 

time of the interview. Participants heavily ranged in outness with parents/siblings/ 

extended family, high school friends, and former church members, as some individuals 

were completely out in all spheres and some were only out to close friends. Among 

reasons reported for not coming out to certain individuals was fear of disapproval, family 

instruction to keep one’s GSM identity secret, and predictions that coming out would not 

improve (or would in fact ruin) that particular relationship.  Perhaps due to participants’ 

traditional religious backgrounds and the conservative political context, most participants 

received some negative reactions during the coming out process. However, participants 

were also surprised by the number of positive and affirming experiences they 

encountered from friends or siblings, which they interpreted as evidence of a changing 

culture. 

After or during the process of coming out, participants sought out groups and 

events for GSM individuals. Receiving support through LGBTQ+ community 

involvement in high school or college was a critical element that positively aided in 

participants’ GSM identity acceptance. Approximately half of participants noted desiring 

to be a part of an LGBTQ+ organization or group in middle or high school (such as a 

Gay-Straight Alliance), but were limited as their schools did not have or sometimes even 

permit such organizations. However, as participants came to Texas Tech University or 

Texas Tech University Health Science Center, they were able to join organizations that 

allowed them to find community with other GSM individuals.  
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All participants reported feeling more accepted as GSM individuals in their 

current, non-Christian religious/spiritual identity, indicating a connection between 

religious departure and GSM identity acceptance. As time progressed and participants 

moved away from Christianity, they were able to more fully accept their GSM identity.

 Oftentimes there were interactions between participants’ religious/spiritual 

identity development and their GSM identity development. The lower timeline on Figure 

1 displays the movement from identifying as Christian to identifying as non-Christian. 

The upper timeline shows significant landmarks in participants’ GSM identity 

development, starting with identity awareness and ending with identity pride. However, it 

should be noted this timeline displays the most common patterns seen among 

participants; individual participants sometimes differed in the order of these landmarks or 

the times in which they experienced these landmarks. For example, most participants 

came out as GSM individuals after they left the church and stopped identifying as a 

Christian, as is displayed in Figure 1. Another instance of variation among participants in 

the timeline was that not everyone hated their gender and/or sexuality once they gained 

awareness of it; rather, this was the most commonly reported pattern. 
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Lacking Belongingness in an Ill-Fitting System: Facing Negative Emotions and 

Experiences 

Facing negative emotions or experiences in the church led to conflict in 

participants’ religious/spiritual identity and oftentimes, their GSM identity. A critical 

component of this stage is awareness of the incongruency one was experiencing within 

the church and faith. Negative emotions were identified as unpleasant internal states of 

mind (e.g. cognitive dissonance with the faith, feelings of discordance with the church), 

whereas negative experiences were identified as seminal events that led participants to 

question their religious identity. Looking at participants’ past, I identify how these 

negative emotions and experiences ultimately foreshadowed participants’ decision to 

leave Christianity as a way to resolve the incongruency that was created at this stage. 

 “I don’t ever think I believed”: Doubting Christian Teachings and Beliefs 

All participants grew up in Christian homes. Some described both of their parents 

as “super religious” (such as Ricardo), meaning that both parents were involved in the 

church and interested in Christianity. However, fathers were often described as having 

minor involvements in Christianity (e.g. only claiming Christianity as their religious 

identity or passively attending church without being involved in other religious activities 

or events) or completely lacking Christian affiliation, which may have impacted their 

child’s religiosity. Elizabeth saw having a non-Christian father as proof Christianity was 

not a necessary criteria for individuals to be upstanding citizens. Having an ex-Catholic, 

agnostic father who she described as being big-hearted and a “good person” aided in her 

realization that religion affiliation did not actually dictate whether individuals were 
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“good” or “bad.” Coming to this understanding allows for morality to be disconnected 

from Christianity (Smith, 2011). 

Participants also noted having friends who did not identify as Christian, which 

gave them further exposure to atheists/agnostics and those of other religious 

backgrounds. Lauren reported that dating an atheist heavily influenced her religious 

beliefs in high school.  

The person that I dated…had identified as atheist for a while…so that probably 

had a pretty big factor in it [decision to leave Christianity] but also just kind of 

getting a better understanding of…the situation that I was in and…these different 

views of the church and how they differed and then getting a better hold 

on…what makes the most sense to me. 

Similar to being exposed to non-Christian parents or friends, dating non-Christians 

helped participants see non-Christians in a more positive and humanizing light. Such 

positive exposure helped them disprove religious claims stating that non-Christians were 

bad, inferior, or lacking, which can facilitate one’s transition away from the faith (Smith, 

2011). 

Participants indicated prominent deterrents regarding the actual Christian beliefs 

themselves. Inherent religious doubts plagued the majority of participants. Many reported 

“always” having doubts about whether God truly existed and if certain Christian 

teachings were factual. Faith did not always come easily; Lin discussed their inability to 

believe in God, stating it was as if they did not possess a capacity to believe in a higher 

power. Some were baffled by others’ blind faith (believing in something one cannot see 
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or that which lacks evidence), as they never understood or were able to have faith. 

Unanswered questions and lingering concerns about Biblical texts led some to grow 

increasingly irritated. Asaad discussed his frustrations of not getting clear answers 

throughout his time in youth group.   

Asaad: In CCD [Confraternity of Christian Doctrine] whenever we did…talks 

and…read about…stories in the Bible and whatnot…if you had any questions, 

you weren’t…shut down but…if you had any questions regarding the morality 

of…what they did in the books it was always…danced around or…talked 

around…instead of…really addressing the issue head on of what we found. 

Interviewer: What kind of issues were danced around? 

Asaad: …for example like, the book of Job like, “Why was it necessary to put Job 

through like all these horrifying ordeals just to…prove to the devil that oh, he’ll 

always have faith no matter what he goes through?” and I asked like, “Why was 

that necessary? Why did he have to have everything taken away from him?”  

Infeasibility of Biblical passages was noted as contributing to participants’ 

suspicions, as some could not take these stories as literal truths. David discussed his 

disbelief in Biblical stories such as Jonah and the whale (Jonah 1-4). 

Interviewer: And you said you…weren’t very interested in it [church services]. 

Was there a reason for that? 

David: …it was hard to hold my attention as a child and then also I noticed that 

throughout my childhood even before like, I heard certain sermons when I got 

older…and became really disillusioned to it…it was really hard for me to actually 
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take any of the stories as literal and to actually believe that these were things that 

happened…I don’t ever think I believed that a guy was swallowed by a whale and 

lived…inside a whale for three days. I think I thought that was a story someone 

made up to prove a point which at the time I was fine with…it was almost 

embarrassing for people to think that stuff was real to me…Like second-hand 

embarrassment.  

For David, Biblical stories were seen as religious metaphors rather than historical truths 

due to their implausibility. While he personally was able to accept the stories as 

metaphors in his youth, he began to feel alienated within his Christian community for 

having a different understanding of these Biblical stories. Ahmed (2010) explains this 

alienation is in part due to the differing affect one experiences in relation to an object 

(Christianity) that is normally agreed upon as “good” and happiness-promoting (at least 

by other Christians). Moreover, there might be elements of self-doubt at play, as 

participants question why they are not relating to the object in the normative way (for 

example, believing Biblical stories as others do; Ahmed, 2010).  

Religious beliefs also clashed with other elements of one’s education or personal 

beliefs. Scientific theories such as evolution were seen as major sources of evidence that 

directly opposed traditional Christian teachings. Many participants spoke of other 

Christians’ understanding of the Bible as an unalterable, literal document. Despite the 

drastic change in social context, Biblical texts and rules were oftentimes applied to 

current day situations in Christian communities (Daly, 1985), which was frustrating to 

participants. 
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Several felt a disconnect between their personal ideologies and those of the faith. 

For example, some mentioned fundamentally disagreeing with religious rules that banned 

women from becoming leaders in the church. Several participants (Charlatte; James; 

Tonks; and Alister) declared they had always firmly believed in the separation of church 

and state, which clashed with religious movements aimed at melding these two sectors 

together. Even when they were still a part of the Christian majority, they disliked the lack 

of separation with the church they sensed in the national or local government. Lastly, 

hearing negative, inaccurate information preached about LGBTQ+ individuals also 

alerted some to consider what else Christianity and the church leaders were getting 

wrong. Overall, there was a strong association between conflicting teachings and the start 

of skepticism and discordance of one’s religion. 

Several participants did not understand why people had to pick Christianity as the 

one “right” religion out of numerous religious/spiritual options that were available. Joe 

reported finding it strange that there were so many religions throughout the world. 

I remember I was talking to one person and they’re like, “I don’t understand why 

there can be a God for a whole lotta different religions-”…and then it made me 

consider, “Well yeah, that’s strange. How can…so many different religions have a 

God and most of the religions it’s a different God?”  

Speaking with his peers sparked Joe’s questioning of the Christian religion he had 

passively identified with since childhood.  

Others noted disliking the way Christianity asserted itself as the correct religion 

over all others. For example, James experienced extreme disgust and embarrassment in 
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his church’s assertion that Christianity was the only correct religion during their 

missionary work in the Navajo nation. James explained: 

When I was 14, 15 [years old], we went on a mission trip to the Navajo nation 

and…when we signed up for it, me and my family, we’re like, “Oh, we’re gonna 

do some humanitarian stuff, help them,” but anyway, it was just a vacation Bible 

school. We didn’t…help, like usually in mission trips you build stuff…we didn’t 

do any of that. It was…literally just for conversion and…that’s not what we’re- 

because like we were wanting to help people and because there’s a lot of 

poverty…within the Navajo nation, and a lot of racism and it literally felt like, it 

was just us White people coming in…and they bribed ‘em with food, that’s how it 

felt. It’s like, “Oh we’ll give you food if you come to this, only if you come to this 

though.” And…that did not sit well with me and- cuz a lot of these…children, 

they still were following some of the ancient…Navajo beliefs and they [the 

missionaries] would sit there criticizing…they even used the word ‘heathen’ and 

it just did not sit well with me and I was just like, “Ew, I don’t like this.” …then it 

got worse because there is a school that’s on reservation and all these kids are 

smart…when they [the missionaries] got to the creationist stuff they would be 

like, “Oh! This is wrong, everything you’ve learned is wrong. Your religion, your 

way of life, and the science that you’re taught.”  

Here, James noted several problematic ways in which Christians asserted their dominance 

over the Navajo community and othered this group by calling their beliefs heathenistic 
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and incorrect. Seeing such maltreatment of others was challenging for James and only 

widened the gap he felt between himself and the other Christians. 

 One participant noted struggling to understand which denomination to align 

herself with. While attending a variety of Catholic, Baptist, and Methodist congregations, 

Lauren realized that denominations held varying beliefs, rules, and traditions. For 

example, she noticed a large difference between Catholics’ practice of confessing sins to 

a priest and Baptists’ and Methodists’ belief that forgiveness can be directly received 

from God through prayer. Furthermore, she experienced bewilderment upon navigating 

appropriate topics of discussion in church as she traversed through the continuum of strict 

and traditional denominations to more permissive, liberal ones. She noted feeling “real 

confused” throughout her attempts to attain which religious denomination was correct in 

their teachings. Similar to those who witnessed internal conflicts within the church, 

receiving conflicting messages about Christianity between different churches generated 

skepticism and confusion.   

Many participants found their involvement in the church to be a meaningful and 

important aspect of their life during their early childhood. Among individuals with 

greater levels of church involvement, there was generally a higher level of importance 

connected to their Christian identity, as religious identity was viewed as a fundamental 

aspect of their self-concept. Some individuals stated they were blindly enthusiastic and 

accepting of religious messages as a child, as they did not yet understand the complexity 

of Christian teachings and meanings behind certain religious traditions or rituals. Several 

participants mentioned experiencing disappointment upon discovering traditions such as 
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taking communion and being an altar server did not meet their expectations. Asaad 

humorously described his immediate disenchantment with communion: 

Whenever I attended CCD [Confraternity of Christian Doctrine], getting the 

communion…since I was a kid…I was excited not because of the religious aspect 

but because like, “Oh, I get to eat the little circle bread things… then whenever I 

got there I’m like, “This doesn’t taste good,” and then the wine, of course I was a 

child and I took a sip. I’m like, “This tastes really bad.” 

Another participant (David) spoke of becoming disillusioned with Christianity 

after receiving no help in his time of need. After asking for relief from the “dumpster 

fire” that his home and school life was, he expressed disenchantment from not having any 

of his requests met by God. David shared: 

Whenever I had prayed as a child, nothing really came of it. Like I would pray 

that something would happen and…, I did not have a very good childhood, just 

putting that out there. So that was also like, very disillusioning….Just a dumpster 

fire. School especially. But it’s like, whenever you go to school and you get 

bullied and you come home and like, my parents didn’t have a good marriage, my 

siblings were kind of mean to me and also I noticed that they were 

also…suffering from the fact that our parents weren’t happy together and you try 

and pray and fix things and it doesn’t work. You either…start to believe that 

something is wrong with you or something is wrong with the system and I kind 

of, in my brain must have picked something is wrong with the system cuz I did 

not want to believe that something was so wrong with me that not even God 
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would help me, considering that He was supposed to be…something in the world 

that loves and helps everyone.   

Unanswered prayers led David to question what was going wrong. Ultimately, he 

concluded that something was flawed in the larger religious system that was leading to 

such unresponsiveness. 

Religion “just didn’t stick”: Lacking Interest in Church 

The vast majority of participants were highly involved in church activities, 

regularly engaging in volunteering, Bible studies, retreats and camps, youth groups, 

missionary work, and weekly church attendance. However, the level to which participants 

enjoyed such involvement in church varied heavily. Approximately six participants 

reported that they attended church and participated in religious activities solely for their 

family’s sake. For example, Quinn volunteered in the church nursery to appease his 

mother. As church attendance was required, he decided working in the nursery was his 

best option to avoid attending church services and youth group while still fulfilling his 

mother’s wishes.  

Those who did not see Christianity as an important aspect of their life or personal 

identity discussed feeling less enthusiasm regarding church participation. Such 

individuals also reported struggling to understand religious concepts and traditions or 

simply did not give much thought to religious matters. Tonks’ response indicated the low 

level of importance she assigned religion. 

Interviewer: When you did identify as a Christian…how important would you say 

religion was to you? 
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Tonks: Mmm, not really…I would take notes in church, just cuz that was what 

was expected of me but I never looked at them afterwards and it was just like, 

Sunday and then…you go to church and then live the rest of your life like 

normally. Just go about the week, you know, normally? …praying for food that’s 

about it, …I won’t say it had the importance even when I was [Christian]. I didn’t 

really think about my relationship with God.  

Rather than being a central part of her life, religion for Tonks was only a minor cultural 

element that was displayed through occasional prayer and church attendance.  

Five participants (Eric, Sandra, Joe, Quinn, and David) noted not thinking or 

caring about religion much from the beginning. Participants discussed simply feeling 

disinterested, as church was viewed as a source of boredom and tediousness for them. As 

Quinn was uninterested with the religious messages that were being conveyed, he did not 

pay attention in church. For David, church was simply experienced as a boring checklist 

of repetitive motions. 

David: I would just sit there and faze out for an hour and then stand up when I had 

to sing and sit down when I didn’t and just like, not pay attention.  

Interviewer: Just going through the motions?  

David: Yeah.   

These individuals voiced that religion “just didn’t stick” (Sandra) for them.  

Some participants even tried multiple times to get “serious” (Eric) about 

Christianity, wanting to care about religious matters and believe in the Biblical stories. 

Participants sensed a significant gap between how they were relating to Christianity and 
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was is considered ideal or normative, causing them to attempt to fill the gap (Ahmed, 

2010). Eric tried diligently to push through his immense boredom with Christianity by 

striving to get “serious,” about religion, as he desired to have the same level of passion 

for Christianity as a boy he had a crush on in church.  

A lot of people are of the belief that…human beings are just born into the world 

believing in the Christian God and that it’s a physical choice to fight against the 

belief, when for me it was a physical fight to actually try and believe in it. And I 

just feel like I spent and wasted a lot of my childhood…doing things like that 

instead of just not worrying about it.  

Despite his efforts to increase interest, Eric’s boredom with religious matters religiosity 

did not improve over time. Similarly, David faced many failed attempts in his youth to 

truly believe in God, as he wanted to please his family. He notes,  

It was never a thing of me not wanting to because I knew my family would be 

disappointed if I…did not believe in God but it was always a difficult thing to 

force myself to do because to me, in my brain it never made sense.  

These struggles displayed both the great effort that participants went to in attempts to 

believe and their desire to confirm to the social expectations regarding religiosity. 

Participants were simply not comfortable being “affect aliens” in Christian environments 

(Ahmed, 2009). Rather than embrace their differences in emotional connections to the 

religious system, participants attempted to confirm to how other Christians were feeling. 

However, this gap between how others experience the affective object (Christianity) and 
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how participants were experiencing it could not be closed, only adding to their 

disappointment (Ahmed, 2009).  

“That gray blob”: Feeling Alone and Disconnected 

Participants visibly lacked LGBTQ+ role models in their churches. Oftentimes, 

they described the silencing or isolating nature of growing up in a church without 

knowing anyone else with a similar gender and/or sexual identity. Several participants 

chose to conceal their GSM identity in church due to fears of congregants’ and their 

family’s disapproval. For these individuals, they went through the religious motions in 

silence. This entailed maintaining an impersonal, nondescript façade with church 

members, as participants attempted to fly under the radar. Eric discussed how he felt 

restricted to just “be that gray blob.” Rather than interacting with congregants in his 

regular fashion, he felt compelled to dull himself down as to not give away any clues of 

his sexuality. 

Concealing their GSM identity led to feelings of dishonesty, guilt, and terror. For 

example, Ricardo faced daunting levels of anxiety regarding whether he would be 

discovered and outed, especially fearing the impacts this controversy would have on his 

family. Keeping up appearances for one’s family was reported to be important for many 

participants. Ricardo noted his desire to protect his family from the potential shame and 

gossip that would occur in his community if his gay identity was revealed.   

Some participants did not have close relationships with other church members. 

Two participants who viewed Christianity as an unimportant personal identity for them 

(John and Sandra) also reported feeling no sense of connectedness or community in their 
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large, impersonal Catholic churches. Lacking sense of community, they felt alone given 

the chilly and detached social environment. Eric described his loneliness in his 

grandfather’s Lutheran church, which he attributed to being surrounded by “a bunch of 

old people.”  Eric noted, “I still go to my grandfather’s church…we don’t talk to his 

friends, I don’t talk to them, they’re a bunch of old people in my eyes, you know?” 

Unfortunately for Eric, even when he did attend a non-denominational church with a 

greater youth population, he was teased and bullied in his youth group for his relationship 

with another boy. Throughout his various experiences in different churches, Eric never 

found a positive and affirming social environment in church.  

Others reported suddenly losing their sense of belonging in the midst of their 

church attendance. Quinn shared his abrupt experience of no longer feeling welcomed at 

his church home. He reported holding a long-standing agreement with his youth minister 

to not “step on each other’s toes” – a promise that he viewed as a sign that the youth 

minister did not approve of his sexuality but would accept his participation with the youth 

group as long as his sexuality did not become an issue. When Quinn was home from 

college for the winter break, he decided to attend the youth group at his non-

denominational church home. However, he did not foresee the youth minister’s lesson 

would be directed towards the LGBTQ+ community, and perhaps, him.  

They were teaching their lesson and it was all fine and dandy and then he [the 

youth minister] all the sudden like, brought up a topic and everyone was really 

confused and…and this was at his house so his wife and children were there and 

so he’s like, brought up the Road to Romans, which is like, “all…these things are 
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wrong, these things are things you shouldn’t do,” and so he started talking about 

it…and his wife was like, “Stop. Don’t do it. Not now. Like, you can discuss it 

but the way you’re going about it – no, don’t do it today. Save it for another 

lesson.” Cuz she knew that…I’m in the room and then he’s going to say it, that 

being gay is wrong. Not only did he say it, he repeated it 10 times. I 

counted…there was that conflict you set up two years ago and I thought I was 

accepted into this group but apparently the teacher can’t get over himself enough 

to be a civil human being and that’s just a thing I run into a lot, …they’ll…get 

along with you but I…just don’t feel like I belong there. 

It would be hard, if not impossible, to recover from such a disconcerting encounter with a 

church leader. For Quinn, he did not see sufficient reason to remain in such a harsh 

environment after this incident. Others noted that after hearing anti-LGBTQ+ messages 

from church members or leaders, they too felt no longer welcomed in their religious 

community. Overall, it appeared that lacking a sense of connectedness was a prime factor 

in participants’ decision to depart from the faith.  

“If you can’t be part of the club, why go?”: Encountering LGBTQ+ Rejection 

There appears to be three primary ways in which churches negatively reacted to 

LGBTQ+ issues and individuals, ranging from vocal negativity, implicit negativity, and 

silence, which mirrors the patterns Yakushko (2005) found (rejecting punitive, rejecting 

non-punitive, qualified acceptance, and full acceptance). Although participants might 

have visited or tried an LGBTQ+ affirming church at one point in their process, only one 

participant (Ricardo) was raised in an affirming church environment. Even for Ricardo, 
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this affirming church experience was short-lived, as his parents decided to switch 

denominations after the Disciples of Christ voted to officially become an LGBTQ+ 

affirming institution.   

Participants were very rarely exposed to positive LGBTQ+ messages in Christian 

spaces. Youth group leaders were one of the primary or only sources for LGBTQ+ 

affirmation in the church. In James’ experience, he noticed a divide between the general 

church staff and youth leaders, observing a tendency for youth leaders to be more 

understanding and accepting of LGBTQ+ individuals. During the time Ricardo’s family 

was attending the Disciples of Christ church, he was thankful to be around two openly 

LGBTQ+ supportive youth ministers. These youth ministers discussed the importance of 

sharing the love of Jesus rather than casting judgment or hatred, and facilitated 

conversations regarding marriage equality and other LGBTQ+ issues. 

However, this strong level of LGBTQ+ affirmation was exceedingly rare, as the 

majority of participants reported hearing vocal negativity directed to the LGBTQ+ 

community. Anti-LGBTQ+ sermons mainly focused on the unnaturalness and sinfulness 

of homosexuality and/or transitioning. LGBTQ+ communities were preached as going 

against God’s Word, as they willingly “chose” to practice a “sinful lifestyle.” When 

Sandra was asked how LGBTQ+ individuals were discussed in sermons, she reported,  

They are viewed…from the sermons I heard it was like, viewed as an unnatural 

thing and that…sodomy is against God and…deserves to be like not- they didn’t 

explicitly say, like killed or anything but it was definitely, “This is a bad thing. Do 
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not do this. The implications are up to you, basically.” Like what would happen is 

up to you, you’ll find out I guess. 

This displays the harsh and mysterious messages regarding punishment for same-sex 

relations that were conveyed to some participants during sermons.  

Beyond church leaders, individual members of the church also contributed to such 

negative sentiments. Two participants (Ricardo and Micah) discussed how LGBTQ+ 

issues were dismissed as a joke within their churches. Church perceptions that LGBTQ+ 

issues were “not real issues” both invalidated participants’ identities and silenced further 

conversation. Below, Micah explained the perception of church members on same-sex 

marriage before it was legalized nationwide.  

It was almost like a joke…like, “Oh that’s ridiculous, that’s just not going to 

happen,” and that was it. They didn’t…think about them at all in the slightest or 

really even mention them except in passing, you know, just lumped in with other 

groups they don’t like. 

When volunteering in their church nursery, Lin discussed a startling comment they heard 

one of the children make that led them to question church members’ views on the 

LGBTQ+ community.  

Interviewer: I want you to think back to when you last identified as Christian…do 

you remember how others in your church tended to view LGBTQ+ people? 

Lin: …it didn’t really come up a lot. There was one time when I was 

teaching…and at that point like, I didn’t really fully believe [in Christianity]. …I 

was teaching first graders and…I guess this girl had had a conversation with her 



Texas Tech University, Alexavery Rainer Hawkins, August 2019 
 

58 
 

parents recently but she just out of nowhere because that’s how kids are, she was 

like, “I know what being gay is and it’s bad,” and I- I was like, I just didn’t 

address that comment cuz I was like, “I don’t believe that.” The way the church 

believes however is still not quite that, but I…. you’re in first grade (nervous 

laughter) and nobody else in this room needs to be learning about this right now, 

…you’re too little, just don’t…so I was like, “Well, somebody here doesn’t like 

gay people uh, obviously your parents,” uh, yicks!   

