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Q: Demonstrate how a comparative theological approach can be used to illuminate the matter of gender, race, or sexuality in two religious traditions.



Sacralising the other: A comparative approach to inspire theological solutions for the religious-queer narrative deadlocks in Christianity using Hindu frames of reference

URMI CHANDA

Abstract: This paper uses some recent religious, legal and cultural statutes regarding the LGBTQIA+ community in Hindu and Christian contexts as the starting point to illustrate the current attitudes towards the queer community in these two faith traditions. Using queer affirmative examples from mythology, it shows how the Hindu faith has always had a more tolerant attitude towards gender and sexual minorities as compared to Christianity. It argues that Hindu social acceptance is a result of these queer divine representations, and suggests that Christianity may use similar frameworks to alter its theological position.

Introduction

As two of the most important individual and social identity markers, gender and sexuality have always been subjects of intense scrutiny. They occur constantly in academic, public and religious discourse, often causing acrimonious debate between parties with vastly different points of view. 

After the Netherlands took lead in legalizing same sex marriages in 2001, many nations across the globe have followed suit. While such ‘progressive steps’ have been a matter of victory for many human and queer rights activists, many religious organisations disagree, for they impugn the fundamentals of identity. For the latter, this move is a dangerous challenge to tradition and a disrupter of the normative family unit. Rigid religious ideologies often become the basis of discrimination, and visible social exclusion. 

Some religious bodies and leaders are, however, trying to find a way to accommodate this new narrative and accepting members from the LGBTQIA+ community. Dialogues between leaders of different religious denominations may help inspire ways in which faith and reform may be reconciled. A comparative theological approach is a useful one to consider, helping illuminate such complex concepts as gender and sexuality – and their new definitions thereof – within faith systems. 

This paper attempts to parallelly examine the concepts of gender and sexuality from the perspectives of (some denominations of) Christianity and Hinduism, find points of comparison, and some hermeneutical bridges to inspire theosophical solutions. 

Current take of Hinduism and Christianity on queer issues

On September 6, 2018, the Supreme Court of India made a historic ruling, repealing parts of the infamous Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code, thus decriminalizing consensual homosexual sex between two adults (Rajagopal). The decision came after years of campaigning by queer rights activists and lawyers, who deemed the colonial era law as regressive and one violating the fundamental rights of citizens. 

The judgment was notable because the Indian society, comprising a Hindu majority, is considered conservative in matters of sexual behavior. In 2013, when the Supreme Court had decided to act in this direction, it was met with resistance from religious leaders of all communities, including Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, Christians and Jains, who had called homosexuality a ‘menace of Western countries’ (Economic Times). 

When Indians – religious leaders or otherwise – use terms like ‘menace’, the allusion is to a society that is perceived to be excessively liberal and one which knows no modesty, and has no respect for traditional systems and values. The general assumption is that anything goes in the name of freedom and individual choice in a homogenous geographical place called ‘the West’. 

It would surprise these religious leaders to know that last year the Vatican rejected the notion that gender can be fluid (The New York Times). In the June of 2019, the Holy See issued a document (Vatican) stating the Catholic position with regards gender theory in education. Although positioned as an effort at understanding and dialogue, the Catholic Church also makes clear that in its view, that concepts such as gender fluidity are “nothing more than a confused concept of freedom in the realm of feelings and wants, or momentary desires provoked by emotional impulses and the will of the individual, as opposed to anything based on the truths of existence.” 

Same-sex relationships are already contentious in the Christian worldview, and the matter of gender identity just segues into it. Close on the heels of the Vatican’s issuance of the above-mentioned document, there were reports of the Catholic Church intensifying its anti-queer rhetoric in the Visegrád Four. (Palickova). Statements labelling the queer discourse as an “anthropological error in the form of very dangerous gender and LGBT ideologies” or “anti-Christian system of anti-values” have been made by Archbishops from those four eastern European nations of the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia. 

