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Abstract

This thesis considers the lived experiences of LGBTTQIA+ students who currently attend
or have attended Trinity Western University (TWU), a private Christian university that
requires all staff, students and faculty to sign a community covenant expressing marriage
is between a man and a woman. Importantly, TWU is currently seeking to start a law
school, which faces great opposition due to TWU’s historical and current exclusion of
queer folks. Subsequently, this thesis draws on data gathered from six qualitative
interviews with current or past TWU students who also identify as LGBTTQIA+, women
and/or gender non binary with the hope of making space for those folks while also
offering criticisms and recommendations for TWU to consider. Additionally, this thesis
seeks to provide clinical recommendations for counsellors and psychotherapists as they
work to support folks at the intersections of spiritual and sexual identity in an affirmative

and supportive manner.

v



Acknowledgements

I am deeply grateful to the participants in this research project for their willingness to
share their experiences and to entrust me with their stories. To these folks, and all other
queer folks who have experienced struggles to feel safe or to fit in with a Christian

community, I apologize for the harms that have been done to you in the name of Jesus.

Thank you to my thesis supervisor, Dr. Shoshana Magnet, for your kind spirit, open mind
and helpful feedback. You have helped me believe that I am not an imposter, for which I
am eternally grateful. Thank you also to my committee members, Dr. Peggy Kleinplatz
and Dr. Kathryn Trevenen, for your willingness to be part of this project and to offer your

brilliant insights.

To my Mom, who prayed that I would grow up to be a responsible citizen who loves
Jesus, I humbly think your prayers have been answered. Thank you for sending me care
packages from Saskatchewan when I was 19 and living in British Columbia and even
now, when I’'m 31 and living in Ontario. To my Dad, who left this earth before I could
even fathom going to grad school, I trust you are not surprised. I’'m averaging, but your
generosity has me on track to ensure I get a book every month until I am 47, as you

promised.

To my beloved spouse Graeme, who sacrificed much and made good on our deal of
taking turns with academic careers, thank you for every meal that you made, every dish
that you washed, every hug that you gave, and every dollar that you earned so I could
have the privilege of going back to school. Thank you, especially, for getting me ice

cream when I cried about the patriarchy.



Introduction

Trinity Western University (TWU) is a private, Christian, liberal arts university
located in the lower mainland region of British Columbia. TWU was established as a
liberal arts college in 1962—then called Trinity Junior College—and at its inception,
operated as a two-year university transfer program (Trinity Western University, 2007,
p.7). TWU is closely tied to the Evangelical Free Church, and began as a liberal arts
college in 1962 (Trinity Western University, 2007, p.7). Throughout its history, TWU
came to offer something relatively unique to incoming students: the combination of an
evangelical Christian environment and four year Bachelor degrees. As of 2016, for
example, of the 193 Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) Eligible
institutions in Canada, Trinity Western University is one of only seven institutions that is
also affiliated with Christian Higher Education Canada (CHEC), a not-for profit
organization comprised of “fully accredited, degree-granting, Christ-centred institutions”
(Government of Canada, 2016; CHEC, n.d.). Individuals seeking both an academically
rigorous and faith-oriented institution can find it in Trinity Western. Historically, many
colleges in the United States, for example, were rooted in and supported by organized
Christianity — including Harvard University (Woodrow, 2006, p.314). TWU—or any
other Christian university—may appeal because its Christian environment offers
“educational experiences that are focused on developing young Christian adults who will
exhibit mature Christian character, not merely in their intellects, but also in their hearts
and souls” (Ma, 2005, p. 323). Although secular universities may well foster learning and
development beyond an academic context, Christian universities do this quite explicitly.

Additionally, those institutions associated with the Council of Christian Colleges and



Universities (CCCU) — of which TWU is a member—operate with religion serving as “a
partner in learning that pushes students and faculty beyond notions of mere church
affiliation or historic beginnings within any particular denomination” (Bohus, Woods &

Chan, 2005, p.20).