In this instance, hearing such a comment be spoken by a child was a larger indicator of 

the child’s parents’, and perhaps other congregants’, opinions.   

When asked about sermons regarding LGBTQ+ issues or church members’ views, 

several participants struggled to recall specific instances in which these topics were 

outwardly discussed. However, they felt certain that GSM identities were viewed 

negatively based on their political understandings of congregants and the covert messages 

they received surrounding acceptable forms of sexuality. For example, while 

“homosexuality” or “same-sex attraction” might not have been explicitly stated in 

sermons, words like “sexual deviance” or “sexual immorality” were perceived by the 

participants as indirectly targeting the LGBTQ+ population.  

Silence on LGBTQ+ issues was often interpreted as being non-affirming. Lauren 

and Charlatte viewed such topics as taboo issues that should not be spoken about in 

church. The church’s “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy regarding LGBTQ+ topics promoted 

an understanding for Charlatte that church regarded homosexuality negatively.  

Interviewer: How did others in your church tend to view LGBTQ+ individuals? 
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Charlatte: …both churches I attended…it was kind of like we’re just not going to 

talk about it…there weren’t any sermons for or against it, it was…kinda like, 

“don’t ask, don’t tell,” just like…”we’re just not gonna mention it at all, ever, 

we’re not gonna join that fight, we’re not…going to push people either 

way”…looking back on it, like I think a couple people from the church I was in as 

a kid have come out by now…but there’s, like one kid that I knew…you can tell 

he’s absolutely gay and still has not come out and just doesn’t date at all. 

Interviewer: …it seems like there was a lack of discussion…around that issue 

which might have read to some folks like this- this kid you were talking about as 

not acceptable or-? 

Charlatte: Yeah…I mean…it definitely wasn’t acceptance. It was like, “we just 

don’t wanna know, we don’t wanna think about it, we don’t want to accept that 

some of the people we like might actually be gay or LGBT”…it was, you know, 

“keep it to yourself, nobody wants to know about it.” And then left up to the 

families. You know, there are a couple families that I’m sure were pro-LGBT but 

it’s mostly left up to the families to make their own decisions about it.    

Many similarly interpreted silence as evidence of widespread negativity. However, one 

participant (Lin) attributed their church’s silence as an indication that LGBTQ+ issues 

were perhaps not an issue of controversy, at least until they heard the young girl bring up 

gay people in the nursery.  

In their childhood, several remembered learning that homosexuality was 

considered an abomination according to the Bible. Some believed these messages at first, 
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viewing their sexuality as a sin. Alister recalled the shame he felt initially regarding his 

bisexuality. In his youth he even tentatively named his attractions “bisexual tendencies,” 

as he hoped that by avoiding labeling himself as a member of the LGBTQ+ community 

and not acting on these attractions he would avoid sin. For some, the clash of their GSM 

identity and anti-LGBTQ+ messages led to feeling rejected and hated by God and the 

church for who they were. Several reported feeling pressure from their religion to not be 

GSM identified anymore, as they saw their sexuality and/or gender to be sinful and 

undesirable. When asked about how the church viewed LGBTQ+ individuals, John 

replied, 

John: They probably said like, “That’s wrong”...or um, “God doesn’t like that.” 

They wouldn’t say like, “Ew, you’re going to burn in Hell,” but probably be like, 

“Oh, there are some options maybe,” but I don’t think they would try to convert 

[trying to change an individual’s sexual orientation]. 

Interviewer: Okay. Do you remember how that made you feel at the time? 

John: Yeah um, that’s how I lost my religion…I don’t remember that much now 

but I thought that there was a pressure…or something so every time I went to 

church I knew that a- I was gay but I didn’t accept myself being gay so I always 

cried, like every time. I like, need to pray, I cried, I started praying about 

something then in the end, I always cried- every Sunday I cried in church. 

After experiencing religious and GSM identity conflict, many deeply reevaluated their 

faith. In his painstaking account, John reported crying every Sunday in church about his 

sexuality. After replaying this situation several times over, something changed for him.  
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I remember going to church and always crying cuz I was…like, “Oh, I’m wrong 

and everything.”…So…I just…one day – I don’t know what happened – one day 

I just started thinking like, “Why would I believe in something that hates me for 

something that I didn’t ask for…and I can’t change.” 

The discomfort John felt surrounding his sexuality and his Christian identity prompted 

him to question why he was remaining in a faith that hated him for his sexuality. Several 

participants also noted awakening to the fact that it was pointless to remain in a faith that 

did not fully recognize them for who they were.   

There was an agreement among participants that churches’ anti-LGBTQ+ stances 

were a strong contributor to their religious departure, although in differing levels of 

importance. The vast majority never received LGBTQ+ affirming messages in church 

and never had the opportunity to attend an affirming church, which restricted the range of 

exposure participants had to more positive Christian views regarding sexuality and 

gender. Below, David explained the impossibility of finding an LGBTQ+ affirming 

church in his hometown. 

Interviewer: You talked about that one sermon that you heard that was pretty non-

affirming. Were there any affirming messages from church that you got towards 

LGBTQ+ people?  

David: No!…I’m sure there are churches that are affirming. I’ve never been to 

one…especially not in my town cuz again, 800 people, small town Texas. 

Interviewer: Yeah, we barely have enough in Lubbock so, so I guess that answers 

that question, you’ve never-?  
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David: Yeah. 

Interviewer: -been to an LGBTQ affirming church or-? 

David: No…but by the time I realized those were a thing I was already like…even 

if like I had been to an affirming church, I still in my brain just can’t [believe] so. 

I- I always feel like an outsider in church, just- 

Interviewer: Because you left there for other reasons or-? 

David: I mean, I left it because it was non-affirming but also just because I don’t 

think I really believed in God. 

While the lack of LGBTQ+ affirmation in church was not the only reason David left the 

faith, it did heavily contribute to his decision.   

For Micah, the church’s view of GSM individuals was the sole reason for leaving 

the church. While he was willing to overlook some mild disagreements he had with the 

church, he found it impossible to stay in an environment that was actively pushing him 

away because of his gay identity.  

If you can’t be part of the club why go, you know what I mean? Like 

they’re…explicitly saying like, “We don’t want you” so it’s like, “Okay. Bye!” 

….it’s like, “No! We don’t want you!” How do you overlook that? ….I genuinely 

liked it, the whole structure of churches I did enjoy um, so it’s kind of a bummer 

that you know, you’re not allowed to play, is how I felt.    

Micah’s description of his relationship with the church mirrored a child’s experience of 

being excluded on the playground.  
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Due to the non-affirming LGBTQ+ views in some religious contexts, several 

participants remained closeted around church members, constantly fearing exposure of 

their GSM identity. Ricardo discussed his reasons for staying in the closet, highlighting 

potential impacts coming out could have had on his family.  

Ricardo: I would never want my family to get talked bad about or anything, like 

negative about any of my family members…I would hate somebody just because 

of who I am to be talked bad about, …like, “Oh did you hear her son’s gay so she 

musta been an awful mother,” like, I would just…that breaks my heart cuz I’d 

hope that no one says that about my mom and so staying quiet also was a way of I 

guess for me in a way to protect like the gossip about my family.  

Interviewer: …do you remember how you felt at the time concealing your sexual 

orientation from church members? 

Ricardo: …it was very hard in ways, just felt like…I wasn’t being completely 

honest…the fear if it did get out like, what would happen and…I could definitely 

say it was very taxing and…difficult…cuz then if you told someone in the 

congregation like you don’t know if like they would tell your parents or tell the 

minister or anything like that and so…the institution can be super daunting. 

Ricardo’s decision to stay closeted was made out of fear for the consequences that might 

come if his parents and congregation knew the truth about his sexuality.  

The dominant Christian culture is thought to encourage GSM individuals to 

remain hidden and thus silenced for the comfort of others (Barton, 2012; Fetner, 2008; 

Robinson & Spivey, 2007). From Ricardo’s and others’ stories, there was clear evidence 
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such attempts to uphold a heterosexual façade was emotionally straining. In such a taxing 

social situation requiring mental gymnastics and secrecy, one could not be fully 

comfortable while also actively concealing an essential part of their personal identity.  

“I found a lot more love in the Bible than I have at church”: Being Judged and 

Witnessing Hypocrisy  

Some participants realized they did not want to be associated with Christianity 

after having negative experiences with other believers. Ultimately, individual Christians 

and church members played a heavy role in deterring participants away from the faith. 

These findings were surprising given an essential component of Christianity is to convert 

individuals to the faith and retain believers. Of course, it should be noted that the 

intentions behind those behaviors cannot be known, or whether these individuals realized 

how their actions and words affected participants.  

Participants reported a desire to distance themselves from the judgment and 

condemnation they witnessed. Many noticed Christians’ tendency to view others as bad 

or inferior in comparison, which clashed with their principles. Elizabeth expressed her 

distaste in Christians’ use of religion as an indication of superiority. “I had already been 

questioning…Christianity before then but then even the idea of using religion as some 

sort of like, tool to make yourself seem more righteous than other people was definitely 

something I didn’t agree with.” Watching Christians exhibit self-righteousness was a 

turn-off, as Elizabeth fundamentally disagreed with this behavior. Other participants were 

also cognizant of these self-righteous acts, but were not always uncomfortable with it. 

When Micah was asked what it meant for him at the time to be a Christian, he noted: 
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I think actions were important, like obviously I knew there were certain things 

Christians do, they would love to juxtapose…“Oh, this is what the world likes to 

do and this is what Christians like to do,” so it was…Christians were good, others 

bad or at least, less good. So…that’s what I associated myself with, as one of the 

good.  

This segment displayed the essential divisions some Christians made between themselves 

and non-Christians, ultimately dividing the good from the bad. 

In James’ experience, these in and out group divisions were vehemently 

reinforced, but only in adulthood, whereas in childhood, a more loving message was 

taught.  

James: They never mention like, “Oh, gays are wrong,” they never mentioned 

anything like that to the kids. They…didn’t mention it, it wasn’t there, they never 

said gays are good or gays are bad…with kids they’re like, “Love thy neighbor,” 

but [with] older [people], they’re like, “Oh, we need to caste out the Muslims, we 

need to burn the Quran,”…so that disconnect, that was another one of the many 

things that turned me away cuz I’m like, “Okay, …what’s the purpose here?” It 

wasn’t consistent. 

Of all the participants, James reported witnessing some of the most visible and violent 

hatred of non-Christians and the LGBTQ+ community. His experiences point to the 

extreme implications religiously enforced divisions can have, including threats of 

violence, verbal harassment, and upright disrespect of other cultures and/or identities. 
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 The inappropriate manner in which Christians shared their distaste for others was 

seen as a significant problem. For Lauren, she disliked the ways in which Christians 

communicated their harsh condemnation to non-believers. To contextualize the 

strangeness of such condemnation, she noted how atheists do not engage in the same 

behavior. Lauren said: 

A lot of churches are really big on…membership and…youth groups, [they] 

wanna build up their membership as much as possible and I like to hope that 

everyone’s doing it with like, really good intentions but…I don’t know a single 

atheist that…runs around and tells Christian people like, how stupid they are and 

like, how ridiculous they’re being by believing in church…they’re just kinda like, 

“Well, you know I don’t believe in what you believe in so that’s whatever…” But 

I know a lot of Christian people that…have in the past or would be…very open to 

tell somebody that…they’re wrong and they’re going to Hell because they’re not 

a Christian person…you don’t need to recruit everything that breathes, just like, 

give people a chance to make their own opinion and don’t tell them that they are 

wrong…the communication I just didn’t really understand… the way that they 

talk to people isn’t always nice…someone could very nicely tell you like, “Oh, 

you’re not a Christian? I’m so sorry like, you’re going to go to Hell and you don’t 

even know,” like, “What?! That doesn’t- leave me alone! Like, you don’t need to 

tell me that…obviously I have my views for a reason,”…I’m not saying like, “Oh 

my gosh, you’re a Christian, like that’s so unfortunate that you believe in 

something that…science obviously…has repeatedly proven is completely 
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irrational!” Like, that’s a horrible way to speak to somebody! …a lot of sermons 

will kind of emphasize like, the people outside of the church…are doing things 

wrong are wrong and they’re horrible, but you’re in the church so you’re great 

and you’re wonderful and you should stay in the church and you should bring all 

your friends to the church and everybody should be in the church! 

Similar to other participants, Lauren noticed the problematic in and out group divisions, 

which in this case, led to inappropriate communication to non-believers from Christians.  

Beyond noticing unsettling trends of “othering” certain outside groups (e.g. the 

LGBTQ+ community, atheists, and Muslims), participants were also critical of how 

Christianity was constantly thrusted into multiple spheres. James stated that growing up 

in a small conservative, religious town he came to a breaking point with his faith. James 

remarked, “I can’t do this [be a Christian], it’s not my thing, because it’s just always been 

shoved down my throat.” While this was not identified as the sole reason to leave the 

church, such overwhelming Christian presence did partially contribute to participants’ 

decision making process.  

Christians were frequently described as “liars” and “hypocrites.” Such 

declarations were supported with stories of contradictions in Christians’ actions and 

statements. James gave several concrete examples of times when he became aware of 

such hypocrisy in Christian communities.   

It was just the fact that like, the churches would get political…they 

would…openly say they would turn away gay people, they would not serve gay 

people…even when you come to…groups like Salvation Army…they turn away 
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gay couples at their shelters, they don’t allow trans people…there’s thing after 

thing after thing…48% of homeless youth identifies as LGBT and that’s not for 

any political reason, that’s for religious [reasons]…I see these people like, “We 

need to be love[ing] and kind,” but then they kick their own children out or they 

say like, “…children need to be raised by two parents,” like, and they say all this 

arguments against [LGBTQ+ families]…or when you have big profile names like 

the Duggars sit there and say like, “Oh, gay men are pedophiles, gay men are 

sexual predators,” and then when their own child is a sexual predator, hush, hush. 

So…it’s the hypocrisy. I know everyone’s hypocritical to an extent, but we have 

this straight up hypocrisy. 

James highlights a noticeable paradox in Christianity; while the system appeared to be 

focused on loving others, it was also blatantly ignoring the needs of GSM individuals. 

Such recurring instances of hypocrisy were also pointed out by Charlatte. She mentioned 

that around age 14, she was puzzled by inconsistencies she kept noticing in faith 

communities.  

Charlatte: And that’s when I seriously…started questioning the whole faith and a 

lot of questioning the motives of people that are in the church versus what the 

Bible says as well. 

Interviewer: …what kind of inconsistencies did you see with motives? 

Charlatte: …there was a lot of stuff that the church said that was very wrong or 

that you should do like and the Bible, is like, “Love your neighbor,” and the 

church is like, “Love other Christians,” and you know? It was a lot of that kind of 
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stuff or…different little rules that the church would put in you that the Bible never 

talked about…I found a lot more love in the Bible than I have at church and that 

just always struck me as odd.   

Interviewer: …did you see these more with church members or was it the maybe 

leadership team, these contradictions? 

Charlatte: I guess I saw it more with the members but I definitely saw it in 

both…and that also goes for the first church…All the churches! 

The differences between what was preached or written in the Bible and what was actually 

practiced by faith communities struck Charlatte as “odd.”  These issues also appeared to 

be a prevalent trend in all of the churches she attended, making this pattern appear to be a 

global issue. Participants also observed members of the church arguing with one another. 

Regardless of whether disagreements were pertaining to LGBTQ+ issues or other 

controversial topics such as abortion or divorce, such divisions indicated to participants 

that Christians might not be as united as they once believed. Skepticism and 

disillusionment with the church were reported as the primary negative outcomes of 

observing such conflicts. 

Witnessing hypocrisy up close seemed to strike a chord with some individuals. 

Presentations of churches being open and welcoming when members’ actions said 

differently was noted as a major source of frustration and confusion. Though churches 

appear to be making an effort to soften their approach and offer more acceptance towards 

GSM individuals, recent analyses suggest marginalization is still occurring in these 

environments (Cragun, Sumerau, & Williams, 2015). 
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Jacob described that in his church, “Everything was passive aggressive and done 

in roundabout ways so as to like, maintain the façade of being open and welcoming but 

while not really being open and welcoming.” Participants also mentioned hearing the 

commonly used phrase, “Love the sinner, hate the sin” as an example of confusing 

messages they received. Such an attitude towards sexuality can be highly damaging for 

sexual minorities, while at the same time, offer a degree of protection from direct 

statements of hatred (Hillier et al., 2008). 

Included with hypocrisy was the need to fulfill Christian standards of the ideal 

family. Jacob discussed his parents’ generational tendency of attempting to maintain the 

picture of the perfect Catholic family.  

My parents are from a different generation and…everybody’s concerned with 

maintaining face and like appearing that they’re…good church goers…behind the 

scenes…our church was like a super small community, like the Catholics- 

everybody…from our church knows each other and knows each other’s business 

and…everybody had shit that they were doing like, behind the scenes…nobody 

was like really on the surface…being perfect Catholics. So it seems hypocritical 

for me for them to…pass judgement. 

Participants were highly frustrated by their parents’ performativity of the perfect 

Christian family. They reported seeing through these inaccurate presentations and 

assumed that other church families were just as flawed as their own. As his mom desired 

to uphold the façade of a happy Christian family, Quinn was required to attend church 

every weekend. When he was still living at home with his mom, he coped with this 
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requirement by instead volunteering in the church nursery.  However, when he came 

home during the winter break as a college student, he learned this option was no longer 

available.    

My freshman year I went home for Christmas break and then my mom and I had 

almost a knock-down, drag-out fight about me going to church because I went the 

week before and they had replaced me [in the church nursery], which is 

understandable because I was gone for an entire semester… she’s [Quinn’s mom] 

like, “You need to go,” and was like “You have to go,” and I was like, (mental 

statements) “Okay, she wants me to go to show that her family’s still all together 

and like, that we still all go to church and we’re a Christian-loving family,” and 

there’s like, “I don’t want to go, I don’t need to be there,…,” it’s like, yes, you 

have those few people that ask how I’m doing but other than that it’s like, I really 

don’t connect with those people. So she’s like, “Well, you have to go,” and I was 

like, “…No, I don’t,” and so…I ended up going. That was the last time I’ve gone 

to church with her. 

As Quinn talked about this incident, he was noticeably upset about this fight. Not only 

did this argument further damage his relationship with his mom, but this conflict also 

strengthened his resolve to never set foot in a church again.   

Participants also reported watching parents face open criticism from church 

members for their sexual identity. Two of the gay men (Jacob and James) reported that 

after coming out, their parents faced backlash from the Christian community. Jacob 

described his church sponsor, saying, “He’s…anti-LGBTQ…outspoken, like constantly 
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would talk at social events where my parents were and him knowing that I was gay, 

would talk about how disgusting like gay sex is, and anyway, he was my sponsor!” 

This created an awkward situation for Jacob, his parents, and others witnessing these 

pointed critical messages. James also learned that his parents were receiving “mean” 

comments from other Christians in the community due to his sexuality. He inventoried 

his parents’ unfair treatment from other believers as one of the reasons that Christianity 

was not a good fit for him.   

 

“I Can’t Deal With All This Mumbo-Jumbo”: Resolving Incongruency through Religious 

Departure 

A shared experience noted by participants was the sense of incongruency that 

arose when they were situated in Christian environments. Participants did not feel 

included, accepted, or “right” in the church for a variety of reasons. As participants could 

not resolve the multiple, persistent, and, at times, severe issues they had with Christianity, 

they instead disconnected themselves from this ill-fitting and inconsistent belief system 

through ending religious participation and identification.  

 The concept of cognitive dissonance heavily related to participants’ experience. 

When significant conflicts arose between various identities, it created an uncomfortable 

internal tension until this conflict was resolved (Festinger, 1957; Hillier et al., 2005; Levy 

& Reeves, 2011; Schuck & Liddle, 2001; Tanis, 2003). Participants felt a variety of 

negative emotions during these conflict, which sometimes resulted in social isolation, 

stress, shame, and even psychological issues such as depression.  
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All participants made the decision – either slowly or swiftly – to leave the faith in 

order to be true to themselves and distance themselves from a faith that did not 

correspond with their beliefs, views, values, or desires. In doing this, they deviated from 

the “happiness script” (Ahmed, 2009) that comes with religious participation, which 

unconsciously connects happiness with Christianity and following the traditional life path 

associated with this religious system.     

Abruptly Leaving Christianity 

By leaving the church swiftly, participants were able to resolve the cognitive 

dissonance that arose between their multiple incompatible identities. Rather than 

retaining and integrating both their GSM and religious/spiritual identities, there was a 

decision to walk away from that which was creating an uncomfortable internal tension 

(Festinger, 1957). Oftentimes this decision was linked to a breaking point or memorable 

experience that provoked the participant to the point of leaving the faith. Of those who 

abruptly left Christianity, intense emotions such as aggravation, rage, and shock were 

reported. 

Participants reported Christians’ actions mainly drove them to promptly 

reconsider their religious affiliation. Such moments of confrontation of one’s beliefs were 

experienced as significant turning points in their religious identity development. For 

example, when David heard a guest speaker preach at church on “how gays are taking 

over the country and how they’re going to send us all to Hell,” he was unable to proceed 

with his participation in church. He discontinued his church attendance, as he did not 

desire to be part of a church that was unwelcoming towards LGBTQ+ individuals.   
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Asaad encountered a similar impactful sermon at his Baptist church. As the 

preacher was condemning non-Christians, Asaad assumed that he was going to discuss 

LGBTQ+ people next. Rather than risking being hurt through the preacher’s message, he 

decided to leave in the middle of the sermon. When Asaad was asked how he felt during 

this, he responded, “just tired mentally, like I wasn’t sad, it was kinda just like, “I am 

done with this. I can’t deal with all this mumbo-jumbo stuff.” So I just left.”  

For Ricardo, who at the time was deeply involved in his Disciples of Christ 

church, a conflict with his dad led him to face his doubts head-on.  

Interviewer: I was wondering when you stopped identifying as a Christian or 

stopped going to church? 

Ricardo: I probably stopped identifying as a Christian…between 19 and 20 [years 

old]…[my] family found out I was gay and my dad…used social media from his 

step wife…to kind of look into some friends I had here and noticed that 

apparently they all identified as gay or like, he automatically assumed that they 

were gay…he then confronted me on Easter about it and so that was kind of the 

turning point cuz he was very much uh, “We can get you help, …God doesn’t like 

this,” and… “This isn’t what you’re meant to be,” and so it was like that and that 

was kind of the tipping point…cuz I’ve always had questions about Christianity 

and always everybody has doubts in their faith…but that was kind of the turning 

point of, “Wow, …is this really what I want to believe?”  

Participants noted questioning their beliefs when they were confronted with negative 

sentiments from other believers.  Ricardo also encountered a sobering moment at church 
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upon hearing a “dehumanizing” anti-LGBTQ+ sermon. Such harsh sentiments coming 

from a member of his own faith lead him to deeply interrogate his beliefs.  

Interviewer: If at all, how did your church’s or your family’s view on LGBT 

individuals…impact your decision to leave Christianity?  

Ricardo: …my dad’s…view of Christianity, um the church he was attending at 

the time …I’ve never felt more dehumanized before than hearing…an anti-

LGBT…sermon…and then hearing my dad be like, “Yeah…he’s speaking the 

truth of the Lord…,” …hearing that people…would be willing to dehumanize an 

entire group of people…it kinda made me step back and that’s whenever I was 

like, “Well, I need to reevaluate what I do believe in and what I don’t believe in.” 

And…I can say like it was super scary.  

Just because some participants quickly made a decision to leave the church, it did 

not resolve all their issues instantaneously. Approximately nine individuals critically 

scrutinized their beliefs in a period of extended examination after they experienced 

critical events that led them to question their faith. Indeed, Ricardo described this process 

of examination as “super scary,” which displays how terrifying this process can be for 

some.  

Slowly Fading Out of Christianity 

Several participants reported simply growing apart from the faith over 

time. Partially this was due to waning church attendance that occurred in families where 

children were heavily involved with sports or parents were busy with work-related 

obligations. Neglecting church attendance to fulfill other commitments is believed to 



Texas Tech University, Alexavery Rainer Hawkins, August 2019 
 

76 
 

have communicated the message to participants that religion was a less important priority 

for their family.  