That said, there are several Christian denominations in ‘the West’ that have made way for queer inclusiveness within their churches by sanctioning same sex marriages. These include the Episcopal Church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, Presbyterian Church (U.S.), and the United Church of Christ among others (Pew Research Centre). However, these are exceptions and there is a long way to go, before the queer and Christian ideologies can be truly reconciled. 


Liberal Hindu, Conservative Christian?

While the ‘Christian West’ allows for theological and ideological battles to play out between the Church and the queer community, the Hindu side of ‘the East’ has seemed surprisingly liberal in this matter.  

After the Supreme Court’s overturning of Section 377, one of the most unlikely voices of support was that of prominent Hindu leader, Mohan Bhagwat (NDTV). Bhagwat is the head of a prominent Right Wing organization, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), which is the parent body of the ruling political party, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). The RSS is a known Hindu hardliner that follows a brand of religious nationalism called Hindutva. Although they claim only to be a ‘cultural organisation’, they have deep links with religious bodies and activities, and often act like the (self-appointed) guardians of Hindu culture. Several of their affiliated fringe organisations routinely engage in cultural vigilantism, such as harassing and shaming young, unmarried couples in public. They have a special grouse against occasions like ‘Valentine’s Day’, which they believe to be morally-corrupting Western imports. 

So when their ringleader, Bhagwat, publicly proclaimed that ‘homosexuality is not a crime’, it surprised many. However, the septuagenarian leader did add that “this kind of relationship” is not “compatible with nature”. Why Bhagwat’s stand is important is because, unlike in Christianity, there is no one religious head of Hinduism. As the head of BJP’s parent body, Bhagwat has become a stand in authority figure representing Hinduism and/ or Hindu culture. Meanwhile, the head of the BJP and current Indian PM, Narendra Modi, remains obstinately silent on the subject. 

The stake of religion in the sexuality and gender discourse

Legal victories and politically correct official statements notwithstanding, the lived realities of people of the LGBTQIA+ community are still far from ideal. They still battle immense cultural and structural violence in the forms of social stigma, homo and transphobias, lack of opportunities, and workplace discrimination. Legal recourse is not enough to counter such deep prejudices. One must understand where they stem from, and simultaneously work at altering those schemas.  

Sociological perspectives are useful in understanding the role religions play in establishing normative gender roles and sexual behaviours. Emile Durkheim famously defined religion as “...a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden – beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church all who adhere to them.” 

[bookmark: _GoBack]From the mythology of a religious tradition stem several archetypes that are upheld as models of being and conduct in society. According to Ellingson sexuality is the primary ground on which human relationships are judged as right or wrong, good or bad, legitimate or illegitimate. He posits three main dimensions of the religious-mythical narrative through which legitimation is offered. These include fecundity – reasons and conditions for reproduction; gender binary – the natural/god-made classification of two decisive genders; and power & domination – hierarchies and prescriptive gender/sexual group behaviours. 

“Through myths and religious practices, human sexuality is channeled into socially and religiously meaningful avenues that relate bodies to one another in morally legitimate and illegitimate ways.” (Ellingson) He further explains the reasons for conflict between social and religious discourse saying, “Because it (religion) operates by appeal to extrahuman sources of legitimation, the process of meaning construction may be manifested in the violence of religious domination and oppression, or as a contradictory force demanding justice and liberation from oppression.” 

In this case, the enforcers, dominators, and perpetrators of violence would be religious leaders (belonging to) or religious bodies such as Christian churches or Hindu mathas or monasteries; and the contradictory force demanding justice and liberation would be the queer community and activists. The former fights to uphold the traditional definitions of relationships and roles, while the latter fights for acceptance with new definitions. 

Scientific and legal testimonies are limited in their effectiveness to bring about change and acceptance, for faith is far more deep-rooted in collective consciousness and powerful in its instigations. It would serve well to remember that the DSM (The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) declassified homosexuality as a disease as early as 1973 in its second edition (Drescher), and yet ‘cures’ for homosexuality continue to be offered by religious practitioners the world over. 