Nevertheless, TWU’s history is certainly not left unmarked by challenges. TWU
faced significant contestation in the late 1990s and early 2000s regarding the validity of
its’ programming, particularly regarding those students studying to be teachers (Glegg,
2002). At the time, TWU offered Education courses but was unable to confer a Bachelor
of Education degree; subsequently, they had an agreement with nearby Simon Fraser
University (SFU) wherein TWU Education students would proceed to SFU to complete
their final year of an Education degree (Trinity Western University v. British Columbia
College of Teachers, 2001). Up until 2002, TWU was unable to offer the Bachelor of
Education degree. They had first applied for a fifth professional year program in 1987
prior to the inception of the British Columbia College of Teachers (BCCT), but the
BCCT took an additional seven years to determine the criteria for new programs (Trinity
Western University, 2002). TWU was subsequently turned down due to the university’s
Community Covenant (Trinity Western University, 2002). TWU faced objections
primarily based on the Community Covenant that all students, staff and faculty are
required to sign. This Community Covenant includes limitations around sexual intimacy,

such as the following:

In keeping with biblical and TWU ideals, community members voluntarily abstain from
the following actions: sexual intimacy that violates the sacredness of marriage between a
man and a woman ... Further, according to the Bible, sexual intimacy is reserved for
marriage between one man and one woman...(Trinity Western University, n.d. a).



Although not explicitly stated, the above text implies that sexual intimacy outside of a
marriage between a man and a woman is a violation—of both Biblical principles and the
TWU Community Covenant—and thus individuals attending TWU who do not identify
as heterosexual are left with the options of celibacy, asexual partnerships, or keeping
their sexual partners a secret. Although the TWU Community Covenant does not
specifically outline the consequences of having engaged in homosexual behaviour, we
know from TWU alumni like Ashlee Davidson, Ren Lunicke, Alexandra Moore, Corben
and “Jacob” that there are indeed consequences (Cameron, 2017; Lindsay, 2016; Mars’
Hill, 2016; Moore, 2016). A TWU representative stated that, in situations where TWU
students were discovered to be engaging in homosexual relationships, there would be an
“accountability process” that would be “determined on a case-by-case basis” (Cameron,

2017).

In May of 1996, the British Columbia College of Teachers rejected TWU’s
application for a fifth professional year on the grounds that, “the proposed program
follows discriminatory practices which are contrary to the public interest and public
policy” (Trinity Western University & Donna Gail Lindquist v. British Columbia College
of Teachers, 1997). Ultimately, the validity of TWU’s Community Covenant was
contested and was fought all the way to the Supreme Court of Canada. The British
Columbia College of Teachers (BCCT) “refused to approve the application because it
was contrary to the public interest for the BCCT to approve a teacher education program
offered by a private institution which appears to follow discriminatory practices” (Trinity

Western University v. British Columbia College of Teachers, 2001). Finally,



On application for judicial review, the B. C. Supreme Court found that it was not within
the BCCT’s jurisdiction to consider whether the program follows discriminatory practices
under the public interest component of the Teaching Profession Act and that there was no
reasonable foundation to support the BCCT’s decision with regard to discrimination
(Trinity Western University v. British Columbia College of Teachers, 2001).

Eleven years after their success in the Supreme Court, TWU found (and still
finds) itself back in frighteningly similar circumstances. After many years of almost radio
silence regarding the Community Covenant, TWU found itself back in the spotlight since
the start of the process to found a School of Law when it submitted its proposal for a
school of law in June 2012 (Trinity Western University, 2012). In a relatively short
period of time after announcing their bid to open a School of Law (Trinity Western
University, 2014), there was an outpouring of responses (Ali, 2014; Craig, 2014; Epp
Buckingham, 2014; Woo, 2014). Within less than a month, the Faculty Council from
both the University of British Columbia Law Faculty and Osgoode Hall Law—among
other groups and organizations—voiced their concerns (The University of British
Columbia, 2014; Office of External Relations, 2014). Both argued that TWU’s
Community Covenant is in conflict with the legal obligation to non-discrimination. As of
May 2017, the British Columbia Court of Appeal and Nova Scotia Court of Appeal have
ruled in TWU’s favour, but TWU awaits the Supreme Court hearing on the British

Columbia and Ontario appeals (Trinity Western University, n.d. e).