Even among consistently heavy church attenders, there were reports of waning 

enthusiasm, fading luster, and a fizzling level of importance attributed to Christianity. 

Growing apart from religion, participants noticed they no longer relied on Christianity as 

they once had for emotional, spiritual, or social needs. Among those who slowly faded 

out of Christianity, there tended to be less extreme emotions reported (such as boredom 

or disinterest) than those who left abruptly.  

Joe described his relationship with Christianity at age 12 and 13: “That was a 

point where I just stopped…I guess using it [Christianity] or considering it. I don’t know 

what changed but it just I guess faded out.” This was a common narrative for the group of 

participants who slowly fizzled out of the faith. Unlike the abrupt leavers, there was not 

always a critical event in their development that caused the rupture in their religious 

identity. Smith (2011) viewed slow progressions out of faith traditions to be part of an 

“unlearning process,” drawing on the fact religious practices are oftentimes socially 

learned and reinforced. Thus, over time one can “unlearn” these religious practices or 

behaviors through slowly reducing or no longer incorporating these in their daily life.    

Interestingly, many individuals in this group did not describe their time of 

religious examination in a negative light. For Tonks, she noted thankfulness in her ability 

to distance herself from parts of Christianity that she never favored, which ultimately 

allowed her to have a clearer perspective while making this decision. Below, she 

discussed her year-long process of questioning her religious beliefs as a fifteen-year-old.  
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I just remember kind of thinking about Christianity…I would like, watch 

YouTube videos…where they would like, criticize Christianity or…kinda talk 

down about it and I was….offended at first but I was like, “Hm!” I kinda thought 

about it after a while…videos on YouTube…made me think more critically I 

guess about my religion and…question things and so I was…thinking more about 

my religion and…it just didn’t seem right to me…cuz I was taught that like the 

only way to get to Heaven is…through Jesus Christ…I was thinking about my 

Buddhist friend, who was…the nicest guy, like he would not hurt a fly…he was 

really helpful…basically the only reason why I passed algebra…so that guy 

would have to go to Hell just because he’s a Buddhist and…I was like, “Um no, 

that’s not right,”…thinking about things like that I guess kinda led me to…fall out 

of Christianity. I didn’t really like…the things that were taught in Christianity. 

 As was the case for Tonks, several participants became increasingly aware of the 

incongruencies between Christianity and their personal beliefs in their youth. Tonks 

attributes the start of her religious questioning to YouTube videos, but others noted 

hearing similar arguments against Christianity from other sources such as peers. With 

time, participants slowly contemplated these messages and developed their stance on 

these issues, ultimately deciding that Christianity was no longer an accurate descriptor for 

them.   

  

Becoming the “Angry Atheist”: Feeling Intense Emotions after Departure  
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While undergoing a religious departure, emotions quickly fluctuated. For some 

participants, there was in fact a clear primary emotion, such as anger or fear. However, 

for most, religious departure led to a mixture of emotional responses, which at times 

contradicted one another or oscillated with time or situation. These emotions presented 

with great intensity, as participants freshly began the next stage of their journey separate 

from Christianity.  

#fallenCatholic: Feeling Rebellious 

After breaking away from traditional religious teachings, several participants felt 

rebellious and defiant. In some instances, there can be an enjoyment in bathing in that 

which society has deemed shameful (Ahmed, 2004). Jacob shared that after he and his 

friend left the Catholic church, they jokingly developed a hashtag to affirm their new life 

as atheists. Whenever they discussed engaging in activities that were not sanctioned by 

the church (such as binge drinking or sleeping with men), they texted “#fallenCatholic” 

to each other as an inside joke. Using this hashtag acted to reaffirm their decision to live 

in a manner different than what Catholicism had taught them. 

It’s important to note that these friends grew up in an environment that was 

heavily steeped in Catholicism, as they had both attended Catholic schools and churches 

for their entire life until departing. Previous research indicates those who were raised in 

highly religious backgrounds might hold greater antipathy and claim a stronger 

antireligious identity (Smith, 2011). Being that these friends had experienced a number of 

negative situations in the church, there was a level of resentment which at least initially 

presented in the form of rebellion.  
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Through being noticeably different from Christians and open about their new 

religious/spiritual identity, participants actively challenged the majority culture. In 

Elizabeth’s high school, there was a limited presence of non-Christian voices. She stood 

alone in her agnostic identity with confidence, surrounded by either very devoted 

Christians or Christians who tentatively claimed the faith.  

Interviewer: How did you feel at the time after leaving your Christian 

identity…when you first started identifying as Agnostic? 

Elizabeth: …I felt like a rebel, I remember…I felt like I was always…the one to 

have…a philosophical discussion with somebody or whatever cuz in high school I 

felt like it was very common for people to be like, …“I’m either really religious” 

or “I don’t really care, like, I guess I’m Christian but I’m not really sure.” And I 

was the one who was like, “No, I’m definitely agnostic, like I don’t believe in…a 

lot of the ideas of Christianity,”…I started to talk about how I really believed 

and…really the lack of what I believe cuz…we’re not even complex enough to 

understand. But I remember feeling very…I never felt…secluded I guess from, 

like, everybody else…I never felt like people were shunning me for having those 

ideas. I just remember feeling like…they [Elizabeth’s ideas] were different from 

my friends, they were just a little more…out there. I guess, but other than that…I 

didn’t really feel bad or anything. 

Elizabeth’s self-conceptualization of feeling different from her peers was not filtered 

through a negative or a positive light; rather, it just was. She remained proudly open 
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regarding her viewpoints despite being “out there” and not fitting in with the majority 

Christian student body.  

“Hell is something worse than your worst nightmare”: Feeling Fearful and Lonely 

As an interviewer, I found participants’ accounts of anxiety and fear to be the 

most difficult to hear. Fears of the significant consequences that would come to non-

believers prompted these individuals to worry excessively. A couple participants held 

contradicting beliefs of atheism while simultaneously fearing punishment from the 

Christian God. Participants experienced crippling terror in their transition away from 

Christianity, as they anxiously awaited the punishment of Hell for their disbelief. Such 

times were also highly isolating, as participants felt alone in the period after their 

religious departure. 

Such uncertainty of the truth resolved itself with time for most, but one participant 

noted still fearing such punishment for their lack of faith. Eric spoke vividly about feeling 

scared of religion both as a child and as an adult. Although this experience was not 

widely reported by participants, it is important to consider how individuals perceive 

religious teachings and the impact such beliefs can have on one’s mental health.  

I consider myself more scared of it…I was always taught…believe in God…but if 

you don’t, like you go to Hell and that’s like, your worst nightmare…to me Hell 

is something worse than your worst nightmare so it’s kinda scary when you don’t 

have an interest to…admit it out loud that you don’t…when you have that fear 

and subconsciously even still now and…being in the science field and being 
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comfortable with who I am and what I learn, it’s still hard sometimes to…fully 

say when I’m talking to someone, like, “Oh, I don’t know if I believe?”  

For Eric, horrendous consequences of Hell promoted long-lasting fear and distress. The 

fact that he would not identify himself verbally as a non-Christian, despite his lack of 

faith or Christian identity, spoke volumes about his current level of fear.   

David had a similar experience, as he heavily feared the consequences of disbelief 

in God.  

Interviewer: Do you remember how it felt at the time after leaving…your 

Christian identity behind? 

David: …for several years actually I was really anxious…I felt like I should be 

relieved and in some ways I was, but I also had a lot of anxiety with messages of 

Hell. I would have actual, physical night terrors about going to Hell because I was 

an atheist, like that was something that happened for many years like, until my 

brother was comforting me and said…something along the lines of Hell was 

added to the Bible…after Judaism…it wasn’t real cuz even though I was an 

atheist and didn’t really believe in it [Christianity], my brain was like, “But what 

if?”…it’s very hard to leave behind the message of if you do this and betray God 

you will go to Hell cuz it’s something you’re told basically from the moment 

you’re born and you like, go to church, get christening, whatever the fuck. You 

are given messages of Hell and that was for several years plaguing me and just, it 

wasn’t fun. It wasn’t a good time in my life and um, I eventually stopped having 

those.  
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Fearing Hell even after leaving the faith displayed the lingering effects and weight such 

teachings of damnation can have on individuals. For both David and Eric, there was a 

strong desire to avoid the harsh punishments of Hell that had been ingrained in them from 

a young age. While both held significant doubts about Christianity, at the same time they 

also worried about the possible consequences if the teachings were true.   

Beyond fearing eternal punishments after their religious departure, some also felt 

lost and alone. Losing a huge part of their identity – especially for those who were highly 

involved in the church and previously valued their Christian identity – was experienced 

as painful and isolating. Ricardo discussed his pain after his attitudes towards the faith 

was permanently tarnished.   

It was difficult cuz it [Christianity] was something that was a part of my 

life…how it was twisted and warped…by people in the Christian community as 

well as by my family…I really kinda felt betrayed in a way…but then I…kinda 

realized that I couldn’t …believe in this warped view of Christianity. And then 

that just led me- it- like at the time I was very- I felt really lost and I was just like 

really alone. Just bitter I would say. 

“I hated everything that had to do with it”: Feeling Cynical and Angry 

Angry emotions, ranging from mild resentment to intense hatred, were reported 

after participants departed from the faith. While anger can be a principal emotion when 

there is a heightened awareness of oppression, maltreatment, and inequality in a social 

system, Ancis & Ladany (2010) also noted anger can be fueled by the shame and guilt 

people may feel for not having noticed these issues earlier. While discussing her heavy 
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involvement in church, Lauren noted that looking back, she questioned her church’s 

intentions and the way they had utilized her. Since Lauren came to church seeking refuge 

from her home situation, she eagerly agreed to be as religiously involved as possible.   

Lauren: It was really meaningful and it was something that was a huge, huge part 

of my life…but I think that was very situational. Um, and that they were like, 

“This person has almost nothing! Let’s use that to our advantage!” 

Interviewer: So you felt used in a way? 

Lauren: …only afterwards. Never when I was involved in the church, I mean it 

never felt like it was too much work or that like, I was pushed to do things I didn’t 

want to or anything like that, I mean it was a very positive environment but just 

looking back I’m not a huge fan, like if I had a kid,…I don’t know if I would want 

them to be that swayed by something. Cuz it kinda- it comes off as like a very 

powerful thing that like, “You should be involved in this and if you don’t do it, 

then it’s wrong because it’s a sin.”  

Gaining distance from the church, Lauren started to examine problematic features that 

she previously was blind to as a devoted Christian, such as the strong influence Christian 

ideology can have on youth.  

 Approximately half of participants endorsed intense levels of anger and hostility 

directly after leaving the church, which can be a characteristic of new atheists (Bishop, 

2018). This rage against a religious system might best be explained by the intense 

frustration behind previous failed attempts to be Christian and exist in a Christian space 

(Ahmed, 2010). Oftentimes, Christianity is associated with “good” things such as 
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happiness, but for these participants, Christianity was a source of disappointment.  

Participants’ rage was focused on the object that disappointed participants (the church/the 

Christian system) or those that promised they would find joy in the object (generally 

other Christians, perhaps participants’ Christian parents; Ahmed, 2010). 

After detaching herself from Christianity, Charlatte endorsed having a brief 

period where she focused her anger towards all things related to Christianity. She said, 

“For a while I just kind of rejected the whole…idea and I hated every Christian and I 

hated the church and I hated everything that had to do with it.” However, Charlatte 

remained silent about her hatred, as she did not openly share these thoughts and emotions 

with others.   

Being an “angry atheist” (Jacob) was not always a quiet event though. Several 

shared their displeasure with the church rather vocally through criticizing others’ beliefs 

or arguing with their Christian friends and family members. Jacob discussed his past 

expressions of anger, noting the harmful tolls such fervent declarations had on his 

friendships.  

I remember having like, conversations with people when I was like, 20 or 21 

[years old]…I had offended some of my friends…I had a lot of anger towards the 

church for obvious reasons…I would just like, constantly challenge all of my 

religious friends and they got very irritated with me after a while and so I needed 

to learn to stop being an angry atheist because I was just projecting my own issues 

with the church onto other people…I would just challenge anything and 

everything that was…religious, but the anger was because…I felt wronged and I 
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felt like, …people were…passing judgment based on an antiquated belief system 

and that they were…reducing me to my sexuality and unwilling to see past that. 

And that was irritating to say the least. 

Jacob had the self-awareness to later recognize that his anger stemmed from feeling 

wrongfully judged and mistreated by Christians. Some participants, including Jacob, 

noted their arrogance and superiority in the time after leaving the faith. After departing 

from Christianity, they sometimes viewed Christians as “blind sheep” or unquestioning 

“followers” of the dominant religious culture. Rarely, this resulted in engaging in 

conversion attempts with friends, trying to convert Christians to atheism through 

discourses or arguments. However, all participants who engaged in such conversion 

attempts noted that this was a largely unsuccessful and unproductive venture.  

 For participants who primarily left the church and the faith due to LGBTQ+ 

related conflicts, anger played a useful role in their identity developmental process.  

These individuals experienced Christianity or the church as rejecting them for their 

sexual or gender identity. Thus, it was essential for these participants to actively reject 

Christianity back in order to fully accept their GSM identity.  

 

Forging a New Religious/Spiritual Path 

After leaving the church, participants began a new step in their religious/spiritual 

development. Given the negative feelings and experiences they had previously 

encountered with Christianity, some were more hesitant in their approach to 

religious/spiritual matters or had no interest in seeking out alternative religious/spiritual 
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options. For the vast majority of participants, however, there was a noticeable shift 

towards being more at peace with Christianity and Christians as time passed. Participants 

noted a newfound freedom in their non-Christian religious/spiritual identity, which 

allowed them to construct alternative identities and beliefs for themselves. 

“You do you, boo”: Evolving towards Peace  

Despite their initially intense emotional responses before and after leaving 

Christianity, most participants’ negative reactions dissipated. Time and distance allowed 

for participants to see Christianity in a more positive light, as the intensity of their anger 

and pain slowly dwindled. Sandra described her process of becoming more relaxed in her 

anger.   

Interviewer: And how have your views on Christians changed since you no longer 

identify as a Christian? 

Sandra: …very early on when I stopped identifying as Christian I was sort of 

angry towards the Church I’d say and since then I’ve just decided it doesn’t super 

matter…my dad especially has always been angry towards the Church, like it’s 

never…died down into not caring and so when I hear him like, maybe in my early 

adolescence I was just like, “Yeah! Your anger is justified!” and just now I’m just 

like, “Who cares? They’re doing their own thing man, just let them live.” 

Sandra’s developmental course was similar to Micah’s, who also described moving from 

a place of anger to that of acceptance.   

Interviewer: If at all, how have your views on Christians changed since you no 

longer identify as a Christian? 
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Micah: I think they’ve become more positive which sounds weird but at the time I 

was just mad and for the longest time I was still mad and it was basically like, 

“Screw you, screw everything you believe in,” and I think that’s awful 

because…at the same time, it was metaphorically kicking me in the balls…now 

that I’m out of that and in my own, more accepted place I can…basically see 

more clearly where I’m like, “Yeah, the vast majority of this [Christianity] is fine, 

the vast majority of you guys [Christians] are fine, decent people so…I have no 

negative views. I- I guess the most negative view is when someone tells me they 

identify as Christian, it’s almost shorthand for, “I probably won’t accept you,” is 

what it feels like, you know? 

With time, Micah began to humanize Christians as “decent people.” Arriving at the 

understanding that not all Christians were bad displays some participants’ ability to 

maturely assess individual Christians on their own merit rather than solely on their 

religious identity. 

Many also grew increasingly open to acknowledging the important benefits 

religion provided to believers. Despite not believing in God, John discussed 

accommodating his communication style to incorporate elements of faith with his 

Christian family members. Recognizing faith was important for these Christian 

individuals, he employed faith references in his communications during times of hardship 

or celebration.   

I think it’s [Christianity] a really good thing for people that believe. I don’t try to 

convince anybody to not have a religion. My brother is gay and he is…religious 
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and then when he had like, his confirmation…I wrote a letter for him and said 

like, “It’s really important…I’m really happy for you and I know how special that 

is to you and God like, I hope God keeps being in your life,” like I don’t…see the 

problem of saying like, “Oh, um, I hope God protects you,”…because I know 

sometimes that helps other people, so I respect that…my grandma…just to make 

her happy or just to make her feel good, I say something about God…but she 

knows that I’m not religious and…she knows that I’m not changing [back to 

Christianity], they all know. But I know that for them, that help[s]...saying like, 

“Oh, God bless you, mom,”...I don’t care about saying those things. They don’t 

mean anything to me but they mean a lot to my parents and my family…I don’t 

feel pressured but I say that so they can feel happy. 

Participants agreed that religion appeared to be a helpful tool for other 

individuals. This ability to understand Christians’ choices while also validating their own 

choices to not practice the faith showed an ability to empathize with members of the 

socially privileged group, which is thought to be a healthy sign of identity integration 

(Ancis & Ladany, 2010).  

As long as religion did not hurt or manipulate others (e.g. forced religious 

conversion; religion being used to take away others rights or influence political policies 

that would oppress others) and it made the believers of that faith happy, the majority of 

participants stated that they did not care what faith others practiced. This sentiment was 

displayed through Asaad’s statement. 
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I am a believer that people can have their beliefs in whatever religion even though 

it doesn’t make sense, but it’s the fact that whenever it comes to influencing 

people outside of themselves that very concerns me and infuriates me. 

While participants were generally open to others practicing Christianity, they were not 

willing to overlook individuals using Christianity against them or others.  James stated, 

My whole thing is if you stay in your lane, like as long as you don’t go out of 

your way to be hateful, as long as you don’t go out of your way to take away 

people’s rights, as long as you don’t go out of your way to…cause grief and 

misery to other people, that’s fine. You do you, boo.   

 As participants had experienced these negative side effects of religion especially 

after leaving the faith and being a GSM individual, they were vocal about protecting 

others from such harshness. As long as all parties were respectful of religious differences, 

participants agreed they did not care what religion others practiced.    

Escaping Constraints and Limitations – “The best thing that’s ever happened to me” 

In leaving the religious and heteronormative systems, participants deviated 

substantially from the traditional and normative “path of happiness” in our culture 

(Ahmed, 2009). David, who identified as an asexual trans man, described the limitations 

that were placed on him as a Christian: 

It meant…doing all these things that my community and my family expected of 

me and to…fulfill my duty to God and…be a straight girl who ends up getting a 

husband and having children and following the path to that, which generally 

included good grades and going to high school and then maybe going to college 



Texas Tech University, Alexavery Rainer Hawkins, August 2019 
 

90 
 

but probably not because you’re going to meet your husband in high school and 

get married and…remaining a part of the [church] group. If you did not, you were 

immediately banished from the group.     

Through rejecting the typical lifestyle scripts, participants avoided being constrained by 

the "path of happiness” and allowed themselves to engage in other ways of being 

(Ahmed, 2009). Several participants explained that after leaving Christianity, they felt 

freer to explore their personal values and beliefs without the constraints of Christianity. 

Such newfound freedom was revolutionary for some. Asaad provided a passionate 

endorsement for leaving Christianity:  

Interviewer: How did you feel after…leaving your…Christian identity? 

Asaad: I felt much more relaxed. I felt much more focused on like, school 

and…other activities in my life rather than…doing these things so I can…be 

rewarded…[by] a trip to heaven or whatever so leaving Christianity and religion 

in general is probably the best thing that’s ever happened to me.  

Instead of concentrating his time and energy on activities to obtain eternal rewards of 

Heaven, such as routine prayer or church attendance, Asaad was able to freely choose 

which areas of his life he wanted to focus on as a non-Christian. He noted feeling “much 

more relaxed” without being bound to the constraints and rules that come with following 

the Christian faith. Obtaining such freedom was reported to be life-changing.      

Other participants agreed that leaving Christianity afforded them new 

opportunities to explore their own values and belief system. Such liberty also allowed 
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them to no longer be chained down by Christianity’s rules (reported by Charlatte) and 

provided them the chance to do what they truly desired (reported by Tonks).  

Charlatte described encouraging changes in mentality she experienced after 

deciding to leave the faith. 

I felt very free…after I finally made the decision cuz it felt like there were a lot of 

rules and a lot of like, things that the church had been guilting me about that I 

didn’t have to care [about] anymore and I looking back on it, I think I became a 

nicer person almost immediately…I’m being a nice person to be a nice person, 

not because it’s going to make God happy…and it was a lot less other rules I had 

to keep track of and…I didn’t have to feel guilty for not praying or not reading 

my Bible anymore or for not going to Bible study or going to church and once 

that was all gone, I got to focus on a lot of other things and I felt like a big weight 

off my shoulders.   

Similar to Asaad’s experience, Charlatte expressed appreciating the freedom she now had 

in deciding how her time would be allocated and what activities she would pursue. The 

phrase of “a big weight off my shoulders” communicated the burdensome condition 

Christianity held for her previously. Being able to now shed this weight signified a 

substantial improvement in Charlatte’s quality of life. Participants discussed how their 

new religious/spiritual identities freed them from needing to follow specific sets of 

behaviors or rules. Especially with a high proportion of participants identifying as “none” 

or agnostic, where there are perhaps the least amount of social expectations or cultural 
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depictions for such identities, there were significant opportunities to break away from 

predetermined life scripts.  

Several engaged in a coming out process regarding their new religious/spiritual 

identities, which acted to publically assert their new identities as non-Christians to family 

members and friends. Because religious/spiritual identities are invisible and not readily 

apparent identities (Smith, 2011), coming out can help clarify one’s beliefs to others 

while also clearly breaking ties with the default Christian narrative. Moreover, this 

critical stage of coming out as a religious/spiritual minority can be empowering and aid in 

the process of building a new self-concept (Smith, 2011).  

Similar to coming out as a GSM-identified individual, participants feared what 

was going to be the outcome of telling others about their new religious/spiritual identity, 

especially perhaps because of the stigma and deviance that is associated with non-

Christian identities such as atheist (Smith, 2011). Tonks worried heavily about her 

Christian brother’s reaction before she shared her atheist identity with him.  

I remember asking my brother…, “Are you really a Christian?” He’s just like, 

“Well, sure,” like surprised, and I’m like, “I’m not – I’m an atheist.” And…he 

was cool with it and I was like, “Hm!” Really…that was one of the best decisions.  

After Tonks took a substantial risk by sharing her atheist identity, she felt a huge sense of 

relief in knowing that she still had support from her brother.  

Of course, when most participants came out to family as non-Christians, a more 

typical reactions were disappointment, confusion, or sadness. Because the vast majority 

of parents were still Christian-identified, it was challenging for them to accept their 
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child’s differing belief system. Ricardo’s dad and siblings asserted that he was being 

“deceived by the devil” after he shared he was converting to Judaism. When John came 

out as non-religious, his parents argued that it was ungrateful to God, who they believed 

had healed John as a child from a near-deadly bacterial illness. Even though participants 

expected and were later met with their family’s disapproval, it seemed personally 

important to be truthful with one’s family. Sharing one’s religious/spiritual identity 

eliminated the amount of secrets in one’s interpersonal relationships and allowed for 

participants to more openly and freely express their true selves with others (Smith, 2011).  

“Making my own rules”: Constructing Newfound Beliefs 

Some participants engaged in a stage of reflection after departing from their 

religion. Quinn decided that it would be a good idea to gain some distance after leaving 

the faith before aligning himself with another religion. Piña 

Quinn: I would be the one to have those moments like, where I come into it 

[religion]…all gung-ho about it and I’d kinda like, “Is this really what I need to be 

doing with my life?” And then jumping back into it…I was getting back into it 

[Christianity] during that break then that youth leader did that [taught an anti-

LGBTQ+ message to the youth group] and I was like, “Okay, so this is the point 

where I need to figure out what I need to be doing and I don’t think this is it.” So I 

kind of bounced back and then that thing with mom [arguing about going to 

church] pushed it back even further so I was like, “Okay. I don’t need to focus on 

this right now. If I find something that I like, I’ll look into it and maybe pursue it 
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later but as of right now I need to work on me.” Because I’m having issues with 

all these people so just need to…make sure that I’m okay. 