A couple of myths and scriptural injunctions from the Bible and the sacred Hindu texts will help illustrate the archetypes that become normative in the eyes of the layperson. Genesis or creation myths are among the best-known and most pervasive in religious communities, and serve as excellent examples of understanding of how gender and sexuality schemas are established.

Genesis myths and scriptural injunctions as foundations for gender roles

Genesis or cosmogonic myths are profoundly imprinted in the collective consciousness of every society, for they answer foundational questions about existence. Who started life and when? How and from where did we, and this world, come to be? These creation stories often feature a primeval couple – world parents – whose union kick starts life on earth. 

For example in Maori mythology, the union of the sky father, Rangi, and the earth mother, Papa, sets forth life in motion (Shand). In Greek mythology, Gaia and Uranus perform similar functions (Littleton). In the Jewish and Christian traditions, this role is assigned to Adam and Eve in the book of Genesis. In the Hindu context, the creator god, Brahma/Manu and his consort, Saraswati/ Shatarupa were responsible for creation (McLeish). 

These heteronormative extrahuman relationships become the reference points for relational rules in any given society. They come to broadly define the function and role of genders, the manner and end of sexual acts and thereby their acceptability. Models from mythology – embedded as they are in scriptural frameworks – are held up as examples of all that is right and good, and any acts or agents who do not follow these leads are branded deviants. It is not uncommon among Hindus, for example, to seek ‘Sita’-like qualities in a prospective bride. Sita is a mythical character and goddess from the Indian epic, Ramayana, who typifies the virtuous, chaste, ever-supportive and unquestioning wife. 

The suggestions of these myths are strengthened further with direct injunctions in scripture. For example, the Bible makes clear in Genesis 1 and 5 the basic, binary and sexually dimorphic nature of humanity.   

26 Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness…

27 So God created mankind in his own image,
     in the image of God he created them;
     male and female he created them. (Gen 1:26-27)  

1  When God created mankind, he made them in the likeness of God. 
2  He created them male and female and blessed them. And he named them                                                              “Mankind” when they were created. (Gen. 5:1-2)

Further, in Matthew, Jesus rules out any other possibility in the gender paradigm of creation when he says:

4 “Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female, 
5 and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh’? 
6 So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate.” (Matt. 19:4-6)

The implication here seems clear: that biological gender and sexuality are irrevocably linked, and the latter is a natural and only possible consequence of the former. Further, the sexual nature and role of the two genders is also fixed. Further, any manner of sexual perversions – especially implied homosexuality (Carden) – are denounced through several references to the story of Sodom and Gomorrah such as in Genesis 19 and Jude 1:7. The proclamation in Leviticus is however, the most damning as it says,

22 “Thou shalt not lie with mankind as with womankind: it is abomination. Do not lie with a man as one lies with a woman; that is detestable" (Lev.18:22)

As for Hinduism, it does not have a central scripture in the way Christianity does. Consequently, there are no specific codes about gender identity or alternate sexualities, although traditional gender roles are prescribed in shastra and smriti literature such as the infamous Manusmriti. For example,

It is the duty of a man to keep his woman in control, letting her being dependent on him, and do the same while being a father, a brother, a husband, and a son. Also, women should be guarded against all evils of the society, because an unguarded woman causes sorrow to both the families [1-7]. 

The husband enters his wife and becomes an embryo himself, in the form of his son. In order to keep his progeny clean, he should be more cautious towards guarding her [9-10]. (Vashisht)

Notably though, there is substantial queer representation in Hindu/ ancient Indian art and literature, and some of these will be discussed later in the paper.