In order to note the possibility of different experiences for TWU alumni, I’'m now
going to shift to using autoethnographic methods. As someone who now carefully
identifies as an ally to LGBTTQIA+ individuals, sharing my personal experience at TWU
— as both an ‘acceptable’ heterosexual woman, and later as a ‘less acceptable’ feminist —

will offer additional context and detail to the complexity of TWU’s community.



Interestingly, it was at least partially my experience at TWU that helped me unlearn my
homophobia, and look at the history of Christianity and the text of the Bible using a more
critical lens. Unfortunately, there is a distinct lack of research about the experience of
being a student at Trinity Western University. The vast majority of my time at TWU
(between the years of 2004 and 2009) was positive; I also finally had the opportunity to
interact with folks who weren’t the same as me: my peers weren’t comprised of only
folks from European descent who grew up in Canada. [ went to concerts and plays in
Vancouver, started interacting with a much more diverse group of people than I did
growing up in a small, rural community in northern Saskatchewan. While at TWU, I had
close friends, did reasonably well in courses, and was heavily involved in student
leadership. Increasingly over time, however, I realized that the ways in which I
experienced ‘community’ at TWU were not universal. Moreover, I realized that the
‘TWU bubble’, though referred to comically by myself and many peers, was a

community virtually inaccessible to an entire group of TWU students: queer folks.

Because I am a cisgender, heterosexual woman, the fact that non-straight students
at TWU felt out of place at best and oppressed to the point of suicidal ideation at worst
never registered with me. Until my early twenties, I had never bothered to think about
anyone who wasn’t straight, namely because I had never met anyone who was openly
LGBTTQIA+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, two-spirit, queer, intersex, asexual).
The only instance in which I encountered anyone who I didn’t assume was heterosexual
was when a young woman—visiting our town from another community—announced
loudly on the school bus that she was bisexual. At the time, I didn’t even know what that

meant. Interestingly, one study indicates that students in high schools in Saskatchewan—



where I grew up—experience high levels of homonegativity (Morrison, Jewell,
McCutcheon, & Cochrane, 2014). In another study conducted by Swank, Frost and Fahs
discovered that, “rural and small-town LGBs were more likely to endure a history of
subtle discrimination and rural individuals encountered more lifetime discrimination”
(2012, p.237). Additionally, they found that “rural LGBs not only reported greater
stigma, but also were more isolated and disconnected from communities that may provide

affirmation of their sexual identities” (p.237).

Although TWU is located in the greater Vancouver region of British Columbia, I
argue that the insular, somewhat isolated community of the TWU campus replicates some
aspects of what it is like to reside in a small, rural town. Langley itself is a smaller city
that has strong ties to farming (Township of Langley, BC; n.d.); moreover, living on
TWU’s campus was not dissimilar to being in an isolated community, especially if you
were a student that did not own a car: at least at the time of my attendance, there was only
one bus route running near TWU’s campus, and it stopped running at 7:00 pm on
weekends. Mavhandu-Mudzusi and Sandy’s 2015 study provides a helpful parallel,
describing a more extreme but similar experience of LGBT students in South Africa. Not
only did their study indicate discriminatory practices as common in rural South African
universities (p.1050), it also pointed out that in countries like South Africa—and, I'd
argue, spaces with similar emphasis on the importance of religion—organized religion is
a “powerful voice speaking out against the provision of equal rights to lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender people,” (p. 1050). This study in particular is relevant, as it was
conducted in a rural South African university that is largely comprised of students from

“an overtly Christian background” (Mavhandu-Mudzusi & Sandy, 2015, p.1050).