Quinn knew that it was vital to incorporate self-care practices into his routine before 

jumping back into any religious/spiritual practices.  

Others noted being open to multiple possibilities in terms of religiosity/spirituality 

after leaving Christianity. Many sought out educational material on other faith traditions 

and spiritual practices (such as Wiccan/paganism, Judaism, Islam, and Buddhism). Some 

distanced themselves from Christian materials, but remained open to the possibility that 

Christianity could potentially be true. For Joe, he came to accept the possible 

consequences that would come if Christianity or another religion ended up being true. 

This acceptance of other truths was seen in several agnostic-identified participants (such 

as Elizabeth and Quinn). 

When asked how stable or secure participants were in their current 

religious/spiritual identity, approximately half responded that they felt strongly rooted. 

Both atheists and agnostics, along with the one Jewish participant, stated that they did not 

foresee any possibility for change in their religious/spiritual identity. The importance 

participants placed on their new religious/spiritual identity was also assessed during the 

interviews. Five participants reported their religious/spiritual identity was a very 

important component of their lives. Despite being a religious “none,” Lin attributed a 

high level of importance to their religious/spiritual identity.  

The fact that I’m not religious is more important to me now than it ever 

was…when I was religious…I feel like this is something more that I’ve 
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chosen…like I said, I was born into the Catholic church and just kind of went 

with it,…but this is something that I have actually thought about and believe in. 

Thus, Lin credited more importance to their current, actively chosen and thought-through 

“none” identity than their previous, passive Catholic identity.  

A few participants transitioned into believing in a vague higher power. Elizabeth 

spoke about her belief humans were not complex enough to understand such spiritual 

matters. Similarly, Eric was hesitant to claim to know the “right answer.” He drew 

connections between spirituality/religion and scientific inquiries, noting that scientific 

questions are temporarily answered with theories until such theories are revised or 

disproven. Just as humans are constantly learning about new developments in science, 

there can be new discoveries about religious/spiritual matters. Interestingly, all four 

participants who believed in a vague higher power were in science-related academic 

programs (e.g. medicine, molecular pathology, and geography). This counters previous 

findings that those in science fields are more likely to be atheism-identified (Ecklund, 

2010). 

Fit was an important factor for participants to consider as they altered their 

beliefs. Several noted Christianity did not make sense to them anymore, for example, 

because the belief system clashed with their LGBTQ+ identity or their belief in evolution. 

Eric stated that he thought he was too far in the science field to become religious again, 

although he was open to that possibility. Similarly, when Micah was asked by his parents 

to meet with their pastor after he came out, the message fell flat. Upon hearing yet 

another lesson about salvation, he felt simply uninterested in the pastor’s words. Micah 
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reported, “For someone who grew up in a church, I’m like, I’ve been there and done that 

with this conversation, you know? Seven hundred times so none of this was new.”   

Later in the interview, Micah described how it felt returning to church after he 

had left the faith. Despite having elected to visit an LGBTQ+ affirming church that he 

viewed positively, he could not help but consider this return to religion as a step in the 

wrong direction.  

Micah: It was positive but- 

Interviewer: -just the lack of- 

Micah: Right.  

Interviewer: Knowing others?  

Micah: A lack of knowing others. And I guess it just felt weird to be back, almost 

like a regression, you know? But…if I’m going to be honest, I think I just did it 

to…find something safe and familiar that wasn’t negative.  

Micah displayed great insight, recognizing his behavior as an attempt to reconnect with 

the safety and familiarity that he was accustomed to in church environments. He 

successfully found a more positive, affirming church environment, but did not feel at ease 

in his return, especially not having any social connections with those in the church body.  

When certain morals, teachings, or values from Christianity were deemed 

desirable or beneficial, participants wanted to retain them in their own religious/spiritual 

practice. This inspired individuals to take a “hodge-podge” approach to religion/ 

spirituality (as quoted from Quinn), which allowed participants to incorporate a variety of 

religious and non-religious teachings and beliefs into their own personally-crafted 
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amalgamation. Quinn described his process: “I’m not following tenants or ideas or rules 

set out by someone else. I’m making my own rules and making sure that they benefit me 

while still making sure that they’re still with the moral conduct.” A number of 

participants reported “making up” (as quoted by Jacob) their own beliefs and fine-tuning 

their religious/spiritual identity to match their ideals.  

On the other hand, several participants discussed the confusing and irritating 

manner in which Christians "cherry-picked" which Biblical rules they enforced and 

followed. Despite the religious/spiritual identities individuals aligned themselves with, it 

appeared natural to self-select pieces to prioritize, retain, or ignore. Especially as most 

participants did not transition into “ready-made” religious/spiritual identities with 

clarified roles and behaviors (Smith, 2011), there was a need to self-define what their 

identity meant for them.  

 

Breaking Free: Achieving GSM Identity Acceptance 

Unanimously, participants agreed that they felt more accepted as a GSM 

identified person in their current, non-Christian religious/spiritual identity. For Ricardo, 

his journey towards self-acceptance began while attending synagogue with some of his 

Jewish friends. Ultimately, finding a religious home in Judaism allowed him to find 

comfort in, and acceptance of, his gay identity. Below, he described his first experience 

of affirmation in the local synagogue. Ricardo said, “It was super uplifting and super 

affirming…I felt so much more at peace with myself and my identity and then…in…such 

an affirming community that it was just a relief.” This positive involvement with a 
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LGBTQ+ affirming faith community helped Ricardo to fully accept and be comfortable 

in who he was as a GSM individual.  

While most may not have consciously changed religious/spiritual identities for the 

purpose of affirming their gender and/or sexual identity, this was experienced as a 

positive outcome of departing from Christianity. As mentioned previously, Christianity 

and churches were described as largely holding anti-LGBTQ+ views. Thus, gaining 

distance from a religion with an unfavorable perception of the LGBTQ+ community 

allowed participants to feel greater levels of self-acceptance as GSM individuals. 

It is notable that none of the participants transitioned to a religion that held an 

anti-LGBTQ+ stance. The majority of participants were aware of their GSM identities by 

the time they chose to leave Christianity. Thus, they were likely mindful of which 

religious/spiritual options would also be inclusive and affirming of their GSM identity, 

which may have limited their religious options. 

John, who had previously cried every Sunday in Catholic church because he felt 

hated by God for being gay, stated, “the point that I stopped being religious was good for 

me to accept who I was.” Without having the messages from the church constantly 

conflicting with his sexual identity, he was able to more confidently identify as a gay 

man. He noted “feeling better” after leaving Christianity, indicating that this was a 

change for the best. His statement of “feeling better” maps onto a popular narrative of the 

LGBTQ+ community, “it gets better.” This slogan first became popularized from the It 

Gets Better Project (https://itgetsbetter.org/), which was an Internet-based nonprofit 

organization founded by Dan Savage and Terry Miller in 2010. During this time, there 
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was a nation-wide increase in suicides among GSM youth that was covered extensively 

by the media. This organization provided positive and uplifting messages of hope to 

queer youth with the central message being life gets better with time as an LGBTQ+ 

individual. This organization’s message was referenced and reaffirmed several times by 

participants. They noted this message as a fitting – although of course limited and 

oversimplified – theme to summarize their journey after leaving the Christian 

community, as it truly did “get better” for them as GSM individuals.       

Below, Lin described how they felt more accepted in their identity as a gender 

fluid and bisexual individual. 

Interviewer: Would you say you feel more accepted…as an LGBTQ+ individual 

in your current…religious or spiritual identity?  

Lin: Yeah…as a Christian, I didn’t feel like I would be accepted if I were 

gay…and now that…I’m not really religious at all, there’s not really any conflict. 

There’s not…a group of people who have the same beliefs as me religious-wise 

that like, can conflict with me otherwise. I’m just kind of doing my own thing so 

there’s no one to...tell me I’m wrong.  

Interviewer: More freedom it sounds? 

Lin: Yeah, yeah, and especially since a lot [of] other people in the LGBT 

community have turned away from the church and stuff. They’re like, “Yeah, I 

got you!”  

Lin doubted they would be accepted in the Catholic church as a GSM individual, 

especially after they encountered several events which confirmed this belief (such as the 
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young girl in the church who stated that being gay was bad or reading the Catholic 

church’s official stance). However, as a non-Christian “none,” there were far less barriers 

to prevent GSM identity acceptance. Adherence to specific religious rules or guidelines 

no longer held any importance for Lin, as they had more freedom to do their “own thing.” 

Lastly, Lin reported feeling a greater sense of community with other GSM individuals 

due to their shared hardships in the church. This was a sentiment several participants 

discussed, as there was a shared narrative among other GSM individuals regarding being 

raised in the church and later departing from the faith. This allowed for participants to 

feel understood by others and perhaps even validated for their decision to leave the 

church.  

Interestingly, several noted uncertainty regarding the official stance on LGBTQ+ 

issues for atheists and agnostics. They jokingly noted that without a defined or organized 

religious community, it was difficult or even impossible to know agnosticism’s or 

atheism’s official stances on certain issues. However, they predicted that since atheists 

and agnostics were known to be more permissive and liberal on social issues, they would 

likely hold an affirming LGBTQ+ stance. This hypothesis is supported by the literature 

on atheists, which suggests most atheists hold liberal viewpoints on social issues such as 

LGBTQ+ rights (Beit-Hallahmi, 2007; Hout & Fischer, 2002; Putnam & Campbell, 

2010).    

 At the final stage of the model, the discourse was shifted back to emotions. 

Participants reported feeling more comfortable and accepted in their current, non-

Christian religious/spiritual identities as GSM individuals. This identity integration 
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displays a positive change of “feeling better” after resolving previous conflicts regarding 

incongruency and the lack belongingness. In departing from Christianity, participants 

broke free from a constraining and ill-fitting system, ultimately finding self-acceptance 

and peace. 
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CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of the current study was to examine processes by which GSM 

college students departed from their Christian identity and arrived at a new religious/ 

spiritual identity. A constructivist grounded theory analysis of eighteen in-depth 

interviews revealed a developmental model for religious departure (Figure 1). The model 

showcases how participants moved from “every Sunday I cried in church” to “I’m doing 

my own thing,” displaying their journey of breaking free from a constraining and ill-

fitting religious system to finding self-acceptance in their GSM identity. While the model 

was focused on the process of religious departure for GSM college students, components 

of the model may very well reflect the experiences of non-GSM individuals or non-

college students leaving the church. Moreover, components of the model may resonate 

with other major transitions and departures (e.g., leaving a political party, departing from 

sorority/fraternity) or other life experiences. Since emotions and process were the major 

focuses of the analysis, readers – even those who have not undergone a process of 

religious departure or those that might not meet the criteria for participation – may 

personally connect and be able to empathize with components of the model.   

In addition to constructing a model for religious departure for GSM college 

students (Figure 1), the current study offers two major contributions to the existing 

literature. First, it illuminated the complex and multidimensional process of religious 

departure with a specific and unique population – GSM, traditionally-aged college 

students who were active in the local LGBTQ+ community, and who were currently 

living in the Bible Belt. Participants were interviewed at a rapidly shifting time period in 
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the U.S. political climate (June 21st, 2016 - June 21st, 2017). Secondly, participants’ 

emotions at each stage of the model were detailed, offering readers a more 

comprehensive understanding of emotive experiences during religious departure than 

previous research.  

Contextualizing Experience in a Rapidly Changing Political Climate 

Contextualization is a central feature of feminist qualitative research. The larger 

cultural context (including international, national, and local events) simultaneously shape 

an individual’s development (Sigelman & Shaffer, 1998). In feminist research, 

participants’ reality is thought to be uniquely impacted by their socio-cultural histories 

and the intersectionality of their multiple identities (Collins, 2000).  

The current study was directed at understanding the experiences of GSM college 

students within a specific developmental cohort (between ages 18-25, born in 1991-

1999), rather than obtaining participants from the entire adult population (e.g. Barton, 

2012). Participants in this age range share a unique combination of historical experiences. 

These individuals were classified generationally as millennials and were within the stage 

of emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2011). Being such, they were raised in a shifting 

LGBTQ+ historical time period which included the signing of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” 

into military policy (in 1993) and the Defense of Marriage Act (in 1996) (CNN, 2018). 

Significant wins for the LGBTQ+ community followed, such as the revoking of “Don’t 

Ask, Don’t Tell” (in 2011), marriage equality (in 2015), and transgender Americans 

being allowed to openly serve in the military (in 2015) (CNN, 2018; Webster, 2016). 

Participants have thus lived through a multitude of historic LGBTQ+ gains and losses, 

which has shaped them as individuals and members of this community.  
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Interviews with the eighteen participants were conducted between June 21st, 2016 

and June 21st, 2017. Given the 2016 United States Presidential Election was on 

November 8th, 2016, the first few participants were interviewed in a very different 

political climate, in which Democrat Barack Obama was the sitting president and 

Democrat Hillary Clinton was expected to win the 2016 Presidential Election (Duarte, 

2017). However, on Election Day, Republicans Donald Trump and Mike Pence were 

elected and took office on January 20th, 2017. VP Pence’s long history of supporting anti-

LGBTQ+ policies and his previous negative statements towards the LGBTQ+ 

community clearly charted his unsupportive stance for the LGBTQ+ equal rights 

movement (Gonzales & McKay, 2017). However, President Trump was viewed as more 

of a wild card, sometimes verbally espousing LGBTQ+ rights, but displaying 

contradictory actions opposing LGBTQ+ rights and associating with socially 

conservative individuals (Duarte, 2017). Since the Trump administration has taken office 

in 2017, there has been a consistent influx of anti-LGBTQ+ policies, comments, and 

attacks towards the community (Duarte, 2017; McBride, 2017).   

Conservative anti-LGBTQ+ laws, policies, and campaigns have been shown to 

negatively impact LGBTQ+ individuals’ mental and physical health and their overall 

sense of safety (Gonzalez, Ramirez, & Galupo, 2018). GSM Americans were noticeably 

impacted by the 2016 election. Calls to crisis and suicide support lines for LGBTQ+ 

people, such as The Trevor Project and Trans Lifeline, doubled in the days after the 2016 

election (Gajanan, 2016). Gonzalez et al. (2018) found significantly more stress regarding 

sexual orientation, increased experiences of discrimination and harassment, and elevated 

depressive and anxiety symptomology after the election. Gallup polls indicated the month 
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before the election, 51% of LGBT Americans considered themselves to be thriving, but 

in the month after, this dropped to 41% (Gates, 2016). Simultaneously as a silver lining to 

these findings, a stronger connection with the LGBTQ+ community was reported by 

participants (Gonzalez et al., 2018). Thus, in challenging political times for the LGBTQ+ 

community, more GSM individuals might become motivated to get involved in politics or 

advocacy and activism work.  

The current research study moved away from only examining gay men’s and 

lesbians’ relation with Christianity, as is common in the literature (e.g. Barton, 2010; 

2012; Buchanan, Dzelme, Harris, & Hecker, 2001; Rodriguez & Ouellette, 2000; Tan, 

2005) to include other gender and/or sexual minority individuals’ experiences as well. 

This provided a more expansive account of GSM individuals’ experiences with 

Christianity and religious departure. Though the intention of this grounded theory study 

was not to collect a generalizable sample of the population (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967), I hoped to better include marginalized voices of the GSM community by 

opening the criteria to include all GSM individuals. In feminist-influenced research, it is 

critical to be aware of various experiences of those in disadvantaged groups, not just 

those who are more commonly represented (e.g., cisgender lesbians and gay men 

representing the entire GSM community).  

This unique group of participants were complexly situated in the Bible Belt while 

identifying as former Christians. While there is research exploring the intersection of 

religion and sexuality in the Bible Belt (Barton, 2010; 2012), I did not solely look at the 

experiences of those who left the faith. Overall, there is much more literature on GSM 

individuals who remain Christian, namely addressing how they reconciled their faith with 
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their minority gender and/or sexuality (e.g. Bozard & Sanders, 2011; Comstock, 1996; 

Dahl & Galliher, 2009; Hall, 2015; Piazza, 1994). However, this study allowed for a 

better understanding of GSM individuals who did leave the church, which is a sizable 

portion of the GSM population in the U.S. (Newport, 2014). 

Rather than fighting for change or attempting to dismantle the problematic 

religious institution, participants decided to leave the church. ‘Quitting’ Christianity was 

a choice that effected the individual on a personal level, but did not counter the structure 

as a whole. Deciding to take this approach can be partially due to the vast amount of 

control the church has over Americans and especially those in the Bible Belt. When an 

institutional system is as powerful and embedded in culture, it might feel like a daunting 

task to fight against the system or directly criticize it. Oftentimes people fail to recognize 

they can change or disrupt the system, as they might be overwhelmed with a sense of 

hopelessness and futility (Johnson, 2004). 

Throughout the research process, it was critical to investigate various ways 

participants both resisted and sustained heteronormativity and patriarchal structures that 

were in place in Christian systems (Goldberg, 2010; Oswald, Kuvalunka, Blume, & 

Berkowitz, 2009; Rich, 1980). Johnson (2004) notes people who participate in 

heteronormative and patriarchal systems (which includes everyone in our society) have 

the option to either change these systems or perpetuate them. At first many participants 

followed “the path of least resistance” (Johnson, 2004) by remaining closeted and silent 

about their disagreements with the church, which sustained a problematic structure that 

only continued to oppress women and GSM individuals. Silence is still involvement in 
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the system, as one is actively allowing such actions to occur without attempting to disrupt 

them (Johnson, 2004). Moreover, quietly leaving the faith community does not impact 

the church as a system or their practices or policies, thus offering limited change to the 

structure.  

However, participants leaving the church did reduce the amount of adherents 

subscribing to Christianity, which makes a political move against an oppressive system. 

The church and Christianity no longer held “power over” (Johnson, 2004) participants, 

who were freed from the control of this religious system after departing from it. 

Nevertheless, if positive change in the church and the Christian system is to occur, the 

multiple and varied reasons for leaving the church should be not only named but 

specifically addressed. This would require activism for change and reform in church 

policies and practices. An example of activism that has promoted positive social changes 

would be the extensive work LGBTQ+ affirming denominations and churches have done 

to affirm and welcome GSM individuals (see Appendix A).  

Offering Emotional Depth for Increased Understanding  

The findings also provided a richer understanding of emotions accompanying 

religious departure, rather than solely concentrating on behaviors or cognitions as 

previous research has done (e.g., in Hillier et al., 2008; Mahaffy, 1996; Rodriguez & 

Ouellette, 2000). When participants shared their narratives, there was a concentration on 

emotional states throughout their experiences, for example, regarding how they felt 

hearing anti-LGBTQ+ messages in the church or after they left their Christian identity. 

Having specific emotional descriptors painted a more detailed picture, which encourages 

empathy and greater understanding of the experiences for readers, while also adding 
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unique emotional components to the study’s model of religious departure that was not 

exposed in previous literature. 

Emotions were a central focus of the study. Looking at the larger model (Figure 

1), there was a clear movement from negative emotional states (e.g. boredom, anger, 

sadness) to more positive states (e.g. peace, freedom, acceptance) as time and identity 

development progressed. Over time, participants began to listen more to their internal 

sense that something was not “right,” and sought out solutions to break free from the 

discomfort and belonging they felt. Contradictory with the normative story line for GSM 

individuals, the model ends with “happy” affective states (e.g., breaking free from 

constraints, finding identity acceptance). Historically in literature and film, cultural 

narratives reaffirm the notion that there are “no happy endings” for queer individuals 

(Ahmed, 2009). However, participants deviated from the traditional unhappy narrative 

for GSM individuals through constructing their own life path as a non-Christian GSM 

individual and finding self-acceptance.  

It is essential to understand emotions are relational in nature; reactions generally 

stem from one’s relation to another object, person, or place (Ahmed, 2004). In this study, 

participants’ emotions were connected to their relation to the church, other Christians, 

and the Christian religion as a whole. Using Sara Ahmed’s framework surrounding queer 

lives, emotionality, and happiness, the current study asserts encounters with religious 

systems, and the emotions that were connected with these interactions, over time 

propelled participants away from Christianity. Ahmed (2004) explains how emotions are 

a matter of how two objects come into contact with one another, which might be shaped 

by previous experiences or memories. Relating to the current study, participants 
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experienced a variety of negative emotional reactions in relation to the church, 

Christianity, and other Christians, such as anger, sorrow, outrage, and boredom, which 

over time created a history of unfavorable personal encounters and negativity directed 

towards the Christian system.  

These emotions also were in direct contradiction with what the church promised 

them – happiness, love, acceptance, and peace. Within the Bible Belt especially, there is a 

shared social orientation towards the church as being seen as a “good” and happiness 

promoting system (Barton, 2012). Happiness is promised through participating in such 

“good” systems, like the church, in return for one’s loyalty (Ahmed, 2009). However, 

participants felt socially and emotionally alienated when they failed to become happy in 

proximity with such a “good” system that promised happiness (Ahmed, 2009). The first 

part of the model (Figure 1) illuminates the lack of belongingness participants felt when 

they were working within a Christian system, as multiple components of Christianity did 

not feel comfortable or appropriate for participants.    

Another explanation of these negative emotional responses is participants did not 

fit in with the religious system. Christian churches are not singular structures, but rather 

they are part of a much larger social institution. Historically, Christian environments 

privilege men and heterosexuality, and repeatedly assert patriarchal and heteronormative 

views, values, and practices (Comstock, 1996; Daly, 1985; Levy, 2009; Rodriguez, 2010; 

Wilcox, 2003). GSM participants felt uncomfortable remaining in such a patriarchal and 

anti-LGBTQ+ system, and these features were related to a number of their complaints 

(e.g. being judged by others, receiving anti-LGBTQ+ rejection, feeling alone and 

disconnected). Heteronormative and patriarchal spaces feel appropriate, comfortable, and 
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safe for those who are represented by that system, but for GSM individuals, there is 

generally a sense of discomfort (Ahmed, 2004). Moreover, being in this environment 

sometimes acted as an obstacle to self-preservation rather than contributing to one’s well-

being, as components of Christianity promoted a hierarchical structure that placed GSM 

individuals at a disadvantaged and marginalized status. Therefore, the lack of comfort 

and personal connection in the Christian system acted to dissuade participants from 

staying in such an unfitting system.  

The “toxic closet” (Barton, 2012) is a term used to denote the poisonous, 

unhealthy, and sometimes deadly nature of remaining secretive about one’s GSM identity 

(i.e. “closeted”). Often this can compromise one’s own happiness, as one goes along with 

creating a heterosexual façade in order to appease others (Ahmed, 2009). When 

participants were situated in the toxic closet, they felt the weight of compulsory 

heterosexuality, which requires heterosexuality to be constantly practiced and reaffirmed 

in everyday life (Ahmed, 2004; Rich, 1980). Because it was not safe to disagree, negative 

emotional reactions were bottled up and dissention was silenced. Usually, this prolonged 

silence results in a dominant emotion of shame connected to their hidden GSM identity 

(Barton, 2012). While located in the toxic closet, participants could not have safely 

shared their discomfort in the church, or else suspicion may have arose in other 

Christians. Instead one must “pass as happy” to fit in with the majority (Ahmed, 2010). 

Emotional disconnection and social marginalization are the primary results of such 

unbalanced interactions between the dominant group and other non-dominant, silenced 

groups (Jordan, 2001).   
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Though participants might have felt or been silenced in the past, this study offered 

participants an opportunity to speak out about their experiences and retroactively account 

for emotions they might not have felt safe to voice in the past. As a form of active 

resistance, oppressed minority groups may engage in “talking back” (bell hooks, 1989). 

Ultimately this feminist act can be healing and empowering for those from marginalized 

populations, which ultimately promotes liberation from oppressive and silencing social 

forces. Participants troubled the church and spoke out about their unhappiness in this 

system, ultimately refusing to make others happy through rejecting to follow the “good” 

path of Christian living (Ahmed, 2010). 

After completing the interview, several participants shared this was the first time 

they were asked about these topics or had the opportunity to fully discuss their 

experience. Others noted the interview helped increase their own awareness of their 

developmental history and better understand their experiences. Similar to clients 

engaging in psychotherapy, simply telling one’s story can be a healing and insight-

provoking process (Jordan, 2001). Moreover, being fully heard and respected in the 

interview may promote empowerment in participants, ultimately leading them to feel 

comfortable to share their story with others (Brown, 1994).  