Comparative theology and shrinking the hermeneutical circle

Outside the academic universe of mythologists and social scientists, many hold these ‘stories’ to be binding facts. The faithful see these as divinely revealed truths that are timeless and universal. There are even truth claims via historicity, as demonstrated in increasingly popular fields of study such as Biblical Archaeology. As such, notions of ‘gender’ and ‘sexuality’ are or seem unassailable. For those in the queer community arguing with religious authorities, the fight is not just for social acceptance. Often, it is laced with a very real fear of committing sin and thereby, not finding a place in heaven (Edward F. Lomash).

Any attempts at dialogue with the faithful in the domains of gender and sexuality, then, must be made with theological rather than theoretical sensibilities. The counter appeals, assertions and affirmations must be wrought through mythology rooted in scripture, for it offers far more sanctity and legitimacy to a group than any manuals of psychology or court rulings can. This is especially true for the group Schimmel calls ‘scriptural fundamentalists’ or persons ‘who believe and affirm with a certainty that God has literally authored and revealed a “sacred scripture” that is inerrant and infallible, and that this “sacred scripture” is absolutely authoritative for all humankind.’ (Schimmel) 
He cites the assertions of prominent and influential evangelical Protestant theologian, Wayne Grudem as examples of such fundamentalism.

“All the words in the Old and in the New Testaments are the words of God. Anyone who believes that even one word of Scripture is not from God, does not believe in God. Anyone who disobeys any word from Scripture has disobeyed God.” 

“All of the words in Scripture are completely true and without error in any part.” (Schimmel 101-102)

In the recent years, the field of queer theology has emerged through intersections in fields of theology and queer theory, but it has largely been by way of reinterpreting sections of the Gospel (Bardella). The Bible itself offers little or no direct affirmations for queer identity. 

Hindu scriptures and religious art, on the other hand, offer a surprisingly large number of instances of queer identity and inclusion. Offering these scriptural examples to Christian believers using a comparative theological approach may help shrink the circumference of the hermeneutical circle. 

The merit of the comparative theological approach as compared to that of comparative religion is that it encompasses and acknowledges theological assumptions of the faiths under consideration, and therefore, accountable. This form of comparativism is ‘bilateral’ and ‘heuristic’, and does not assume underlying global, universal patterns or categories (Nicholson) of concepts being discussed – as gender and sexuality in this case.

It is important to note that that this approach assumes a certain plurality, an openness to dialogue for practitioners of either faith. A completely exclusionist point of view, that denies the validity of any other religion is unlikely to engage with this method. The following section lists some instances of queer representation and inclusion in the Hindu tradition in light of the aforementioned teachings and practices of the Christian tradition. 


Queer representation in sacred Hindu art, literature and culture

As mentioned above, Hinduism does not have one central scripture. The Bhagavad Gita, which is a section of the epic, ‘Mahabharata’ could be called the first among equals in the literature that Hindus hold sacred. Along with the Mahabharata, the epic ‘Ramayana’, the four Vedas, the Upanishads and the Puranas are texts or groups of texts that may qualify as having some universal scriptural value. In addition, there are Shruti (that which is heard), Smriti (that which is recalled) and Shastra (law and philosophy) texts that are also held in some reverence. Describing the contents, versions and variations of these texts is beyond the scope of this paper, but a few instances of queer representation occur in such sources, thus giving them scriptural veracity. What follows is a list of popular examples – from myth, art and culture – and their respective sources. 


· [image: ] Ardhanarishwara: The androgynous form of Shiva/Parvati, where the god and goddess are fused together – one half of a male body and one half of the female body – is popular in Hindu iconography. It is a representation of the two creative universal forces – the masculine (purusha) and the feminine (prakriti) – in perfect unity and equality. This icon occurs as a carving on the walls of many ancient Hindu temples, though this form is rarely worshipped. References to the ardhanarishwara (Figure 1) occur in several Puranas, including the Linga Purana, Vayu Purana, Vishnu Purana, Skanda Purana, Kurma Purana, and Markandeya Purana as also the Mahabharata (Chowdhury). 