Admittedly, while I was a student, I lacked awareness regarding the existence and
experience of queer folks at TWU. The only relationships I witnessed were between men
and women; male dorms and female dorms would go on ‘dorm dates’, which further
perpetuated a conservative, heteronormative culture on campus. Unbeknownst to me at
the time, one of the women in my dorm would eventually come out as non-heterosexual;
we were reasonably close friends and I had no idea that she was interested in women,
while she for certain knew I was interested in men. Despite now realizing there are
elements of TWU’s Community Covenant with which I disagree, I signed it without
hesitation because it seemed like none of the things it forbade were things involving me.
In retrospect, I was still a nascent feminist, and it seemed challenge enough for me to
believe my voice as a woman was both important and valuable, let alone considering the
experience of queer folks (whom I didn’t believe existed at TWU anyway). It wasn’t until
the intersection of two events—the coming out of my childhood friend, and a group
presentation on gay marriage for a philosophy class—that I began to re-evaluate my
thoughts about and feelings toward queer folks. Although TWU as a whole did not
encourage critical discussions around queerness, specific professors—all of whom are
now, unsurprisingly, members of the Gender Studies Institute (Trinity Western
University, n.d. d)—strongly supported critical thinking about privilege and encouraged
my feminism. I’d been reading Jessica Valenti, choosing woman-centred research topics,
and slowly edging my focus of study toward women’s equality in developing countries.
Eventually, I’d write a paper on the rhetoric of the pro-choice and pro-life movements

since Roe. v. Wade, and ended up reconsidering my position on the ‘issue’ of abortion.



Sometime during the summer of 2006, I was visiting family friends for the
weekend; at this point, I had known these people for over fifteen years, as they attended
the church I grew up in for nearly a decade. Late at night while I was visiting, in my
friend’s quiet, basement bedroom, she told me that her older brother was gay. I don’t
remember anything in particular that she said; only that she was upset with the news and
had hesitated to tell me. Unfortunately, research indicates that this situation is common:
queer folks coming out in the context of religious families are often left reeling as a result
of their families’ reactions (Baiocco et al, 2015; Kabakov, 2014; Maslowe & Yarhouse,
2015; VanderWaal, Sedlacek & Lane, 2017). Later, her brother called me on the phone,
and I recall having the wisdom to mention that I loved him whether he was gay or not.
We both wept. Even my fairly conservative mother was upset by the way which my

friend’s family handled his coming out; he was still the same person, wasn’t he?

Earlier in the same year, I was enrolled in a second year philosophy class at TWU
called Contemporary Ethical Issues (Morrissey, 2016), which was taught by a popular
professor who had a reputation for being engaging, progressive and even controversial
(Rate My Professors, 2007). I recall studying Brian McLaren in one of this professor’s
later classes—McLaren, a popular evangelical Christian author ruffles a lot of feathers
amongst his evangelical peers (Hagerty, 2010; Challies, 2014). Shortly before the most
recent election, however, McLaren wrote an op-ed on his break-up with evangelical
Christianity (McLaren, 2016). That said, it is worth noting that this professor later went
on to pastor a church called neXus, which describes itself as “a church that is on a
journey of discovery and re-evaluation within our faith” (neXus Church, n.d.). The course

required that we create a group presentation on a contemporary ethical issue, and I was in



a group presenting on homosexuality. I acknowledge that, in many ways, it is problematic
to refer to homosexuality as a ‘contemporary ethical issue’. Though I have very little
recollection about the context of the presentation, I do recall having a shift in my thinking
because of my research: I could no longer say with complete confidence that the Bible
was against being gay, nor could I say that the ways in which gay people have been

treated by Christians was ethical.

By the time I’d arrived at Trinity Western, much of the hype around the
Education program had faded away. Any comments I heard were from faculty and were
part of our legacy of which I never considered the impact. I was then, as in many ways |
am now, an all eggs in one basket sort of woman: I’d only applied to one school with the
intention of doing one thing — teaching high school English. In my time at TWU, there at
least seemed to me to be no issue finding placements for Education students; after
graduation, I was immediately hired on to substitute teach in multiple public school
districts. During this time, I recall having a conversation with one of my male grade 12
students explaining first, that it was not possible for ‘homework’ to have a sexual
orientation, and moreover that it wasn’t appropriate to use the word ‘gay’ as an insult,
since there is nothing wrong with being gay. It was clear that, since I first made my
journey to TWU, my perspectives on homosexuality and the diversity of human
experience had changed. In this season, I had already begun to reconsider the covenant at
TWU, especially in light of my own spiritual convictions that the notion of a covenant is
to be made with God rather than with an institution. I was working hard to learn to be a
better ally to queer folks, and to open conversations about how the church as a larger

body of individuals across the planet could support queer folks in a healthier way.