In the interview, participants named their feelings of dissatisfaction in the church 

and Christian system. Voicing one’s disagreement with a larger system relates to the 

‘feminist kill joy’ (Ahmed, 2008). This figure is said to ‘kill joy’ in others through 

actively pointing out everyday instances of sexism, rather than complacently maintaining 

the status quo through not examining problematic structures and actions in society 

(Ahmed, 2008). Participants too may have acted as ‘kill joys’ in a highly Christian 
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environment after departure, actively expressing their dissatisfaction with the system and 

challenging the Christian majority. Exposing problematic social structures and killing joy 

when needed can challenge others in the Christian system and offer ideas for systematic 

changes or alternative ways of being (Ahmed, 2008). 

 Suggestions 

Clinicians  

Presently, limited recommendations exist for counseling non-Christian and/or 

atheist individuals (Bishop, 2018; D’Andrea & Sprenger, 2007), especially those who are 

also GSM-identified. In order to counsel in a more multiculturally-competent manner, 

clinicians can benefit from learning more about developmental patterns in various client 

populations. The findings inform clinicians about not only behavioral and cognitive 

processes, but also emotional responses, GSM individuals may experience in their 

journey towards self-acceptance and identity development while also providing a model 

for religious departure among GSM college students. Several participants spoke directly 

of their experiences in counseling, which offers useful perspectives that might be 

beneficial for others in their work with GSM or former Christian clients. Throughout the 

interviews, participants provided helpful suggestions that may inform clinical work with 

former Christian and/or GSM individuals.  

However, it should be noted that these suggestions are based on participants’ self-

reports and my own clinical experience, and thus were not tested in clinical treatment 

trials. Rather, the following suggestions may be seen as potential recommendations for 

clinical work with GSM and/or former Christian clients, but more extensive research and 
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empirically based testing would be needed in order to  verify these or other elements as 

best practices for working with these minority populations.  I selected and focused on the 

most common participant suggestions and only conducted a preliminary analysis of the 

data, and thus this section is not an exhaustive collection of the participants’ suggestions. 

I plan to continue to analyze the data further in the future.   

Consider the impacts of one’s perceived or real religious/spiritual identity. 

Clinicians who are more open about their religious affiliation might not be aware that this 

could act as a deterrent to some potential clients. GSM individuals might make 

assumptions about clinicians’ views on LGBTQ+ issues based on their perceived or real 

religious affiliation. Many participants noted engaging in self-protection by distancing 

themselves from Christians to avoid disapproval, safety issues, or condemnation. A 

similar pattern might arise in clinical treatment settings, where by GSM client might 

avoid clinicians who are or are believed to be Christian.  

When individuals leave the church, anger and resentment at the institution can 

linger until the intensity of these feelings dissipate or perceptions on the church and other 

Christians are altered (Bishop, 2018). Such negative feelings can bleed into interpersonal 

interactions and former Christian clients might project their feelings onto Christian 

therapists (again whether that identity is assumed or known). Beyond being mindful of 

this possibility, clinicians can challenge these overgeneralized misperceptions by 

counteracting specific misperceptions in therapy. Being a clear ally for the GSM 

community or even displaying subtle markers or symbols of LGBTQ+ acceptance (e.g., 

rainbowed items or positive LGBTQ+ literature/pamphlets) can be helpful not only in 
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countering this assumption in the short-term, but also providing the client with evidence 

to challenge this misperception in the future. 

Clinicians may also consider how they are advertising their services, and who 

they may potentially be deterring from their offices if they choose to identify as 

religiously- or spiritually-based clinicians. It is also suggested to be considerate about the 

stage that is set in therapy (Bishop, 2018); for example, one participant noted being 

deterred to interact with someone purely because they wore a cross necklace. Clinicians 

may be mindful of the potential impact of any signs of their religious/spiritual affiliation 

on the client (such as books/Bibles on bookshelves, religious wall hangings or pamphlets, 

clothing/jewelry with a fish or cross, or using religious metaphors or Biblical references 

in conversation).   

Be aware of personal biases. James, along with other participants, noted a 

perception that more stigma was attached to the atheist label than GSM labels. Part of this 

might be normative in the Bible Belt, as participants from Barton’s (2012) study also 

discussed a similar increased stigma about non-Christians compared to gay or lesbian 

individuals. Participants noted others perceived atheists to be less salvageable than gay 

individuals, who perhaps could later “pray the gay away” (Barton, 2012) and find 

forgiveness through God if desired.  

Most clinicians would likely not intentionally or purposefully discriminate against 

non-Christians. However, even without awareness one can hold implicit biases towards 

those who identify as non-Christians, as being Christian is culturally normative in the 

U.S. and especially in the South (Barton, 2012; Cooperman & Lipka, 2014; Pew, 2014). 
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Frequent religious attendance is associated with greater anti-atheist bias (Hoffarth, 

Hodson, & Moinar, 2017), which is linked to distrust of atheists and feeling threatened by 

their lack of belief and religious adherence (Gervais, Shariff, & Norenzayan, 2011).  

Moreover there are harmful stereotypes that are oftentimes reinforced in the 

media and the greater society that represent atheists and non-Christians as evil, 

undeserving, immoral, and selfish (D'Andrea & Sprenger, 2007; Gervais et al., 2011; 

Goodman & Mueller, 2009; Smith, 2013). This bias can influence many important areas 

of life, for example, when tasked with prioritizing individuals on waiting lists to receive a 

kidney transplant, participants gave less priority to atheist or agnostic patients (Furnham, 

Meader, & McClelland, 1998). Overall, clinicians should be aware of the cultural 

oppression of atheists and non-Christians, and be mindful how this could impact their 

clients (Bishop, 2018). Together clinicians and clients may work towards developing a 

self-advocacy plan (Bishop, 2018), especially if clients are living in a highly religious 

community such as the Bible Belt.   

As GSM former Christians are double minorities (and may hold additional 

minority statuses), it is vital for clinicians to be cognizant of their implicit biases towards 

those of various minority statuses. As was true for participants, exposure to others with 

GSM or non-Christian religious/spiritual identities may help clinicians gain greater 

awareness of the challenges these populations face while fostering empathy. Moreover, 

receiving continuing education about non-Christian and GSM identities can help 

challenge one’s stereotypes or misconceptions about these populations (Bishop, 2018). 
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Explore religious/spiritual options with clients. When significant conflict arose 

within their faith, participants looked into other alternative religious or spiritual options. 

Ricardo especially was overjoyed to learn Judaism was a more LGBTQ+ affirming 

religious possibility he could pursue. Others found fit and comfort in aligning with 

atheism and agnosticism, or even through not aligning with any religious/spiritual label. 

While leaving the church might be an unnecessary or drastic step to take for some, for 

others, this was the safest option. Self-protection was vital in this decision process, as 

many participants were suffering in the toxic closet (Barton, 2012) or were receiving 

negativity for being out in their church. Therefore, it was safer for them to leave 

Christianity to explore other alternatives. 

The exploration process rarely occurred alone. Many chose to explore 

religion/spirituality through intimate conversations with others or through seeking out 

educational material on religion/spirituality. Clinicians can play an important role in 

aiding in the process of exploration in therapy (D’Andrea & Sprenger, 2007). Limiting 

and avoiding bias when possible, clinicians can assist clients through asking exploration-

focused questions regarding clients’ alternative religious/spiritual options or ways they 

could potentially address conflicts within their current religion/spirituality. 

Also explore potential existential issues with clients. After departing from their 

faith, one may question or reinvestigate not only their religious/spiritual identity, but also 

related existential issues like death and the meaning or purpose of life. For example, 

thoughts of death and the lack of afterlife may be highly distressing for those who once 

believed in the concept of Heaven (D’Andrea & Sprenger, 2007).  
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Oftentimes religions or spiritualties can provide greater structure or assistance in 

answering these large-scale questions (D’Andrea & Sprenger, 2007). Christian texts, such 

as the Bible and the numerous writings inspired by Christianity, assert many answers for 

such existential questions, as do writings of other major religions. In therapy, clinicians 

may address how clients are now answering these important life questions after a change 

in religious/spiritual identities. Participants indorsed using a number of approaches to 

answer such existential questions; for example, avoiding such thoughts out of fear, 

creating their own answers based on scientific evidence or their best educated guess, and 

pulling from a mixture of religions/spiritualties to form answers (i.e. the “hodge-podge” 

approach).  

Church Leaders and Members 

 The church and Christian communities can play an immense role in people’s 

lives. Moreover, for non-GSM individuals, church involvement holds many physical and 

psychosocial benefits (Hackney & Sanders, 2003; McCullough & Laurenceau, 2005; 

Miller & Thoresen, 2003; Rosario et al., 2006b). However, participants in the current 

study had very different experiences in the church, instead noting powerful emotional 

responses such as discomfort, pain, dread, and isolation. In efforts to reduce tainting 

others’ experience with the church and Christianity in the future, participants offered 

concrete advice to churches that may help foster a more accepting and safe religious 

environment for GSM individuals. Again, it should be noted these suggestions were 

based a preliminary analysis of participants’ self-report of their desires and needs and my 

own experiences in the church. I focused on several of the most commonly made 
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participant suggestions in this section, but I intend to continue to analyze this material 

further in the future.  

Offer respectful discussions of LGBTQ+ issues. Participants craved more 

discussion in the church regarding gender and sexuality, as silence or instant rejection of 

the topic was common. Participants frequently heard LGBTQ+ issues being discussed as 

a joke among other Christians, which acted to silence further conversation on this issue. 

This also silenced participants; upon hearing these messages, it validated their belief that 

they needed to remain closeted in the church, as it obviously was not safe to be out in an 

environment that actively made fun of GSM identities and issues.   

“Practice what you preach.” Participants witnessed LGBTQ+ individuals being 

treated with disrespect and aggression despite certain churches being advertised as a 

welcoming environment. Many churches appeared to be inaccurately performing their 

open-door policy, which further confused and frustrated participants who thought they 

would be accepted in a supposedly “welcoming” space. A similar confusion was felt 

when messages of God’s unconditional love clashed with the church’s condemnation of 

LGBTQ+ individuals, non-Christians, or other unfavorable or condemned groups. These 

actions connect to central problems participants expressed with Christians, such as 

hypocrisy and judgment.  

Churches may check their current marketing and branding for accuracy and 

truthfulness. For example, a local mega church with the logo, “No perfect people 

allowed,” also held anti-LGBTQ+ views and has spoken against same-sex sexual 

behavior and relationships. When churches were inaccurately representing their policies, 
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this was seen as highly confusing and disillusioning for participants. Thus, increased 

clarity in church policies was seen as something that would be helpful for future church 

attendees. 

Create space for LGBTQ+ affirming role models or allies. Participants were 

hyperaware of the conditional nature of the love they received in their youth. It was a 

harsh reality to know others would treat them different based on their GSM identity. 

Being in the toxic closet (Barton, 2012) was highly stressful, as there were continuous 

worries about being outed and losing one’s social support network, including those in the 

church.  

As young closeted GSM individuals, participants oftentimes had no potential 

allies to turn to for genuine acceptance in the church and no visible GSM mentors to 

model themselves after. None of the participants knew of visible or out GSM individuals 

in their former churches, making their religious context feel all the more isolating and 

lonely. Participants wished they had known that they were not alone in the church, and 

that they were not the only ones who were questioning their gender or sexuality. Even if 

churches did not contain out LGBTQ+ congregants or church leaders, participants 

yearned for LGBTQ+ allies in the church and the opportunity to openly discuss sexuality 

and gender in a safe environment. 

Outwardly support the LGBTQ+ community. A few participants (Sandra, 

Micah, Jonathan, Lauren, and Alister) attended services or events at LGBTQ+ affirming 

churches. These churches openly supported and celebrated of LGBTQ+ people, history, 

and issues. Participants were pleased to know some churches were openly supporting and 
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accepting of LGBTQ+ people, though they themselves were not currently interested in 

pursuing Christianity any longer. Generally by the time participants got exposed to the 

idea of LGBTQ+ affirming churches or attended one themselves, they had already cut 

ties with Christianity or were no longer interested in the faith due to their previous and 

oftentimes, painful, experiences.  

Overall, LGBTQ+ affirming churches were noted as excelling at providing 

corrective religious experiences for the next generation of GSM individuals. Any 

messages of affirmation in the church was highly appreciated by participants and viewed 

as better than simply remaining silent on LGBTQ+ issues. As noted previously, most of 

them had never witnessed support of the LGBTQ+ community occurring in their former 

churches. Though participants did not desire to remain in the Christian faith at an 

LGBTQ+ affirming church, they appreciated that this was a potential option for them. 

They were thankful such churches existed and offered an opportunity for GSM Christians 

to be truly welcomed and embraced in a religious environment.   

Limitations and Future Directions 

  Shared narratives have a revisionist nature, as participants are expected to create 

and communicate varying narratives of their story each time it is told (Sandelowski, 

1993). Moreover, a limitation that comes with the collection of retrospective data is there 

may be alterations in participants’ memory of events occurring in the past.  For example, 

participants may condense or summarize events over time, potentially resulting in the 

unintentional loss of certain details or factual elements. One way researchers attempt to 

address this matter is by interviewing participants more than one time to capture 

participants’ multidimensional narratives. Longitudinal qualitative studies also have the 
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benefit of allowing participants time to reflect on their experiences and share their 

reactions to previous interviews or changes in their perception over time. Given the 

rapidly shifting political context, it would be interesting to observe participants’ 

development over time regarding their religious/spiritual identity and GSM identity. 

Conducting multiple interviews would have also helped strengthen rapport and build a 

stronger level of trust with participants.  

 The brief length of the one-time interviews was decided on to reduce participant 

burden (interviews were specified to be approximately an hour, however the vast 

majority of participants willingly chose to stay for a longer period of time to further 

elaborate on their answers). Longer interviews and/or more interview sessions might have 

created a greater wealth of understanding regarding the studied process.  

Similarly, the combination of other qualitative methodologies and the 

incorporation of additional data sources (e.g., quantitative or observational approaches) 

could create a richer, multidimensional picture. Using structured interviews or clinical 

assessments to assess emotions may have added more detail regarding participants’ 

current emotionality. Moreover, the use of assessments (e.g., regarding 

religiosity/spirituality such as the Spiritual Well-Being Scale, Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982) 

could have provided data that could be compared among other datasets or between 

participants. Moreover, the study could have assessed for psychological or emotional 

disorders using structured interviews (e.g., SCID-5-RV, First, Williams, Karg, & Spitzer, 

2015) or other traditional approaches (Watson & O’Hara, 2017). Future research studying 
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GSM former Christian college students may combine various research methodologies to 

better understand this unique population.   

Participants’ responses to interview questions are shaped and constrained based 

on a variety of internal and external factors (Sandelowski, 1993). One external factor that 

might have impacted the study may be tied to participants’ assumptions of my current or 

previous religious affiliation or identity. If participants assumed there were religious 

differences between us, they might have been concerned about potentially receiving 

negative judgment, especially if they had experienced such reactions from other 

Christians in the past. This might have had an influence on what and how they shared 

information throughout the interviews. Only one participant (Jacob) discussed this 

concern after the interview was completed. When Jacob learned of my current religious 

affiliation (Christian) a week after our interview, he apologized and stated he did not 

realize I had identified as Christian. This concern was addressed with empathy when it 

arose, and I assured the participant individual differences between our religious identities 

did not lead to hurt feelings and reiterated my motivations and purpose for the study. 

Such situations were largely avoided, as interviews were focused on understanding 

participants’ religious process, not mine. Moreover, my religious identity was not 

reviewed with the participants before or during the interview. Based on participants’ 

seemingly honest and uncensored responses during the interviews and high level of trust, 

the majority of participants appeared to either assume I held the same identity as a former 

Christian or were not concerned about my identities.  
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An important direction for future research would be to follow-up with participants 

throughout the life course on the topic of their GSM and religious/spiritual development 

using long-term methodologies. As a researcher who is familiar with this community, I 

am aware identities – whether it be gender, sexual, religious, or other identities – are 

ever-evolving, especially given participants’ developmental stage and the constant 

creation of new terminology in the LGBTQ+ community. Perhaps participants find a 

more fitting label for their gender or sexual identity later on or start to explore a new 

practice of religion/spirituality. Thus, many identities might not remain stable throughout 

the life course and may indeed be fluid (Garnets & Kimmel, 2003). It would be 

interesting to continue mapping participants’ identities, especially focusing on the trends 

in the developmental cycle of their identities. In the present study, several participants 

indicated that they had made the decision to leave the church before the age of 13.   

Given this, another recommended direction for future research is to explore process of 

religious departure at various developmental stages (e.g., childhood, adolescence, older 

adulthood).  

Although a fair amount of research has been conducted regarding GSM and 

religious minority identities separately (e.g., Cass, 1979; Smith, 2011), few research 

studies have looked at the impact of having both these minority statuses. The 

participants’ stories illuminated the extreme challenge of possessing both these identities 

simultaneously, stating that their religious minority identity was highly off-putting to 

others. Participants noted that especially in the South, there was even more societal 

pressure to be Christian, even compared to the pressure to be heterosexual or cisgender, 
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which is supported in the literature (Barton, 2012). Future research might continue to 

focus on the intersectionality of these two stigmatized identities, while also being aware 

of the impacts of other minority or stigmatized identities that are possessed by individuals 

(such as race/ethnicity, education level, or class/socio-economic status). Within this 

study, I primarily focused on the impacts of heterosexism, cissexism, and religious bias 

and did not focus heavily on other dimensions of oppression (e.g., racism, sexism, and 

classism). In responses, a final recommended direction for future research is to continue 

exploring the intersections of other and multiple minority statuses and processes of 

religious departure.   
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APPENDIX A 

Expanded Literature Review 

History of Non-LGBTQ+ Affirming and LGBTQ+ Affirming Practices in America 

The root of condemnation and prohibition of same-sex relationships in America 

has been traced back to the teachings of organized religion (Blumenfeld & Raymond, 

1993; Boswell, 1980; Swidler, 1993). There has been a long-standing history of 

policymakers and other public officials using Biblical references to support anti-gay laws 

(Barnett, 1973; Harris, 1969). For example, the colonies of Massachusetts, Connecticut, 

New Jersey, Pennsylvania, New York, and New Hampshire used the scripture of 

Leviticus 20:13 (found in Appendix B) to enforce the capital punishment for “practicing 

homosexuals” (Katz, 1976; Oaks, 1986). While the Revolutionary War brought the repeal 

of such harsh punishment for gay and lesbian individuals, there was still a continuation of 

discriminatory policies founded in Christian beliefs (Barnett, 1973; D’Emilio, 1983). 

Late nineteenth century Christians held strong negative reactions to the Native 

American tradition of the berdache once it was discovered. In some Native American 

cultures, these genetically male individuals were respected holders of sacred religious, 

artistic, and economic roles (Comstock, 1996). However, Christians found berdaches’ 

androgynous or effeminate presentation through dress and social behaviors to be highly 

problematic. Federal government agencies began to imprison these sacred individuals, 

oftentimes cutting their long hair and demanding them to wear men’s attire and engage in 

harsh manual labor to become more masculine (Comstock, 1996). As Christian 
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missionaries continued to convert Native Americans, this long-standing tradition became 

increasingly condemned and ridiculed even amongst Native Americans.  

Christian churches are oftentimes described as holding a static worldview that is 

resistant of social change (Daly, 1985). Historically, most Christian churches have not 

been welcoming or accepting of GSM individuals. Many of those in the LGBTQ+ 

community have communicated a strong incompatibility between their sexual and gender 

identities and their religion (Wilcox, 2003). This led many members of the GSM 

Christian community to question traditional views of sexuality and gender expression. 

Due to the need for secrecy at the time, there is limited historical data on when and how 

GSM Christian individuals first began meeting for private worship services. The first 

recorded evidence of such a meeting was on Christmas Eve of 1946, when eighty-five 

GSM individuals met in an Atlanta gay bar for Catholic mass (Melton, 1991). However, 

it is suspected that GSM Christian individuals had started congregating much earlier than 

this, perhaps in private home-based groups. 

Several monumental and groundbreaking events made LGBTQ+ affirmation 

possible in Christian communities. Derrick Sherwin Bailey’s Homosexuality and the 

Western Christian Tradition in 1955 was the first scholarly publication to counter 

traditional understandings of the Biblical passages that were thought to be anti-gay. 

Bailey (1955) also challenged the historical persecution of gay and lesbian individuals by 

European churches, which led to debate within many Christian bodies. Five years later, 

United Church of Christ’s Reverend Robert W. Wood (1960) wrote the first LGBTQ+ 

affirming book discussing same-sex attraction by someone who self-identified as a gay 
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clergy member. He later became the first openly gay candidate for ministry to be 

ordained in 1972. Another helpful contributor to the affirmation movement was the 

publication of anthropological studies that asserted GSM individuals’ sacred role in other 

cultural traditions, such as the Native American tradition of the berdache (Angelino & 

Shedd, 1955; Ford & Beach, 1951; Jacobs, 1968; Lurie, 1953; Mead, 1949).  

One of the first LGBTQ+ affirming denominations formed in the United States 

was the United Federation of Metropolitan Community Churches (UFMCC). In 1968, the 

first UFMCC was created to help GSM individuals form a healthier joining of their 

personal identities (Wilcox, 2003). Established by Troy Perry, an expelled Pentecostal 

gay minister, this congregation openly welcomed and included GSM individuals 

(D’Emilio, 1983). 

The start of the Gay Liberation Movement after the 1969 Stonewall Riot led to 

increased visibility of gays and lesbians, as many were advised by movement leaders to 

openly disclose their sexual orientation. Many gay and lesbian members demanded their 

religious institutions treat sexual minorities with respect (Comstock, 1991). Throughout 

the seventies more than a dozen public statements were released from Christian 

denominations, with most supporting civil rights for lesbians and gays, but holding to the 

traditional belief that homosexuality was immoral (Batchelor, 1980; Genovesi, 1995; 

Wolf, 1989). 

The Gay Liberation Movement led to the groundbreaking creation of formal 

statements from several congregations stating that they opposed sexual orientation 

discrimination, including the Unitarian Universalist Association and the Lutheran Church 
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of America (Batchelor, 1980). This promoted an LGBTQ+ affirming church culture in 

which other denominations could later join. For example, the Progressive National 

Baptist Convention created a groundbreaking policy statement in 1994 affirming that 

“God’s love includes everybody, welcomes anybody, [and] denies no one,” therefore, 

there is a “God-given and moral right to be protected against discrimination due to sexual 

orientation” (American Baptists Concerned, 1995; Butts, 1994). 

However, increased visibility was not always recommended by those in extremely 

conservative religious communities. For example, leaders of the National Gay 

Pentecostal Alliance warned those who attended Pentecostal and Apostolic churches to 

“be careful” (Carey, 1993). They advised those who were the only known gay or lesbian 

individual within their congregation to “get out,” saying that homophobic members “will 

not hesitate to use physical means to harm you” as there was evidence that gays and 

lesbians in the church were being targeted (Carey, 1993).  

The United States has witnessed a large growth of LGBTQ+ affirming churches 

and congregations since the nineteen seventies. As of 2012, there were 242 UFMCC 

churches worldwide (Metropolitan Community Churches). After being exposed to such 

affirming communities, many GSM individuals felt uncomfortable participating in non-

LGBTQ+ affirming religious communities (Wilcox, 2003). Indeed, most members of 

affirming denominations are those who have switched from other Christian 

denominations instead of newly converted Christians (Wilcox, 2003). These churches 

have heavily challenged the traditional religious messages on human sexuality and other 
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social justice issues, have laid the groundwork for other LGBTQ+ affirming religious 

bodies (Kane, 2013).  

With the increasing visibility and cultural acceptance of LGBTQ+ individuals, 

LGBTQ+ affirming congregations have continued to spread throughout the U.S. 

Currently there are several other Christian denominations in the nation – such as the 

Episcopal Church, Unitarian-Universalists, United Church of Christ, and The Society of 

Friends – that promote LGBTQ+ Christian identity integration. Liberal Protestant 

churches have traditionally been more inclusive and progressive regarding same-sex 

attraction and equal rights for the LGBTQ+ population (Olson, Cadge, & Harrison, 

2006). Since the late nineteen sixties, several denominational subgroups have also been 

formed for LGBTQ+ members who desire to stay in their original religious institution, 

such as Dignity (a Catholic subgroup) and Affirmation (a Mormon subgroup) (Buzzell, 

2001).  