 The stories explaining this icon vary from one source to another, but they are all indicative of the synthesis of the two genders necessary for creation. It is a reiteration of the primal parents archetype in genesis myths. However, the coexistence of the two genders in one body with visible gender attributes opens up the idea of a new entity – the third gender. The discourse of gender fluidity may be opened with this as the starting premise.Figure 1: An Ardhanarishvara stone sculpture, 11 C. Rajasthan, India, image via Wikimedia Commons


· The Mohini form of Vishnu: Another gender-fluid myth relates to a highly popular Hindu deity, Vishnu. Vishnu is a god who is in charge of the preservation of the universe and is depicted as a king. However, he is known to incarnate on earth in periods of crisis, assuming the beastly, hybrid or human forms. His two best-known incarnations or avataras are that of Ram and Krishna, who are heroes in the epics, Ramayana and Mahabharata respectively. However, a lesser-known but highly intriguing form of Vishnu exists, who is not a hero, but a ‘heroine’. Vishnu assumes the form of an enchantress, Mohini, when he must win in a situation with guile instead of martial courage. 

There are several stories about Vishnu-Mohini in Hindu ‘scriptures’, but one about the churning of the ocean is most popular in Hindu imagination. In this story that occurs in the Mahabharata, the Bhagavata Purana and the Vishnu Purana among others, he tricks the asuras (anti gods) and takes away the nectar of immortality or amrita from them to give it to the gods. In another story from the Mahabharata, he becomes Mohini for the sake of Aravan or Iravan, son of Arjuna and the Naga princess, Ulupi. Aravan is a warrior doomed to die in battle, but doesn’t want to die a bachelor. He agrees to make this warrior’s sacrifice on the condition that he would get to experience conjugal bliss, even if for one night. When no woman agrees to marry him for a day, and become a widow the next, Krishna (Vishnu’s incarnation) agrees to become his wife for a night as Mohini.
[image: ]
Figure 2: A priest ties a 'thaali' (traditional ornament worn by married Hindu women in South India) around an Aravani's neck during the festival at Koovagam | image via The Week

They are married, make love through the night, and Aravan rides into battle the next morning, never to return. Mohini duly mourns his death as a new bride is called ‘Aravani’. (Kalidos)

This story is especially important as it forms the basis of an important ritual festival for the transgender community in India. Each year, thousands of trans women from across India congregate in the Koothandavar Temple in village of Koovagam in Tamil Nadu to enact this mythic marriage. They become the brides of Aravan or Aravanis (Figure 2) for one night, embracing and celebrating their womanhood in its entirety. Like Krishna, their transformation into a woman is complete through this ‘consummation and loss’ (Subramanian). 

While these two stories of Vishnu/Mohini seem to indicate some familiarity with the idea of transgenderism, a third story seems more attuned to the idea of homosexuality. In this story, Shiva is so captivated with Vishnu’s Mohini form that he couples with her and they produce a son named Shasta or Ayappa. (Kalidos)

· Other references to homosexuality, transgenderism and ‘unusual’ sexual practices

The walls of many ancient Indian temples have a profusion of erotic sculptures, carved in stone. The group of temples in Khajuraho (Madhya Pradesh) and Konark (Odisha), in particular, are notable for their explicitness. Since Hinduism acknowledges kama or pleasure as one of the Purusharthas or four aims of life (the other three being dharma or righteous duty, artha or financial gain and moksha or liberation) (Mohapatra), depictions of sexual acts on the walls of sacred spaces was never misplaced. The art of the temple walls depicted the other three aims and many other subjects and stories from mythology too. 

[image: ]
Figure 3: A frieze on the wall of the Vishvanath temple in Khajuraho, Madhya Pradesh, India, depicting a group of women indulging in homoerotic acts | image source: Wikimedia Commons
These artistic representations of erotic acts show a vast variation, starting with regular heterosexual coupling, to threesomes and orgies to homosexual acts and even bestiality. There are many theories about the motivations behind art, which would be considered profane. Whatever the reasons, it may be inferred that in ancient India, variant ideas of gender and sexuality were acknowledged to the extent that they could be represented in art beside the ‘normal’ and the ‘sacred’. 