Upon starting my master’s degree in 2014, I was writing a paper on the notion of
virginity and discovered that there was virtually no research that included LGBTTQIA+
folks. This unfortunate discovery spurred my interest in better representing and
supporting queer folks, especially in connection to Christian communities. Thus, I began
to integrate my spiritual hopes with my academic interests; asking myself how I could
better support the intersections of spiritual and sexual identity, especially knowing the
recent and historical challenges faced by students at TWU. Thus, this thesis will
demonstrate that queer folks in the context of spiritual communities experience great
difficulties in integrating the various dimensions of their identities. Nevertheless, this
does not necessarily mean queer folks will ultimately leave or dissociate themselves from

Christian communities like TWU.

It is first important to establish the context and experiences of queer folks within
spiritual communities. We know that, unfortunately, many lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, two-spirit, queer, intersex and/or asexual (LGBTTQIA+) individuals
undergo negative experiences in the context of religious communities, especially within
those communities that are Christian (Murr, 2013, p.349). Furthermore, “those who
identify with a conservative religion continue to be among those who espouse negative
attitudes toward lesbians and gay men” (Newman, 2002, p.89). Additionally, as
highlighted by Rachel Murr, therapist and author of Unnatural: Spiritual Resiliency in
Queer Christian Women (2014), it is evident that “despite a growing movement of
Christian churches who’ve adopted policies of full inclusion and affirmation, Christianity
is still strongly associated with negative attitudes toward gay people” (2013, p.349). The

literature certainly indicates that individuals who do not identify as heterosexual may not

10



have particularly positive experiences in the context of church or communities comprised
primarily of Christians, such as TWU (Dahl & Galliher, 2012; Miller & Stack, 2014;
Sharma, 2008). Knowing that TWU is non-denominational in student attendance but
evangelical free in formal history and association, will helpfully inform TWU’s tendency
toward conservativism. In my own years of attendance at TWU, for example, campus
rules were changed to accommodate organized dances at the TWU campus (The
Gateway, 2006). Later, the Community Covenant was updated to permit responsible
consumption of alcohol off-campus, rather than expressly prohibiting alcohol
consumption entirely (Armstrong, 2000). These dances were, of course, heteronormative
and relatively sexually innocent at that. These examples help us remember that people,
universities, and even church denominations can change their minds. Similarly, Andrea
Smith writes of how white evangelicals were proponents of slavery and race segregation

in the 1950s and 1960s but have significantly changed their perspectives (Smith, 2008,

p.14).

Parallel to the experiences of the Biola Queer Underground (BQU) at Biola
University in California—discussed at length in Deborah Jian Lee’s important work
Rescuing Jesus: How People of Color, Women & Queer Christians are Reclaiming
Evangelicalism (2015)—I argue that informal, underground support networks of queers
and allies can serve as a reconnecting site with the potential for re-association with a
spiritual community like TWU. Underground communities like the BQU can provide a
space for queers and allies to relate and feel connection (Lee, 2015, pp. 133-134); to feel

safe and loved. The challenge, of course, lies in maintaining the anonymity of the group

11



participants and the privacy of the group itself: the pressure of maintaining that secrecy

mounts daily when so much is at stake (Lee, 2015, p. 134). .

Sherry et al. found that “many LGB people have successfully negotiated the
integration of these two aspects of [sexual and spiritual] identity in a way that allows
them to feel congruent and free from identity conflict” (Sherry, Adelman, Whilde &
Quick, 2010, p.117). This is relevant to my thesis because it indicates the possibility not
only for sexual and spiritual identity navigation, but also for what may be considered
adaptive or even successful navigation of these aspects of identity. Taylor and Snowdon
(2014) also identify a number of studies that point out “how queer identified members of
Christian churches have developed strategies of adaptation and resistance, re-working
scripts of inclusion and exclusion, “coming out” (or not) and stretching heteronormative
theologies of sexuality” (p.397). My thesis will not assume that adaption and resistance
or successful navigation of one’s sexual and spiritual identities are possible or even
preferable, and thus will focus primarily on the experience of the individual research
participants. My own life experiences and faith naturally lead me to hope for healthy
sexual and spiritual lives for all people, but I acknowledge that some folks may need to
leave their Christian community for the sake of their safety, not to mention for other

reasons.