There are also many affirming individual congregations housed under non-

affirming denominations (Comstock, 1996). Oftentimes taking an LGBTQ+ affirming 

stance amongst a divided congregation will lead to several losses in the congregation’s 

membership at first; however, these losses are generally filled quickly by new members 

who appreciate such inclusivity (Nelson, 1992; Penn, 1989). Research indicates 

congregations who respond to social justice needs, such as those that have become 

LGBTQ+ affirming, are more likely to experience positive and prolonged growth in the 

future generations (Perrin, 1989; Roozen & Hadaway, 1993).  

 



Texas Tech University, Alexavery Rainer Hawkins, August 2019 
 

155 
 

The Shift of Cultural Perceptions 

Christian communities have traditionally upheld certain religious values and 

standards regarding human sexuality that are oftentimes linked with Biblical texts (see 

Appendix B). In the nineteen sixties, homosexuality was viewed by the vast majority of 

Christian denominations as immoral and incompatible with Christian teachings. As the 

Gay Liberation Movement of the nineteen seventies drew increasing attention in the 

media, many religious congregations, organizations, and denominations across the nation 

issued official statements rejecting this movement (Melton, 1991). Among traditional 

denominations, there has been limited change in their stances on GSM identities within 

the last forty years (Wilcox, 2003). Just as statements were issued during the Gay 

Liberation Movement, many denominations and local congregations recently released 

their either LGBTQ+ affirming or non-LGBTQ+ affirming stance towards the Supreme 

Court Ruling that legalized same-sex marriage throughout the United States on June 26th, 

2015. Given the recent increased attention on transgender issues, several evangelical 

denominations have released statements explicitly discussing their views (Southern 

Baptist Convention, 2014; Cornwall, 2009). 

Americans have drastically altered their views on the choice versus innate 

argument on sexuality, as only 13% in 1977 believed sexual identity is fixed at birth 

compared to the over 40% at 2001 and 42% at 2014 (McCarthy, 2014; Wilcox & 

Norrander, 2002). However, there is a stronger belief among Evangelicals that sexual 

identity is a choice rather than an inherent attribute (Whitehead, 2010). Among people 

who consider themselves to be more religious, there is also a greater level of opposition 
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to civil rights for transgender individuals (Tee & Hegarty, 2006). This is important to be 

aware of, especially since research shows that those who see GSM identities as inherent 

are much more approving of equal rights compared to those who view sexuality as a 

chosen identity (Haider-Markel & Joslyn, 2005; Sakalli, 2002; Tygart, 2000; Wood & 

Bartkowskil, 2004). 

Although the general American population has become more favorable of 

granting the LGBTQ+ population equal rights, the Evangelical Christian community has 

displayed a vested interest in opposing the LGBTQ+ human rights movement. For 

example, a robust 94% of Evangelicals were not in favor of the Supreme Court’s decision 

to legalize same-sex marriage compared to the general population (43%) (Barna, 2015). 

Such views can act as evidence of these institutions’ insufficient display of sympathy or 

understanding in relation to the potential issues that oppressed minorities may face in the 

church and the larger community (Daly, 1985). An expected contributor to such strong 

opposition is Evangelicals’ literal interpretation of Biblical passages they believe to be 

discussing homosexuality (Burdette, Ellison, & Hill, 2005). Evangelicals typically view 

passages as straightforward and inarguable condemnations of this “sin” (Dudley, 2011; 

Levy, 2009; Wellman, 2008). From their perspective, GSM individuals represent a 

liberal, secular, and sexually permissive “lifestyle” that threatens the Biblical family 

model (Smith, 1998).  

Over the last thirty years, Christian organizations such as the Family Research 

Council and Focus on the Family have been at the oppositional forefront of the same-sex 

marriage and LGBTQ+ equality debates. Their efforts to protect traditional marriage laws 
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were also supported by Exodus International, a parachurch ministry created in 1975 that 

claimed to be able to heal gay and lesbian individuals of their same-sex attractions 

through reparative therapy (Bean & Martinez, 2014). From 2004 to their closing in 2013, 

challenges to Exodus International’s harmful practices caused the ministry group to 

instead utilize less political, non-reparative therapy interventions to encourage 

heterosexual behavior for those that struggled with same-sex attraction (Lovett, 2013). 

Some of the positive progression in Christian views towards LGBTQ+ individuals is 

oddly attributed to the awareness that was brought upon by reparative therapy ministries. 

Hearing LGBTQ+ testimonies exposed the intense struggles that fellow Christians 

experienced in their attempts to change their sexual identity (Erzen, 2006).    

As more psychological and medical research supports the notion that sexual 

attraction is an innate feature, churches have been increasingly challenged regarding their 

traditional views on same-sex attraction (Blumenfeld & Raymond, 1993; Hamer & 

Copeland, 1994; LeVay, 1993). Many religious institutions have responded to these 

scientific findings by saying instead “homosexuality itself” is not sin, as it is instead the 

practice of engaging in “homosexual behavior” that is sinful (Buchanan et al., 2001; Jung 

& Smith, 1993). Therefore, it is the fact that one knowingly chooses to act on their sexual 

desires, not the sexual desires themselves that are condemned. Such an understanding of 

sexuality is also expressed in the commonly used religious phrase, “love the sinner, hate 

the sin.” 

Evangelical Protestants hold the most conservative views on LGBTQ+ issues, as 

they historically have strongly opposed equal rights for the LGBTQ+ population (Reimer 
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& Park, 2001). Remembering that the Southern Baptist Convention (the largest Protestant 

denomination in the US) took 150 years to apologize for their pro-slavery position and 

more than thirty years to repent of their opposition to the Civil Rights Movement, gay 

and lesbian Christians may need to be patient in their wait for full acceptance in 

traditional religious communities (Niebuhr, 1995). While the Catholic hierarchy has 

historically denounced marriage equality and homosexuality, American Catholics seem to 

be divided in their views of this policy (D’Antonio, 2007). However, this division should 

not necessarily be interpreted as outright support, as Catholics and Protestants are still 

relatively conservative in their opposition to LGBTQ+ equality compared to non-

religious Americans (Olson et al., 2006).  

American Evangelicals have advanced from some of their popular nineteen 

eighties views – for instance, AIDS being a punishment for GSM individuals’ sinful 

sexual behaviors and Evangelicals’ push to criminalize “homosexual practices” 

(Kowalewski, 1990). In 2014, approximately 35% of Evangelical Christians held 

progressive views on same-sex relationships, though this group of more supportive 

Evangelicals were typically less observant of religious practices (Bean & Martinez, 

2014). Even among Evangelicals who were morally opposed to same-sex relationships, 

there were still 24% in support of same-sex civil unions before same-sex marriage was 

legalized (Bean & Martinez, 2014). It is predicted that GSM identities will be less of a 

divisive focus as the cultural acceptance of the LGBTQ+ community in the U.S. 

continues to rise (Ghaziana, 2011; Sullivan, 2005). If so, GSM individuals may start to 
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feel more comfortable attending religious congregations even if they are not specifically 

LGBTQ+ affirming.   

Potential Impacts of Gender of Religion  

There are gender differences in religious experiences to consider between those 

who identify as women, men, or other gender identities. Especially in more traditional 

congregations, there is a rich history of male privilege, sexism, cissexism, and misogyny 

(Daly, 1968; 1985; Joyce, 2009; Martos & Hegy, 1998; Ruether, 1983). Christian 

churches oftentimes support patriarchal institutional practices (e.g. having male leaders) 

through their interpretations of Biblical passages they believe to assert men’s dominance 

and authority over women (Daly, 1968; 1985; Neuger, 1993; Ruether, 1983). Though the 

church is not believed to be the sole contributor to women’s lower status and oppression, 

these traditionally patriarchal structures can perpetuate harmful ideas and beliefs 

regarding gender minorities (Daly, 1985; Ruether, 1983). While I did not focus 

extensively on gender differences in this study, I did acknowledge male privilege in 

Christian communities plays an important role in the different ways men are treated 

compared to women or other gender minorities. 

There has been mixed research findings regarding the intersection of religion, 

sexuality, and gender. A 1953 study indicated lesbians on average waited longer than gay 

men to engage in same-sex sexual practices (Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin, & Gebhard). 

However, after becoming sexually active, lesbians appeared to be less affected by their 

religious upbringing than gay men (Kinsey et al., 1953). Rodriguez and Ouellette’s 

(2000) mixed methods study indicated lesbians were less likely to experience identity 
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conflict and more likely to successfully integrate their sexual and religious identities than 

gay men.  

 However, historically there seems to be higher rates of religious institution 

departure among lesbian women compared to gay men, which is contrary to the trend 

seen in heterosexual populations where more men are religiously nonaffiliated than 

women (Jay & Young, 1979; Kosmin & Lachman, 1993). Lesbians are also more likely 

to trade mainstream religions like Christianity for alternative religious practices and 

personally-defined spiritualties (Jay & Young, 1979).  

The traditional narrative of LGBTQ+ individuals’ departure from the church has 

been criticized as being mostly representative of gay men’s experience. Wilcox (2005) 

explains one hypothesis that might explain why lesbian women were leaving the church 

at higher rates than gay men is women inherently have more reasons to leave a 

patriarchal environment in which they are traditionally viewed as inferior to men. As 

Christian churches historically have been anti-feminist and misogynistic (Daly, 1968; 

1985; Ruether, 1983), it is understandable women and other gender minorities would feel 

less comfortable remaining in these harsh settings.  

Many traditional religious institutions such as Protestantism and Catholicism 

force women and other gender minorities into a position of relative invisibility and 

insignificant simply based on their gender identity (Wilcox, 2005). The hierarchical 

structure that is frequently endorsed in the Bible and historically perpetuated is organized 

as God-men-women, which offers women only a secondary and indirect relation to God 

(Ruether, 1983). For this reason, women and other gender minorities are frequently 
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excluded or discouraged from many church leadership positions (Ruether, 1983). This 

unequal gender hierarchy can create a sense of inferiority and hopelessness for gender 

minority youth, discouraging them from even pursuing such leadership positions in the 

church (Daly, 1985; de Beauvoir, 2010).   

 Beyond limiting one’s leadership options, there are psychological consequences 

that can accompany exclusion from the religious hierarchy (Daly, 1985). Since God the 

Father, Jesus Christ, and the angels all have traditionally masculine names and pronouns, 

it can appear there is no place for women and other gender minorities in such an 

androcentric sphere (Ruether, 1983). Such a prevalent traditional view of a masculine 

higher power is thought to contribute to women’s reduced self-esteem (Daly, 1985). 

Linking men with divinity can implicitly lead gender minorities to believe they hold an 

incurable inferiority (Daly, 1985). Moreover, the church doctrine further perpetuates the 

harmful notion women and femininity are naturally inferior to men and masculinity, 

which alienates these individuals as “others” (Johnson, 2005). Docility before men is 

prescribed as the “solution,” as the husband and male-dominated church leadership are 

thought to serve the role of the intermediary between women and the male-identified 

Christian God (Daly, 1985; de Beauvoir, 2010). 

 It is an inarguable truth that Christian churches are male-dominated institutions. 

Traditionally Catholic and Protestant institutions have subscribed to the idea that women 

should be submissive to men’s authority, adoring and serving men (Daly, 1985; de 

Beauvoir, 2010; Ruether, 1983). Second-wave feminists have criticized such patriarchal 

religious teachings as an institutional social constraint for women (Daly, 1978; 1985). 
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Such oppressive teachings also function as controllers, limiters, and regulators of 

women’s sexuality and self-expression (Daly, 1978; 1985; de Beauvoir, 2010; Rich, 

1980; Young, 1989). Sexual minority men, on the other hand, are often more firmly 

situated in a personally beneficial system of male privilege (Jordan, 2000). 

Queer Christian women and other gender minorities may have several difficulties 

in finding congregations they feel comfortable attending. The gender of church leaders in 

LGBTQ+ affirming congregations is key to the churches’ demographic make-up, as 

leaders tend to attract others of the same gender more (Wilcox, 2005). There is a 

tendency of fracturing along gender lines in LGBTQ+ affirming congregations, as 

members are more inclined to attend congregations that are better matched to their 

personal demographics (Wilcox, 2005). When LGBTQ+ affirming congregations and 

organizations began forming, many gay men reported they desired their religious 

practices to remain unchanged except for increasing the level of LGBTQ+ inclusion 

(Gorman, 1980). Such privileged blindness to the gender inequalities in religious 

environments was off-putting for women and other gender minorities desiring true 

religious inclusion and change. Even in the more progressive LGBTQ+ affirming 

churches, there has historically been substantial conflict regarding women’s rights and 

level of inclusion in the church (Gorman, 1980). Therefore, it is not surprising that queer 

women and other gender minorities may not be as attracted to Christian institutions as 

sexual minority men, despite the level of LGBTQ+ affirmation in the church.    

Protective Strategies to Combat the Clobber Passages 

There are many possible responses individuals can have regarding their GSM and 

Christian identities; some may abandon their religion, alter their beliefs, or deny their true 
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sexuality/gender. Despite the solution chosen, there is generally a need to make 

resolutions between one’s sexuality/gender and their religious beliefs. Among sexual 

minority Christians there are multiple perspectives regarding how to reconcile one’s 

Christian identity with sexuality. This “Great Debate” as it is named by the Gay Christian 

Network (2016), has produced many arguments and counter-arguments over the years. A 

sub-section of lesbian and gay Christians believe all sexual identities were created and 

equally blessed by God (Urquhart, 2014; Yip, 1997). Individuals who believe that God 

blesses same-sex relationships and marriages are commonly called “Side A Christians” 

(Urquhart, 2014). Another sub-section of lesbian and gay Christians, often called “Side B 

Christians,” conclude they are called by God to a life of abstinence, celibacy, or 

heterosexual marriage (Stout, 1991; Urquhart, 2014). Such individuals typically hold 

more traditionally conservative moral views and values of Christianity. 

Some sexual minority Christians use sexual identity concealment as their primary 

coping strategy. By electing to not come out, these individuals avoid the possibility of 

receiving negative reactions regarding their sexual identity. A smaller minority report 

never experiencing identity conflict, perhaps because they have never encountered or 

internalized homonegative arguments from the Christian community (Rodriguez & 

Ouellette, 2000). Some interpret homosexuality as not being sinful or problematic 

according to the Biblical texts (Weinberg & Williams, 1974).  

Yip (1997) found that some gay men cope through invalidating conservative 

Biblical interpretations and criticizing the clobber passages’ relevance in modern culture. 

This protective strategy acts to diminish the credibility of the scriptural passages as well 
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as the authority of the church in current society (Yip, 1997). Some individuals choose to 

retain the larger guiding principles of peace and love, but selectively dismiss the rules or 

guidelines they disagree with or cannot adhere to easily (“cherry-picking”).  

Outness as a Developmentally Critical Process 

Goffman (1963) classified homosexuality to be a “blemish of individual 

character.” Especially in the past, such a stigmatized condition was often used to define 

and demonize the individual as a whole, which further acted to disempower and suppress 

minority voices. As this “blemish” is generally not readily visible to the public eye, 

stigmatized individuals have a choice as to whether or how to “come out.” To avoid 

stigmatization or other potentially negative consequences, many choose to conceal their 

GSM identity. However, this constant concealment ultimately leads to greater amounts of 

psychological distress and suicidality over time, which is why some call this the “toxic 

closet” (Barton, 2012; Herek, 2003; Miller & Major, 2000; Morris, Waldo, & Rothblum, 

2001).   

Coming out to oneself and others is a developmentally critical process among 

GSM individuals (Ragins, 2004). The process of “coming out” generally entails 

acknowledging one’s sexual or gender identity and sharing this identity with others, 

including coworkers, family, friends, religious community members, and those in the 

LGBTQ+ community (Cohen & Savin-Williams, 1996). For those that are in school, 

coming out is often considered a vital “rite of passage,” for which GSM students may 

endure a mixture of negative and positive consequences for exposing their sexual or 

gender identity (Evans & D’Augelli, 1996; Garnets & Kimmel, 2003). GSM students are 
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increasingly likely to be out the longer they are in college, as the majority of individuals 

have come out by the time of college graduation (Waldo, 1998).  

Coming out is a continual process, as identity which is not necessarily visible by 

the eye requires some level of personal acknowledgement or declaration for new 

individuals to recognize. Moreover, there has been a shift in the understanding of the 

coming out process, as researchers now view outness as a spectrum rather than a simple 

dichotomous variable (Balsam & Mohr, 2007). Research suggests higher levels of 

outness tend to produce more positive outcomes for LGBTQ+ individuals, including 

mental health benefits (e.g. Hawkins, Richards, & Parent, 2014; Legate, Ryan, & 

Weinstein, 2012; Ragins, 2004). 

Many social and psychological factors contribute to whether an individual will 

decide to come out in their religious community (Cole, 2006; Sandfort, Bos, & Vet, 

2006). Those who feel positively regarding their GSM identity are more likely to have 

higher levels of outness (Lapinski & McKirnan, 2013), whereas those with higher levels 

of internalized homonegativity are less likely to be out (Lewis, Derlega, Griffin, & 

Krowinski, 2003; Rostosky & Riggle, 2002). Age/generational cohort and geographic 

location are also highly important variables to consider when discussing outness.   

Religious history and affiliation can play a heavy role in one’s decision of 

whether to come out in their religious community. Factors such as personal and familial 

religious involvement in congregations and religious organizations, especially during the 

individual’s formative years, will impact their decision immensely (Rodriquez, 2010). 

Some research indicates lesbian women are less likely to come out in their congregations 
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than gay men (Comstock, 1996). Nonetheless, the most critical deciding factor as to 

whether an individual will be out in their congregation is the level of perceived LGBTQ+ 

affirmation in their religious community. Those who attend LGBTQ+ affirming 

congregations are much more likely to feel safe enough to disclose their GSM identity 

with others (Comstock, 1996). Others in less affirming environments may choose to 

instead withhold sharing their GSM identity for fear of stigmatization, negative 

judgments, social rejection, or condemnation (Legate et al., 2012).  

GSM Christian Identity Integration 

Identity integration is generally thought to be the psychologically healthier option 

compared to compartmentalization or rejection of certain identities (Rodriguez & 

Ouellette, 2000; Rosario, Schrimshaw, Hunter, & Braun, 2006). Integration allows for 

individuals to move past cognitive dissonance to achieve a healthier state of cognitive 

consonance (Cooper & Fazio, 1984; Festinger, 1957). The development of an affirming 

GSM Christian identity generally involves a psychosocial negotiation process as one 

formulates a combined self-concept (Kane, 2013; Rodriguez & Ouellette, 2000; Yip, 

1999). With this identity integration, individuals form a meta-identity where both 

identities are equally affirmed.  

However, identity integration can be stunted with negative social relationships, 

for example, exposure to unsupportive reactions upon coming out (Elizur & Mintzer, 

2001; Rosario et al., 2006a). There is a strong association between low social support, 

internalized homonegativity, and psychosocial stress (Szymanski et al., 2008). Thus, 
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having supportive friends and family members is critical in forming a fully integrated 

identity (Levy & Reeves, 2011). 

Being out within accepting religious communities has been shown to be a positive 

and rewarding experience for those desiring identity integration (Rodriguez & Ouellette, 

2000). Inclusive support for GSM individuals is perhaps most readily available in 

LGBTQ+ affirming congregations – Christian institutions that preach positive, supportive 

messages about nontraditional gender and sexual identities (Rodriguez & Ouellette, 

2000). Unlike congregations that hold discriminatory or damning doctrines regarding 

GSM individuals, LGBTQ+ affirming bodies generally have revised such traditional 

doctrines to be more inclusive and welcoming of GSM individuals (Comstock, 1996; 

Lease, Horne, & Noffsinger-Frazier, 2005). Such congregations explicitly minister to the 

LGBTQ+ community, offering a safe haven for those who may have faced rejection in 

other religious communities (Levy & Reeves, 2011). Involvement in such institutions is 

believed to foster smoother identity integration, as GSM individuals who feel emotionally 

supported by their congregation experience greater psychological health and 

encouragement to participate in their religious community (Comstock, 1996; Lease et al., 

2005; Lukenbill, 1998; Piazza, 1994). Research indicates that participation in LGBTQ+ 

affirming churches is strongly correlated with GSM and religious identity integration 

(Rodriguez & Ouellette, 2000). In fact, it may start to be the case that GSM individuals 

raised in such accepting environments will no longer experience turmoil over identity 

integration.  

Beneficial Impacts of Religious Support 
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Negative religious outcomes are not typically seen in the general population, as 

religious involvement actually appears to have multiple beneficial effects on physical and 

psychosocial health (Hackney & Sanders, 2003; McCullough & Laurenceau, 2005; Miller 

& Thoresen, 2003; Rosario et al., 2006b). Religious communities provide individuals 

with a stable social and emotional support network of like-minded individuals. Those 

who hold a religious belief system often utilize such principles to answer crucial life 

questions or find peace during difficult times (Deutsch, Coleman, & Marcus, 2006). In 

the general American population, regular attenders of religious services report less 

depressive symptomology than non-attenders (Maselko, Gilman, & Buka, 2009; Smith, 

McCullough, & Poll, 2003). Church attenders with depression also experience faster 

remission of their depressive symptoms (Ellison, 1995; Koenig, George, & Peterson, 

1998). For many, spirituality and religion instills hope during stressful periods of life 

(Ross, 1990). A social explanation for this correlation is being part of a religious 

community allows for greater social integration and belongingness (Ellison & George, 

1994; Pargament, 1997).  

Religious community involvement promotes conformity to group norms as well 

as compliance to religious doctrines and teachings given by religious authority figures 

(Baston, Schoenrade, & Ventis, 1993). Oftentimes social bonds form through having 

shared beliefs and values, which provides members with a supportive network of like-

minded peers. Among those with higher reported levels of congregational support, there 

is less depressive symptomology, better mental health, and more satisfaction in life 

(Cohen, Pil Yoon, & Johnstone, 2009; Fiala, Bjorck, & Gorsuch, 2002). Better 
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psychological adjustment has also been seen among individuals who perceive God to be a 

supportive figure (Pargament, 1997; Schaefer & Gorsuch, 1991). Higher levels of 

perceived support from God is associated with lower levels of depression and more 

satisfaction in life (Fiala et al., 2002). 

Church leaders may play an important role in members’ perceived level of social 

support and their commitment to religious communities. Religious leaders are sought 

more frequently for support among the religious than even mental health professionals 

from those experiencing stress (Chalfant et al., 1990). Religious leader consultation has 

been associated with better self-reported health behaviors and coping abilities (Folkman, 

Chesney, Pollack, & Phillips, 1992; Koenig et al., 1992). Among those with greater 

perceived support from church leadership, there is less depressive symptoms and greater 

life satisfaction (Fiala et al., 2002). 

 Such positive relationships between mental health and religious support are not 

as clearly defined for GSM Christians. Instead, many researchers have concluded that 

those with a minority sexual identity are in fact reaping more consequences than 

advantages (Barnard, 2009; Dickens, 1994; Mahaffy, 1996; Rodriguez & Ouellette, 2000; 

Sherry et al., 2010). However, this negative association only holds true for those 

participating in non-affirming religious communities, as LGBTQ-affirming communities 

are generally acknowledged as having beneficial effects for GSM congregants (Kane, 

2013; Wilcox, 2003). Thus, it is important to consider how various Christian 

environments one was exposed in the past may impact their understanding of Christianity 

as a whole.  
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GSM Non-Christian Religious/Spiritual Identity Development 

Most identity-related research focuses on the self-concept of a whole person, 

answering the momentous question “who am I?” (Coleman & Hendry, 1999; Erikson, 

1980; Marcia, 1966). However, beyond one’s whole identity, various sub-identities and 

specifiers are held (e.g. gender, race/ethnicity, religion, sexuality), which require for 

more specific questions regarding those particular identities to be examined for fit. For all 

participants, there was a point in their life in which their religious identity was thoroughly 

inspected. As all were raised in the Christian faith, this identity was predetermined for 

them by their family. Moreover, the religion was promoted through their environmental 

and cultural context, as the majority of participants grew up in the Bible Belt where 

Christianity is pervasive and normative (Barton, 2010; 2012).   