[image: ]
Figure 4: A group of Jogappas, 'male' priests devoted to the service of Goddess Yelamma as her 'female' servants. They may be trans women or simply cross dressers | image source: Indianwomenblog.org
This ‘tolerance’ for manifestations of different genders and sexuality is evident even in contemporary India despite and because of religious contexts. Like the Aravanis, Hijras and Jogappas come from the transgender community. Officially recognized as the ‘third gender’ by India’s Supreme Court (Pandey), they have long held a place in India’s culture and vocabulary as people who belong to the ‘tritiya-prakriti’ – literally, third nature. (Wilhelm) These transgender people are associated with certain cults of Hindu gods or goddesses, and are often part of ritual ceremonies. They may not enjoy vast social acceptance, but within the religious context, receive validation for their identities and some respect. 

The Hindu handling of modern queers: A case study for the Christian community

Scholars of modern queer theology and progressive churches that accommodate the gender and sexual minority communities have found a way to circumvent the Biblical injunctions surrounding homosexuality by limiting interpretation to the historical context in which those utterances were made. This hermeneutical method is constrictive and is unlikely to appeal to the majority for whom scriptures hold universal value. 

The Hindu approach to queer matters can be said to be expansive, on the other hand. Although some ancient smriti and shastra texts (law books) denounce homosexual behaviour and prescribe mild to moderate punishments, these are not widely known among laypersons. For example, the Manusmriti and the Arthashastra both consider homosexual behaviour among ordinary twice-born (higher caste) males to be a minor offence that may be atoned for by taking a ritual bath or paying a small fine. It is interesting to note that both these texts also considered the public vilification of people of the third sex to be a punishable offence. (Wilhelm 50) 

However, the legitimacy that queer and transfolk have in Hindu society comes from the myths embedded in scripture as noted above.  The existence of queer characters and stories that are sacred in nature not only reserves natural space for this community in society but also grants them some measure of sacrality by association. Though this may imply a concessional or tolerant attitude from the heteronormative section of society, it is far better than outright rejection or a view that casts them as sinners. And when there is no direct sacred framework (modern Indian/Hindu queers do not all belong of special religious sects), there is, at least, the knowledge of naturalized cultural history of queers in the collective consciousness.

Much of the fight for queer rights is about normalization and acceptance, and the sacralising approach may seem like being thrust into another minority category. But from a theological point of view, it may be the first vital door to open that leads from acknowledgement to acceptance. Queer-friendly Christian leaders may seek inspiration from this Hindu model to alter the narrative and consequently attitude towards the LGBTQIA+ community. 

Taking off from the point where queer theology leaves off – interpretation restricted to context – mainstream theology may choose to build upon the fact of mere existence. That queer people occur in scripture could be taken as a singular point of validation, as proof that they aren’t glitches or aberrations in the divine scheme of things, as reason why they must be treated like anyone else. As characters in a divine play – like the Hindu queer gods – they would be deemed divine too. It would place them right into the fold of beings who God created in his own image. 

This Hindu approach, if used to illumine the ideas of gender and sexuality in a larger Christian context, may help solve the theological deadlock to some extent. Doing so would need making several rounds of what Friederich Schleiermacher calls ‘the hermeneutical circle’. The Father of Modern Hermeneutics stated, “In order to gain an overview of the text in its completeness, we must give proper attention to the details and particulars. But we cannot appreciate the significance of these details and particulars without a sense of the whole work. We begin with the big idea, read the text clearly and in detail in the light of this, and then use the text to substantiate the initial idea.”

Interpreting some parts of scripture, such as the stories of Sodom and Gomorrah, Ruth and Naomi, or David and Jonathan, using a comparative theological approach of Hinduism to illumine notions of gender and sexuality, may indeed help alter the larger picture, and finally allow everyone to belong the way God made them. 
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