Without experiencing an identity crisis or dabbling in exploration, others might be 

led to “foreclose” on their religious identity (Marcia, 1966) through remaining committed 

to this predetermined and normative Christian identity. However, all participants did, at 

least to some degree, question and explore their religious/spiritual alternatives. Based on 

the findings, such questioning appeared to be initiated by the various issues that 

participants found in within Christianity. Having highly memorable and negative life 

experiences and feelings acted as huge deterrents from the faith. Ultimately, participants 

arrived at the decision that they could not remain Christian-identified due to a lack of 

personal fit with this identity. Taking this alternative life path broke their adherence to 

the “master” narrative (Thorne, 2004) and provided them freedom to engage (or not 

engage) in religious/spiritual practices that were more comfortable or personally fitting.  
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 The current findings regarding religious identity development map onto Cass’s 

(1979) model of homosexual identity development, which explores incongruence around 

sexuality and ways people seek to resolve it. According to this model, progression in 

sexual identity formation is driven by sources of incongruency. Cass asserts identity 

growth is promoted from individuals’ efforts to find resolutions with inconsistencies that 

exist simultaneously. The stage of identity confusion marks the period where one not 

only becomes aware of what homosexuality is but also identifies a personal connection to 

this label. Participants in the current study experienced a similar sensation when learning 

about non-Christian identities. This was initiated from a variety of sources; close friends, 

partners, YouTube videos, or sometimes even family members enlightened participants 

about non-Christian religious/spiritual identities. These identity labels were either 

instantly connected with on a deeper, personal level or began to feel more relevant with 

time. Such exposure to alternative religious viewpoints has been shown to expedite 

questioning and doubt (Smith, 2011). 

As an outcome of the incongruencies one experiences between their personal 

GSM identity and the idealized heterosexual identity in society (Szymanski et al., 2008), 

individuals start to feel alienated from others and lose a sense of belongingness (Cass, 

1979). A similar process also occurred with participants’ Christian identities, as they felt 

alone and disconnected from other believers. Differences were perceived or emphasized 

between themselves and other Christians, especially regarding gender, sexuality, and 

religious beliefs. Such social divisions have been shown to lead to exclusion, ultimately 

pushing the minority group members to seek out new social connections with potentially 

more approving groups (Maner et al., 2007).  
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However, participants also played an active role in pushing themselves away from 

the church and Christianity. This was partially due to the distance they felt from other 

believers and Christianity after grappling with religious doubts or disagreements (Smith, 

2011). Experiencing religious doubt or engaging in a period of extended examination 

(Comstock, 1996), which might or might not be occurring as part of a religious identity 

crisis, is associated with poorer overall adjustment (Hunsberger, Pancer, Pratt, & Alisat, 

1996). Certainly this was a mentally challenging time for participants, as they sensed an 

expanding difference between themselves and the faith or other believers.  

In their study on atheist identity development, Smith (2011) described atheists’ 

process of identifying that which is “not-self,” where atheists made clear designations 

between the behaviors, roles, and feelings which were essentially inconsistent with their 

true selves. This concept relates with the inconsistencies the current study’s participants 

shared between themselves and other Christians. There was an intense desire to establish 

Christians’ acts of hypocrisy and judgment were “not-self,” as participants noted their 

strong distaste for such actions and distanced themselves from these unfavorable 

behaviors.  

 Self-acceptance as a non-heterosexual person can allow individuals to be freed 

from the behaviors, ideals, and expectations that are typically placed on heterosexual 

people in heteronormative cultures (Ahmed, 2009; Cass, 1979). As the heteronormative 

scripts are no longer applicable to the queer individual (Ahmed, 2004), they are able be 

more inventive in the structuring of their life. For participants, there was a similar 

recognition of the newfound freedom they had as non-Christian identified people. 

Without having to fit religious conventions, expectations, and ideals or follow 
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community- or Biblically-based rules, they were able to be creative in their decisions. For 

some, that involved subscribing to another religious/spiritual system or generating their 

own set of personal values and beliefs. Others found comfort in completely avoiding 

religious/spiritual identification. 

 When individuals moved away from Christian identification, they unanimously 

reported feeling more accepted as a GSM individual. Without being tied to constrictive 

rules or traditional expectations that tend to be associated with Christianity, participants 

were able to more fully embrace their GSM identity for what it was. Individuals who 

have fully accepted their minority religious/spiritual and GSM identities might observe a 

large difference between their personal acceptance of these identities and society’s 

disapproval of non-Christian and GSM identities. Despite holding significant differences 

with the greater society that privileges Christian, cisgender, and heterosexual identities, 

participants expressed their highest level of identity acceptance. Previous literature shows 

identity achievement to have a positive relation with healthy personal adjustment 

(Hunsberger, Pratt, & Pancer, 2001). This stage is also developmentally appropriate for 

those of traditional college age, and is suggestive of movement toward a mature adult 

identity (Waterman, 1985).  

Cass (1979) noted a tendency to devalue the importance of the majority identity 

(heterosexuality) while placing more value on the personal relevant, sexual minority 

identity. Indeed, to cope with the severe inconsistency between personal and societal 

values, some of the participants argued strongly against the Christian majority in anger. 

Privileging their own atheist or agnostic identity, they tried to counteract the Christian 
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majority through justifying their own position and devaluing Christianity publically 

through heated arguments or pointed discussions with others.  

 Achieving identity synthesis (Cass, 1979; Fassinger, 1998) allows individuals to 

move away from “them vs. us” divisions and incorporate their minority identity into their 

complete identity. At this stage, GSM people start to progress past the negative 

overgeneralization of all heterosexuals and the positive overgeneralization of all queer 

individuals. Such “splitting” also occurs with religion, as atheists can view and treat 

Christians as an “other” despite being seen as an “other” by the religious majority in the 

U.S. (Smith, 2011). Most, but not all, participants stopped or decreased their engagement 

in creating “them vs. us” divisions and achieved a stage of identity synthesis regarding 

their religious/spiritual and GSM identities. These individuals noted moving past 

demonizing or judging all Christians simply for their religious affiliation as they had 

previously in their intense emotional state during religious departure. Oftentimes this 

change occurred after a realization that this was unfair or unwarranted practice, as not all 

Christians fit their negative assumptions or stereotypes. Of course, sometimes this stage 

was not yet reached, as some participants were fairly recent in their religious departure 

and still held lingering and unresolved anger towards the Christian community. Sufficient 

time to personally process their experience appeared to be necessary to grow into this 

stage of acceptance and forgiveness of Christians.  

Individuals at the stage of identity synthesis started integrating their multiple 

identities together to form a complete person (Cass, 1979; Fassinger, 1998). Instead of 

remaining the sole area of concentration or focus, GSM or religious/spiritual identities 

become a component of individuals’ whole self.  Most participants noted more fully 
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integrating of their personal identities with time, including their GSM and 

religious/spiritual identities. Furthermore, they reported frustration when others 

pigeonholed or tokenized them for singular components of their identity rather than 

treating them as a complete person. 

Critical Feminist Paradigm 

I worked from a critical feminist paradigm. The focus of this paradigm is on 

power-based discourses that assume there are power differences and systematic 

problems, in this case, within many Christian communities. While interviewing 

participants, it was important to be aware of the impacts oppression, discrimination, and 

privilege have and had on those with minority identities (Denzin, 2003). In the analysis, 

strategies that participants had utilized to resist oppressive structures were accounted for 

and discussed (Lloyd, Emery, & Klatt, 2009).  

According to critical theory, reality is individually constructed by a multitude of 

religious, gender, social, political, and cultural identities and values (Ponterotto, 2005). 

As warranted, I disclosed answers to questions participants had regarding my background 

or identities, as it was important to acknowledge values and motivations that may impact 

the research (Allen, 2000; Appleton, 1997; Few, 2009). Transparency was created 

through reporting accurate answers to participants (Oswald et al., 2009). Some 

individuals were interested in how I related to the research topic, and I shared about the 

personal experiences that led me to select the primary research questions. 

I openly self-identify as a gender non-binary, queer feminist and use 

they/them/their pronouns. I have been an officer and member of TGSA for six years and 
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served as the PFLAG Lubbock secretary for the last five years. I was raised attending a 

non-LGBTQ+ affirming Southern Baptist Church with my family in Canyon Lake, 

Texas, and was highly involved in church activities throughout my youth, participating in 

Bible studies, Celebrate Recovery, youth groups, vacation Bible schools, volunteering, 

and mission trips. As a high schooler, undergraduate, and graduate student, I also 

experimented with other denominations, such as United Methodist, non-denominational, 

and Universalist Unitarian. Upon moving to Lubbock, I attended several large non-

denominational Evangelical Christian churches in which I was active for four years. I 

have also attended several LGBTQ+ affirming churches in the past in Lubbock. When 

beginning this research, I self-identified as a non-denominational, Side A Christian. It 

should be noted while my religious identity has changed since beginning this study due to 

my personal experiences in the church, my change in religious identity was also 

influenced in part by my journey in researching this topic and hearing others’ 

perspectives and experiences with Christianity. Currently, I identify as a “none” and do 

not attend church.  

Beyond displaying openness regarding personal identities, I hoped to create a 

clarity of the values and beliefs as it related to the research topic throughout my writing. 

Based on the literature and personal experiences, I hold the belief that the majority of 

Christian churches are heterosexually centered and male-dominated (Comstock, 1996; 

Daly, 1985; Levy, 2009; Rodriguez, 2010; Wilcox, 2003). I believe Christianity 

reinforces and maintains the belief that men are naturally superior to women (Daly, 1985; 

Johnson, 2005). This translates into multiple privileges for heterosexual and cisgender 
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Christian men. I assume that men, even those who are sexual minorities or transgender, 

typically hold more privileges and power in Christian spaces than women. 

Critical feminist theory characterizes all identities – including religious, gender, 

and sexual identities – as culturally constructed concepts (Talburt & Steinburg, 2000). 

There is a recognition of the fluidity and intersectionality of these identity statuses, as an 

individual’s total identity is composed of a unique set of varying sub-identities 

(Rosenberg & Gara, 1985). Delimiting known identities from hidden identities is 

becoming progressively more ambiguous in society (Neitz, 2005). However, this is not 

seen as problematic according to feminist or queer theory, as it is healthy to challenge 

binaries and assumptions (Dilley, 1999; Neitz, 2005; Oswald et al., 2009). Binarism of 

gender and sexuality is theorized to inflict damage and unnecessary suffering in cultures 

where compulsive heterosexuality is rampant (Rich, 1980; Seidman, 1995). Recognizing 

binaries were arbitrarily assigned and created by those in power, such limitations on 

human expression should be rejected or at least questioned (Dilley, 1999). To avoid 

pressuring participants into predetermined labels or boxes, I instead asked open-ended 

questions instead of closed-ended questions regarding personal identities (e.g. “What is 

your gender identity?” versus “Are you transgender or cisgender?”). Moreover, I did not 

force participants to identify if they did not want to as long as they fit criteria for 

participation. For example, Quinn reported self-identifying somewhere on the LGBTQ+ 

spectrum, but did not want to label himself specifically. Being that he was identifying as 

a GSM individual and thus fit criteria, I welcomed him to participate in the study.   
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Increasing awareness of power relations and oppressions in the historical situation 

is of strong importance in a critical feminist paradigm (Morrow, 2005). A primary goal of 

this study was to create lasting, positive change by providing a voice to those who have 

been historically disempowered and silenced in society or the church. Therefore, I strived 

to support and give strength to those involved in my study, while also seeking strategies 

to promote social change, which were outlined in the implications section. Following 

Dilley (1999), I believe there is an emotional and ethical need as a queer researcher to 

actively respond to the oppressive systems that were uncovered during the research 

process. The last two questions that were asked allow participants to both share what 

messages they would like to have received and asks them to provide advice for others (“If 

applicable, what do you wish someone would have said to you when you were dealing 

with conflicts between your religious and LGBTQ+ identities?” and “What advice would 

you give to other LGBTQ+ individuals who may be dealing with conflicts between their 

religious and LGBTQ+ identities?”). While I am not specifically addressing this material 

in my dissertation, I hope to incorporate this into future publications and presentations.  

Acknowledging power imbalances that are inherent in research, critical feminist 

research strives to create an equally empathetic and respecting collaboration between the 

researcher and participants (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Ely, 1991; Price, 1996). Issues 

related to power inequalities in the interpersonal relationship were minimized and 

processed (e.g., through emphasizing the voluntary nature of the study to potential 

participants and not asking former students or clients of mine to participate in the study). 

As a researcher, I strived to reflexively and vulnerably discuss issues that arose with my 
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research co-chairs to create resolutions and make improvements to my interview process 

accordingly (Hall & Zvonkovic, 1996).  

“Othering” was avoided in the interviews with participants, as the wording of the 

questions were carefully constructed as to not insensitively treat participants as “aliens” 

or “others” due to our potential differences in our identities or opinions (Sharp & 

Weaver, 2015). Moreover, participants were treated as respected equals and collaborators 

in the research, which was intended to provide participants more influence, control, and 

power than is typically seen in traditional research methods.  

While I did not extensively apply a queer theory paradigm to my analysis, several 

of its pertaining theories did influence my study. The word “queer” is used to describe 

that which is deemed to be “not normal” (Dilley, 1999). In our society, this is generally 

seen as anything which falls outside of heterosexual and cisgender lines. Such identity 

deviations from traditional sex, gender, or relational norms are viewed as continually in 

flux according to queer theory (Gamson, 2000). Moreover, identities can oftentimes be 

ambiguously selected or assigned either by the individual or by society (e.g., others 

assuming someone is gay; Warner, 1993). 

The action of queering something in research means to analyze data to explore 

and deconstruct potential relationships between the “deviant/outsider” and the 

“normal/insider” (Dilley, 1999). Research can help explore and represent the positions of 

those who are viewed as outside the margins of normality – in this instance, GSM 

individuals. Queer theory allows for juxtaposing and examining the experiences and lives 

of those who fall inside of and outside of the boundaries of normalcy (Dilley, 1999).           
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Appendix B 

Clobber Passages (King James Version) 

Genesis 18:20–19:38 
20 And the LORD said, because the cry of Sodom and Gomorrah is great, and because their 

sin is very grievous; 
21 I will go down now, and see whether they have done altogether according to the cry of 

it, which is come unto me; and if not, I will know. 
22 And the men turned their faces from thence, and went toward Sodom: but Abraham 

stood yet before the LORD. 
23 And Abraham drew near, and said, Wilt thou also destroy the righteous with the 

wicked? 
24 Peradventure there be fifty righteous within the city: wilt thou also destroy and not 

spare the place for the fifty righteous that are therein? 
25 That be far from thee to do after this manner, to slay the righteous with the wicked: and 

that the righteous should be as the wicked that be far from thee: Shall not the Judge of all 

the earth do right? 
26 And the LORD said, if I find in Sodom fifty righteous within the city, then I will spare 

all the place for their sakes. 
27 And Abraham answered and said, Behold now, I have taken upon me to speak unto 

the LORD, which am but dust and ashes: 
28 Peradventure there shall lack five of the fifty righteous: wilt thou destroy all the city for 

lack of five? And he said, if I find there forty and five, I will not destroy it. 
29 And he spake unto him yet again, and said, Peradventure there shall be forty found 

there. And he said, I will not do it for forty's sake. 
30 And he said unto him, Oh let not the LORD be angry, and I will speak: Peradventure 

there shall thirty be found there. And he said, I will not do it, if I find thirty there. 
31 And he said, Behold now, I have taken upon me to speak unto the LORD: Peradventure 

there shall be twenty found there. And he said, I will not destroy it for twenty's sake. 
32 And he said, Oh let not the LORD be angry, and I will speak yet but this once: 

Peradventure ten shall be found there. And he said, I will not destroy it for ten's sake. 
33 And the LORD went his way, as soon as he had left communing with Abraham: and 

Abraham returned unto his place. 
Chapter 19: 1 And there came two angels to Sodom at even; and Lot sat in the gate of 

Sodom: and Lot seeing them rose up to meet them; and he bowed himself with his face 

toward the ground; 
2 And he said, Behold now, my lords, turn in, I pray you, into your servant's house, and 

tarry all night, and wash your feet, and ye shall rise up early, and go on your ways. And 

they said, nay; but we will abide in the street all night. 
3 And he pressed upon them greatly; and they turned in unto him, and entered into his 

house; and he made them a feast, and did bake unleavened bread, and they did eat. 
4 But before they lay down, the men of the city, even the men of Sodom, compassed the 

house round, both old and young, all the people from every quarter: 
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5 And they called unto Lot, and said unto him, where are the men which came in to thee 

this night? Bring them out unto us, that we may know them. 
6 And Lot went out at the door unto them, and shut the door after him, 
7 And said, I pray you, brethren, do not so wickedly. 
8 Behold now, I have two daughters which have not known man; let me, I pray you, bring 

them out unto you, and do ye to them as is good in your eyes: only unto these men do 

nothing; for therefore came they under the shadow of my roof. 
9 And they said, Stand back. And they said again, this one fellow came in to sojourn, and 

he will needs be a judge: now will we deal worse with thee, than with them. And they 

pressed sore upon the man, even Lot, and came near to break the door. 
10 But the men put forth their hand, and pulled Lot into the house to them, and shut to the 

door. 
11 And they smote the men that were at the door of the house with blindness, both small 

and great: so that they wearied themselves to find the door. 
12 And the men said unto Lot, Hast thou here any besides? Son in law, and thy sons, and 

thy daughters, and whatsoever thou hast in the city, bring them out of this place: 
13 For we will destroy this place, because the cry of them is waxen great before the face of 

the LORD; and the LORD hath sent us to destroy it. 
14 And Lot went out, and spake unto his sons in law, which married his daughters, and 

said, up, get you out of this place; for the LORD will destroy this city. But he seemed as 

one that mocked unto his sons in law. 
15 And when the morning arose, then the angels hastened Lot, saying, Arise, take thy 

wife, and thy two daughters, which are here; lest thou be consumed in the iniquity of the 

city. 
16 And while he lingered, the men laid hold upon his hand, and upon the hand of his wife, 

and upon the hand of his two daughters; the LORD being merciful unto him: and they 

brought him forth, and set him without the city. 
17 And it came to pass, when they had brought them forth abroad, that he said, Escape for 

thy life; look not behind thee, neither stay thou in all the plain; escape to the mountain, 

lest thou be consumed. 
18 And Lot said unto them, Oh, not so, my LORD: 
19 Behold now, thy servant hath found grace in thy sight, and thou hast magnified thy 

mercy, which thou hast shewed unto me in saving my life; and I cannot escape to the 

mountain, lest some evil take me, and I die: 
20 Behold now, this city is near to flee unto, and it is a little one: Oh, let me escape thither, 

(is it not a little one?) and my soul shall live. 
21 And he said unto him, See, I have accepted thee concerning this thing also, that I will 

not overthrow this city, for the which thou hast spoken. 
22 Haste thee, escape thither; for I cannot do anything till thou be come thither. Therefore 

the name of the city was called Zoar. 
23 The sun was risen upon the earth when Lot entered into Zoar. 
24 Then the LORD rained upon Sodom and upon Gomorrah brimstone and fire from 

the LORD out of heaven; 
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25 And he overthrew those cities, and all the plain, and all the inhabitants of the cities, and 

that which grew upon the ground. 
26 But his wife looked back from behind him, and she became a pillar of salt. 
27 And Abraham gat up early in the morning to the place where he stood before the LORD: 
28 And he looked toward Sodom and Gomorrah, and toward all the land of the plain, and 

beheld, and, lo, the smoke of the country went up as the smoke of a furnace. 
29 And it came to pass, when God destroyed the cities of the plain, that God remembered 

Abraham, and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow, when he overthrew the cities in 

the which Lot dwelt. 
30 And Lot went up out of Zoar, and dwelt in the mountain, and his two daughters with 

him; for he feared to dwell in Zoar: and he dwelt in a cave, he and his two daughters. 
31 And the firstborn said unto the younger, our father is old, and there is not a man in the 

earth to come in unto us after the manner of all the earth: 
32 Come, let us make our father drink wine, and we will lie with him, that we may 

preserve seed of our father. 
33 And they made their father drink wine that night: and the firstborn went in, and lay 

with her father; and he perceived not when she lay down, nor when she arose. 
34 And it came to pass on the morrow, that the firstborn said unto the younger, Behold, I 

lay yesternight with my father: let us make him drink wine this night also; and go thou in, 

and lie with him, that we may preserve seed of our father. 
35 And they made their father drink wine that night also: and the younger arose, and lay 

with him; and he perceived not when she lay down, nor when she arose. 
36 Thus were both the daughters of Lot with child by their father. 
37 And the first born bare a son, and called his name Moab: the same is the father of the 

Moabites unto this day. 
38 And the younger, she also bare a son, and called his name Benammi: the same is the 

father of the children of Ammon unto this day. 

 

Deuteronomy 23:17-18 
17 There shall be no whore of the daughters of Israel, nor a sodomite of the sons of Israel. 
18 Thou shalt not bring the hire of a whore, or the price of a dog, into the house of 

the LORD thy God for any vow: for even both these are abomination unto the LORD thy 

God. 

 

Leviticus 18:22 
22 Thou shalt not lie with mankind, as with womankind: it is abomination. 

 

Leviticus 20:13 
13 If a man also lie with mankind, as he lieth with a woman, both of them have committed 

an abomination: they shall surely be put to death; their blood shall be upon them. 

 

1 Corinthians 6:9–10  
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9 Know ye not that the unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God? Be not 

deceived: neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor abusers of 

themselves with mankind, 
10 Nor thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortioners, shall inherit the 

kingdom of God. 

 

Timothy 1:9–10 
9 Knowing this, that the law is not made for a righteous man, but for the lawless and 

disobedient, for the ungodly and for sinners, for unholy and profane, for murderers of 

fathers and murderers of mothers, for manslayers, 
10 For whoremongers, for them that defile themselves with mankind, for menstealers, for 

liars, for perjured persons, and if there be any other thing that is contrary to sound 

doctrine; 

 

Romans 1:26–32  
26 For this cause God gave them up unto vile affections: for even their women did change 

the natural use into that which is against nature: 
27 And likewise also the men, leaving the natural use of the woman, burned in their lust 

one toward another; men with men working that which is unseemly, and receiving in 

themselves that recompence of their error which was meet. 
28 And even as they did not like to retain God in their knowledge, God gave them over to 

a reprobate mind, to do those things which are not convenient; 
29 Being filled with all unrighteousness, fornication, wickedness, covetousness, 

maliciousness; full of envy, murder, debate, deceit, malignity; whisperers, 
30 Backbiters, haters of God, despiteful, proud, boasters, inventors of evil things, 

disobedient to parents, 
31 Without understanding, covenant breakers, without natural affection, implacable, 

unmerciful: 
32 Who knowing the judgment of God, that they which commit such things are worthy of 

death, not only do the same, but have pleasure in them that do them. 

 

Jude 1:7 
7 Even as Sodom and Gomorrha, and the cities about them in like manner, giving 

themselves over to fornication, and going after strange flesh, are set forth for an example, 

suffering the vengeance of eternal fire. 

 

Deuteronomy 22:5 
5 The woman shall not wear that which pertaineth unto a man, neither shall a man put on 

a woman's garment: for all that do so are abomination unto the LORD thy God. 

 

Deuteronomy 23:1 

23 He that is wounded in the stones, or hath his privy member cut off, shall not enter into 

the congregation of the Lord. 
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Appendix C 

Participant Screening Form 

 

Name: _________________________________________________________________ 

  

Contact info (phone number/email): __________________________________________ 

 

How did you hear about this study? __________________________________________ 

 

To ensure you are eligible for participation in this study, I will need to ask you several 

questions about your personal identities. 

 

 How old are you?  _____________________ 

           (Must be 18-25 years old.) 

 

What is your gender identity?  ______________________________________________ 

What is your sexual orientation/identity? _____________________________________ 

 

What is your race or ethnicity? _____________________________________________ 

What is your current religious identity or affiliation? ____________________________ 

 

What year did you last identify as a Christian? _________________________________ 

           

When you identified as a Christian, did you attend a Christian congregation or church at 

least once or twice a month for a year? _____________________ 

      (Must be yes.) 

 

What denomination? (Southern Baptist, Non-denominational, Unitarian Universalist, 

Catholic, etc.)   

 

 

 (If recruited through TechAnnounce) Are you currently involved in any LGBTQ+ events 

or organizations in the Lubbock community? If so, which ones? 

 

(Must have some level of participation.) 

 

Thank you! Based on your answers, you are eligible to participate in this study. I will be 

conducting the interviews using an audio recorder. Would you comfortable with this? 

 

 _____ Yes! 

_____ If no…not eligible 
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Okay, great! Well the next step would be to schedule your interview time. The interviews 

generally take least than an hour to complete. What would be the best day and time for 

you? 

 

 

(If a TTU student) I have offices in the Psychology Clinic, private rooms in the library, 

and an office in the Psychology Clinic that we can use for the interview. What location 

would you prefer? 

 

 

(If a TTUHSC student) We can complete our interview in the nursing wing study rooms 

or in a private room at the TTUHSC library. Or if you have an alternative semi-private 

and quiet location that you would feel comfortable completing an interview in, I am open 

to those suggestions as well. Where would you prefer?  

 

 

Your name will be changed to mask your identity and no identifying information will be 

shared. What fictitious name would you like me to use in the report to identify you? 

 

(Can’t be too provocative or outrageous [“non-drag names please”]) 
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Appendix D 

Participant Consent Form 
 

What is the purpose of this study? 

 

The purpose of this study is to learn more about LGBTQ+ college students’ experiences 

in Christian communities and their transition from a Christian identity to a different or no 

religious/spiritual identity. Approximately 20 LGBTQ+ college students in Lubbock will 

participate in this study. It is anticipated that this study will take approximately two years 

to complete, although your participation will be limited to the time it takes to complete 

the interview (~1 hour). 

 

What would I do if I participate? 

 

First, you will be asked to answer a brief in-person or phone screening regarding your 

demographics and willingness to participate. If you qualify for the study and agree to 

participate, you will be scheduled for an interview. In the interview you will be asked to 

answer questions about your thoughts, feelings, and experiences in previous Christian 

environments as a LGBTQ+ individual and your current religious/spiritual identity. I will 

be recording your responses via a tape recorder. 

 

How long will my participation in the study take? 

 

The interview will take approximately an hour, and I will strive to accommodate to your 

schedule.  

 

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable?  

 

Yes, you can. Participation is completely voluntary, and you may withdraw from the 

study at any time. You do not have to discuss any topics that are uncomfortable for you 

or answer questions that you do not want to answer. If you need immediate assistance 

because you feel upset or distressed during or after having completed the study, talking 

with a qualified clinician may help. If you would like immediate assistance please contact 

the Trevor Project Crisis Line at (866) 488-7386. The Trevor Project is a national 

organization that provides culturally competent LGBTQ+ crisis intervention. In the case 

of an emergency, please call 911. 

 

How will you protect my privacy? 

 

Your actual name will not be linked to the transcribed interviews, and any use of this 

material in reports or publications will not be associated with your name. No one other 

than those directly associated with the project will have access to the audio tapes. The 

audio tapes and the interview transcripts will be kept in a safe and secure location. Data 

or recommendations that come from this study may be presented at conferences and 
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published so that information can be useful to others, but no individual in this study will 

be identified. To further protect your identity, you will be asked to create an alternative 

name which will be used to identify your data. If you would not like to create an 

alternative name, I will assigned an alternative name to your interview data. Any 

identifying information in the transcript will either be deleted or changed to protect your 

identity. 

 

What are possible risks or benefits of participating in the study? 

 

Upon completion on the study, participants will be given an opportunity to enter a 

drawing to win a $20 Amazon gift card with a 1:5 chance of winning. Participants will 

also receive a LGBTQ+ resource list. Moreover, sharing information may help LGBTQ+ 

college students better understand departures from religious identities, and will allow for 

a better understanding of this process for professionals and laypersons. Some participants 

may feel a sense of accomplishment after completing an interview and feel positively 

about contributing to research that could benefit others in the future. 

 

There is no anticipated risk of physical or psychological harm expected from your 

participation in this study.  

 

Who do I ask if I have questions? 

 

You may ask questions at any time. The primary investigator, Alexavery Hawkins, will 

answer any questions you may have regarding the study. You can contact Alexavery 

Hawkins by email: alexavery.hawkins@ttu.edu 

You may also contact the primary research advisor, Dr. Steven Richards, at 

steven.richards@ttu.edu 

 

For questions about your rights as a participant, contact the Texas Tech University 

Institutional Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office of the Vice President for 

Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409 or call (806) 742-2064.  

 

________________________________________         ________________________ 

Signature       Date 

 

________________________________________ 

Printed Name 

 

________________________________________ 

Email if Entering Gift Card Drawing 
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Appendix E 

Interview Script 

Areas to address: 

 LGBTQ+ attitudes in previous church 

 Coming out/concealing GSM identity in church 

 Impacts of experiences with Christianity/Christians  

 Current religious/spiritual identity 

 Wishes and advice for others struggling with their religious identity 

 

Life history calendars:  

This is the timeline we’ll use to help us identify and record some important events in your 

life. I’ll be taking some notes while we are talking. I’d like to start with you walking me 

through some important ages in your religious development. Can you go back to when 

you first started to identify as a Christian. When and how did you get become interested 

or involved with Christianity? 

 

 What are other important ages/events when it comes to your religious 

development?  

-Baptism/confirmation/first communion? 

-Change in denominations/churches? 

-When you stopped identifying as a Christian? 

-Is your family aware of this religious change?  

-Incorporate important markers in family 

 

When you did identify as a Christian, how important was religion to your personal 

identity (important/unimportant part of your identity)?  

 

You said you were in a ________________ (denomination) church….How large was 

your church? Can you describe the church community – common church activities and 

involvement of you and/or your family?       
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The next timeline will mark events of your gender/sexual identity developmental process. 

We can start with when you first became aware of your identity and go from there. 

First same-sex relationship (if at all)? 

Examples of non-traditional interests/activities for your sex? 

Coming out to family, friends, church (if at all)? 

  First time becoming involved in an LGBTQ+ organization? 

 

Think back to when you last identified as Christian. How did others in your church tend 

to view LGBTQ+ individuals?  

How did that make you feel at the time?  

 

Do you remember hearing sermons in church regarding LGBTQ+ people? 

 If yes …… How did you react to those messages? Thoughts, feelings? Any 

behavioral changes? 

……What did your family think about these messages? (Agree/disagree?) 

 If no, skip to next. 

 

Can you tell me about a specific experience in your previous church that you would 

consider to be: 

… affirming (supportive and encouraging) of LGBTQ+ individuals? 

… non-affirming (rejecting or condemning) of LGBTQ+ individuals? 

 

When you still identified as Christian, were you out to your church (did they know you 

were LGBTQ+)?  

If yes …….. What led you to come out in your church? 

How did others in your church react to you after you came out? 

How did you feel after coming out? 

If no ……… What prevented you from coming out in your church? 

How do you think people in your church would have responded to you if you 

would have come out? 

How did you feel at the time concealing your gender/sexuality? 
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Have you ever attended a LGBTQ+ affirming Christian church (a church that is 

supportive and encouraging of LGBTQ+ individuals’ sexual and gender identities)?  

If yes ……… What was your experience like there? 

 If no, skip to next. 

 

If at all, how did your church’s views on LGBTQ+ individuals impact your decision to 

leave Christianity? 

 How did you feel at the time after leaving your Christian identity? 

 

You said that you currently identified with __________________ (current 

religious/spiritual identity/affiliation). How strongly do you identify with that identity (is 

it an important/unimportant part of your identity)? 

 

Do you feel more accepted as an LGBTQ+ individual in your current religious/spiritual 

identity? Explain. 

  

How have your views on Christians changed since you no longer identify as a Christian?  

 

If applicable, what do you wish someone would have said to you when you were dealing 

with conflicts between your religious and LGBTQ+ identities?  

 

What advice would you give to other LGBTQ+ individuals who may be dealing with 

conflicts between their religious and LGBTQ+ identities? 

 

Before we close our interview, do you have anything else to share? 
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Appendix F 

 Recruiting Materials – Oral Script 

Hello, my name is Alex Hawkins and I am looking for individuals who would be 

willing to be interviewed. Participating individuals will receive a LGBTQ+ resource 

sheet upon completion and will be given an opportunity to enter a $20 Amazon gift card 

drawing where there is a 1:5 chance of winning.  

To qualify, you have to self-identify as an LGBTQ+ college student between ages 

18-25. You also will need to have previously identified as a Christian and regularly 

attended a Christian congregation.  

On-campus interviews will last approximately an hour and can be scheduled at a 

convenient time for you, including evenings and weekends. The interview will mainly be 

focused on learning about your past thoughts, feelings, and experiences in Christian 

environments as a LGBTQ+ individual and your current religious/spiritual identity.  

The data collected will be used in my dissertation to increase understanding about 

LGBTQ+ individuals’ experiences in their previous Christian communities and their 

transition to alternative religious/spiritual identities. Participation is voluntary and 

confidential. I will hand out some information about the study, along with my contact 

information. If you are interested in participating, please get in touch with me in-person 

or on the phone, whatever is best for you! Thank you.  

(Ask if there are questions) 
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Appendix G 

Recruiting Materials – TechAnnounce & Social Media Postings 

LGBTQ+ Students Needed for Former Christian Identity Interviews 

I am looking for LGBTQ+ college students to participate in an interview on former 

Christian identities and experiences. Interview topics include: previous church’s attitudes 

regarding LGBTQ+ people; coming out/concealing gender or sexual identity in church; 

experiences with Christianity/Christians; and current religious/spiritual identity. On-

campus interviews will last approximately an hour and can be scheduled at a convenient 

time for students, including evenings and weekends. Research participation is completely 

confidential and voluntary. Participants must have some involvement in local LGBTQ+ 

events or organizations and be between 18-25 years old to qualify. Only those who have 

identified as a Christian and regularly attended a Christian congregation are eligible. 

Participants will receive a LGBTQ+ resource sheet and an opportunity to enter a 

$20 Amazon gift card drawing with a 1:5 chance of winning! 

Interested? For more information, please contact  

Alex Hawkins at alexavery.hawkins@ttu.edu or by phone at (210) 218-4246. 
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Appendix H 

Recruiting Materials – Fliers for In-Person Recruitment  

 LGBTQ+ Former Christian College Students Needed for Interviews 

Texas Tech University Psychological Sciences 

I am looking for LGBTQ+ college students to participate in a study on former Christian 

identities and experiences. Participants must be between 18-25 years old, have some level 

of involvement in the local LGBTQ+ organizations/events, and have regularly attended a 

Christian congregation at least once a month for a year in the last 10 years.  

Interview topics include: previous church’s attitudes regarding LGBTQ+ people; coming 

out/concealing sexual/gender identity in church; experiences with Christianity/Christians; 

and current religious/spiritual identity. On-campus interviews will last approximately an 

hour and can be scheduled at a convenient time for students, including evenings and 

weekends. Research participation is confidential and voluntary. 

Participants will receive a LGBTQ+ resource sheet and an opportunity to enter a 

$20 Amazon gift card drawing with a 1:5 chance of winning! 

Interested? For more information, please contact  

Alex Hawkins at alexavery.hawkins@ttu.edu or by phone at 210-218-4246. 
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Appendix I 

LGBTQ+ Resource List (Last updated February 2017) 

Local On-Campus 

 

 Tech Gay-Straight Alliance: Student organization that provides a safe 

environment and support network for LGBTQ+ individuals and allies.  

http://www.facebook.com/TTUGSA/  

 

 Lavender Law: A student organization for TTU Law Students. For more 

information, contact their president Derek Mergele at derek.mergele@ttu.edu 

 

 TTUHSC Gay-Straight Alliance: A student organization for students at TTU 

Health Sciences Center that provides support for the LGBTQ community through 

advocacy and education. Search for their group on Facebook using “TTUHSC 

Gay-Straight Alliance.”  

 

 Risk Intervention & Safety Education (RISE): This is a department on campus 

that is focused on prevention and wellness of TTU students. They provide 

educational programming and other services on Gender & Sexuality, including 

LGBTQ resources.  

https://www.depts.ttu.edu/rise/ 

 

 Safe Haven Support group: Facilitated by Student Counseling Center staff, this 

confidential service offers an opportunity for exploration of sexual/gender identity 

related concerns.  Screening appointment required. 

http://www.depts.ttu.edu/SCC  

 

 Transgender/Non-Binary Gender Support Group: Facilitated by Student 

Counseling Center staff. This is a support group for TTU students questioning 

their gender identity or who identify as transgender or non-binary. Screening 

appointment required. 

http://www.depts.ttu.edu/SCC 

 

 Texas Tech Allies Program: Sponsored by Student Counseling Center. Offers 

training and ongoing support for those serving as Allies to the Texas Tech 

GLBTQ community.  

http://www.depts.ttu.edu/SCC  

 

 Texas Tech University Student Counseling Center: Provides confidential 

individual, group, and couple counseling for TTU students. Students pay for this 

service through their student service fee, so no session fee is needed. See their 

website for more information on how to obtain an appointment. 

http://www.facebook.com/TTUGSA/
mailto:derek.mergele@ttu.edu
https://www.depts.ttu.edu/rise/
http://www.depts.ttu.edu/SCC
http://www.depts.ttu.edu/SCC
http://www.depts.ttu.edu/SCC
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http://www.depts.ttu.edu/SCC 

 

 Campus Climate & Incident Reporting Form: If you or someone else has 

experienced or witnessed discrimination or harassment related to sexual 

orientation and/or gender identity, you can report that incident using this form.  

http://www.depts.ttu.edu/rise/climatereport.php 

 

 Student Legal Services: Offers low cost legal assistance for name changes and 

gender changes. Located on the 3rd floor of the SUB.  

 

Local Off-Campus 

 

 LubbockPRIDE: A private civic organization that consists of representatives of 

the LGBT community working to build a stronger, safer, and more diverse city 

through civic, cultural, and educational events. 

http://www.lubbockpride.org/ 

 

 OUTwest Lubbock: OUTwest Lubbock is the virtual community center for the 

LGBTIQ community in the South Plains area.  

http://www.outwestlubbock.org/  

 

 PFLAG Lubbock:  Support, Education and Advocacy network for Parents, 

Families, Friends and Allies of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Persons. 

PFLAG Lubbock is chapter of the national PFLAG organization. Monthly 

meetings: 3rd Tuesday of each month (September through November; January 

through May), 7:00 pm, at St. John’s United Methodist Church (1501 University 

Ave). They have a picnic in June and a social in December and do not generally 

meet in July or August. PFLAG also hosts the Gender Spectrum Support Group 

(GSSG), which meets on the second Tuesday of the month at 7pm at St. John’s 

UMC.  

http://www.pflaglubbock.org  

https://www.facebook.com/pflaglubbock/ 

  

 SPeCtra (LGBTQIA+ and Ally group at South Plains College): This South 

Plains College organization exists to form a strong bond between the straight and 

LGBTQ communities. Search for SPeCtra (LGBTQIA+ and Ally group at South 

Plains College) on social media.  

 

 Project CHAMPS: A local organization that provides support services to 

individuals with HIV infections and their families. 806-771-0736 

http://www.spcaa.org/champs-program.html 

 

Local Churches with LGBTQ+ Affirming Ministries 

 

http://www.depts.ttu.edu/SCC
http://www.depts.ttu.edu/rise/climatereport.php
http://www.lubbockpride.org/
http://www.outwestlubbock.org/
http://www.pflaglubbock.org/
https://www.facebook.com/pflaglubbock/
http://www.spcaa.org/champs-program.html
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• Metropolitan Community Church of Lubbock: 4501 University Ave.  

http://www.mcclubbock.org/  

 

• St. John’s United Methodist Church: 1501 University Ave.  

http://www.stjohnslubbock.org/  

 

• First Unitarian Universalist Church: 2801 42nd St.  

http://www.uulubbock.org/  

 

• St. Christopher’s Episcopal Church: 2807 42nd St.  

http://stchristophers.org/  

 

• United Congregational Church: 1701 East 10th St.  

  http://www.ucc-lbb.org/ 

 

 Congregation Shaareth Israel: 6928 83rd St.  

 http://csitemple.org/ 

 

 St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church: 1101 Slide Rd 

http://www.ststephens-lubbock.org 

 

Local LGBTQ+ Friendly Nightclubs 

 Club PINK 
o A nightclub that provides “the best shows to the gay community” every 

Sunday 

o 510 N University, Lubbock, TX 

o www.facebook.com/club.pink.lbk/ 

 

National Organizations 

 Equality Texas 

o  Advocates and lobbies for the elimination of discrimination based on 

sexual orientation and gender identity/expression.  Their foundation also 

educates and engages the public about policies and their effect on Texans 

of all sexual orientations and gender identities/expressions.    

o http://equalitytexas.org/ 

 

 Human Rights Campaign 

o HRC is America’s largest civil rights organization working to achieve 

lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender equality. 

o www.hrc.org  

 

 American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU)  

o The ACLU also works to extend rights to segments of our population that 

have traditionally been denied their rights, including people of color; 

http://www.mcclubbock.org/
http://www.stjohnslubbock.org/
http://www.uulubbock.org/
http://stchristophers.org/
http://www.ucc-lbb.org/
http://csitemple.org/
http://www.ststephens-lubbock.org/
http://www.facebook.com/club.pink.lbk/
http://equalitytexas.org/
http://www.hrc.org/


Texas Tech University, Alexavery Rainer Hawkins, August 2019 
 

197 
 

women; lesbians, gay men, bisexuals and transgender people; prisoners; 

and people with disabilities.  

o 212-549-2500 

o https://www.aclu.org/ 

 

 National LGBTQ Task Force 

o The National LGBTQ Task Force advances full freedom, justice and 

equality for LGBTQ people. The oldest national LGBTQ advocacy group.  

o http://www.thetaskforce.org/ 

o Annual Creating Change Conference: https://www.creatingchange.org/ 

 

 Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbian and Gays (National) 

o PFLAG is a national non-profit organization with over 200,000 members 

that promotes the health and well-being of LGBTQ persons, their families 

and friends through support, education, and advocacy. 

o www.pflag.org  

 

 Children of Lesbian and Gays Everywhere 

o COLAGE is a national movement of children, youth, and adults with one 

or more lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and/or queer (LGBTQ) 

parent/s. www.colage.org  

 

 Gay, Lesbian, Straight Education Network 

o GLSEN is the leading national education organization focused on ensuring 

safe schools for all students. 

o www.glsen.org  

 

 Straight Spouse Network 

o SSN is an international organization that provides personal, confidential 

support and information to heterosexual spouses/partners, current or 

former, of LGBT mates and mixed-orientation couples for constructively 

resolving coming-out problems. 

o www.ssnetwk.org  

 

 Intersex Society of North America 
o The Intersex Society of North America (ISNA) is devoted to systemic 

change to end shame, secrecy, and unwanted genital surgeries for people 

born with an anatomy that someone decided is not standard for male or 

female. 

o http://www.isna.org/ 

 

 GLBT National Help Center 
o GLBT National Youth Talkline, serving youth through age 25 

o Online peer-supported chat available 

https://www.aclu.org/
http://www.thetaskforce.org/
https://www.creatingchange.org/
http://www.pflag.org/
http://www.colage.org/
http://www.glsen.org/
http://www.ssnetwk.org/
http://www.isna.org/
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o 1-800-246-PRIDE (7743)  

o http://www.glbthotline.org/ 

 

 The Gay Christian Network 

o GCN helps create safe spaces both online and offline for Christians of all 

sorts to make friends, ask questions, get support, and offer support to 

others. 

o https://www.gaychristian.net/ 

o They also hold an annual Gay Christian Network Conference: 

https://gcnconf.com/ 

 

 The Asexual Visibility & Education Network (AVEN) 

o  AVEN hosts the world's largest online asexual community as well as a 

large archive of resources on asexuality. AVEN strives to create open, 

honest discussion about asexuality among sexual and asexual people alike. 

o http://www.asexuality.org/home/ 

 

 Trevor Lifeline 
o A leading national organization providing crisis intervention in suicide 

prevention services to LGBTQ youth, 24-7 hotline 

o 1-866-488-7386 

o http://www.thetrevorproject.org/lifelinechat 

 

 It Gets Better Project 
o The It Gets Better Project's mission is to communicate to lesbian, gay, 

bisexual and transgender youth around the world that it gets better, and to 

create and inspire the changes needed to make it better for them. 

o http://www.itgetsbetter.org/ 

 

 The Transgender Partner  

o Blog support site for partners of trans MTF (male to female)  

o https://thetransgenderpartner.wordpress.com/ 

 

Books 

 A Family and Friends Guide to Sexual Orientation: Bridge the Divide between 

Gay and Straight. Bob Powers and Alan Ellis, Routlege, 1996. 

 A New Kind of Christianity: Ten Questions That Are Transforming the Faith. 

Brian McClaren. Harper One, 2010. 

 As Nature Made Him: The Boy Who Was Raised as a Girl. John Colapinto, 

HarperCollins, 2000. 

 Coming Out to Parents: A Two-Way Survival Guide for Lesbians, Gay Men, and 

their Parents. Mary Borhek, Pilgrim Press, 1993. 

 Becoming Gay: The Journey to Self-Acceptance. Richard Isay, Vintage, 2009. 

http://www.glbthotline.org/
https://www.gaychristian.net/
https://gcnconf.com/
http://www.asexuality.org/home/
http://www.thetrevorproject.org/lifelinechat
http://www.itgetsbetter.org/
https://thetransgenderpartner.wordpress.com/
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 Beyond Acceptance: Parents of Lesbians and Gays Talk About their Experiences. 

Carolyn W. Griffin, Marian J. Wirth, and Arthur G. Wirth, St. Martin’s Press, 

1997. 

 Beyond Magenta: Transgender Teens Speak Out. Susan Kuklin, Candlewick 

Press, 2014. 

 Friends and Family: True Stories of Gay America's Straight Allies. Dan Woog, 

Alyson Publications, 1999. 

 Just a Mom. Betty DeGeneres, Alyson Publications, 2001. 

 Out of the Closet – Into Our Hearts: Celebrating our Gay/Lesbian Family 

Members. Laura Siegel and Nancy Lamkin Olson, Leyland Publications, 2001. 

 Stacey’s not a Girl: Children’s Transgender Book, Colt Keo-Meier, 2016. Order 

online at: http://coltkeo-meier.com/book/ 

 Straight Parents, Gay Children: Keeping Families Together. Robert Bernstein, 

Thunder’s Mouth Press, 1999. 

 Torn: Rescuing the Gospel from the Gays-vs.-Christians Debate. Justin Lee, 

Jericho Books, 2012. 

 Trans Bodies, Trans Selves: A Resource for the Transgender Community. Laura 

Erickson-Schroth, Oxford University Press, 2014. 

 Transgender 101: A Simple Guide to a Complex Issue. Nicholas Teich, Columbia 

University Press, 2012. 

 The Family Heart: A Memoir of When Our Son Came Out. Dew and Rob Forman, 

Fawcett Books, 1995. 

 The Beloved and ‘Bent’: Families Learning to Accept Lesbians and Gays. Pam 

Allen-Thompson and Di Allen-Thompson, Diversity Press, 1996. 

 We Were Baptized Too. Marilyn Bennett Alexander and James Preston, 

Westminster John Knox Press, 1996. 

 What if Someone I Know is Gay?: Answers to Questions About Gay and Lesbian 

People. Eric Marcus and Jane O’ Connor, Price Stern Sloan Publishing, 2000. 

 

LGBTQ+ Friendly Doctors  

Name Area Location 

Kelly Bennett Trans* (hormones) Student 

Wellness 

Fiona Prabhu Family Medicine TTUHSC 

Steve Brooks Surgery TTUHSC 

Kelly Mitchell Ophthalmology TTUHSC 

Michael 

Pankratz 

Pedi TTUHSC 

Kerry Katz Ob/gyn TTUHSC 

Alita Loveless Ob/gyn TTUHSC 

Lola Page Ob/Gyn Covenant 

Rob Gaines Ortho Covenant 
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*List compiled by Alexavery Hawkins with help from Tech Gay-Straight Alliance, 

PFLAG Lubbock, TTUHSC Gay-Straight Alliance, and the TTU Student Counseling 

Center* 