Members of religious communities often cause LGBTTQIA+ individuals to feel
excluded and alienated from those very communities: it has been found that “conflict
between religious and sexual identities has been associated with distress, including
shame, internalized homophobia, depression, and suicidal ideation” (Sherry, Adelman,

Whilde & Quick, 2010, p.113). These exclusionary experiences may result in

12



LGBTTQIA+ individuals feeling conflicted about or entirely rejecting religious
affiliation; either by leaving their current community or choosing not to engage with a
religious community or religious practices in the future (Foster, Bowland & Vosler, 2015;
Heermann, Wiggins & Rutter, 2007; Murr, 2013; Ream & Savin-Williams, 2005). We
know that there are a number of TWU alumni who originally identified as Christians that
have since left the faith: this is true of some of my interview participants, and is also
mentioned by Alexandra Moore, the author of the blog, Mouth of Babel (2016).
Subsequently, LGBTTQIA+ individuals may struggle to reconcile the spiritual and
sexual facets of their respective identities if they are an active participant in a
conservative Christian community (Lapinski & McKirnan, 2013, p.857), and perhaps
even if they are no longer involved in that community but were involved in the past.
Although some may perceive it to be a simple choice, the decision to leave one’s church
community is a significant one. Christian churches can provide not only spiritual support
but also a group of people with largely similar values, and comfort in being known and

supported by others (Levy & Reeves, 2011; Woodell, Kazyak & Compton, 2015, p. 866).

Beagan and Hattie (2015) additionally found that “lesbians, gay men, bisexuals,
transgender people and those who identify as queer (LGBTQ) almost inevitably have
conflicted relationships to religion and spirituality. Condemnation by mainstream faith
traditions has inflicted considerable harm on sexual and gender minorities” (p.92). An
earlier study conducted by Hattie and Beagan (2013)—wherein self-identifying lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender or queer women were interviewed regarding their spiritual and
sexual/gender identity—provides support for my assertion that at least some

LGBTTQIA+ individuals desire to remain connected to or reconnect with their spiritual
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practices and/or religious communities. It is worth noting that in recent years, and
especially in light of the TWU Community Covenant controversy, those who would
identify as Christians—Iliberal and conservative alike—are beginning to change their

minds (Merritt, 2014; Rogers, 2016).

Objectives and Research Question

The primary objective of my thesis was to collect and analyze data from
qualitative interviews in order to better understand the ways in which LGBTTQIA+
identified individuals from TWU experience spirituality, and how they navigate their
spiritual and sexual identities. Ultimately, the research question this thesis attempts to
answer is: what are the spiritual experiences of lesbian, gay, bisexual and/or queer
women and gender non-binary individuals who have attended or are currently attending
Trinity Western University? More specifically, this thesis will attempt to highlight the
sites of support and reconnection, alongside the sites of isolation, as described by
participants in this research study. Ultimately, this thesis will provide
recommendations—both for allies within spiritual communities, and also for mental
health practitioners—in order to more holistically and healthily support LGBTTQIA+

individuals who are navigating the often-murky waters of sexual and spiritual identity.

As an active, longtime member of a Christian church community, I recognize that
there are ways in which my church/religion/pastor/teachings place me on the margins:
because of my feminism, because of my femaleness, and perhaps even because of my
work toward being a better ally to LGBTTQIA+ folks. I am, however, a cisgender, white,

heterosexual woman and TWU alum, and thus I experience relative privilege and safety

14



within the context of both my Anabaptist Christian church community, and my memories
of association with TWU. In her careful analysis of insider/outsider positioning specific
to feminist qualitative research, Sandra Acker borrows James Banks’ (1998) four-
category typology of the insider-outsider dynamic (2001 p.158). More specifically,
Banks’ notion of the Indigenous Outsider (p.161) is useful for my research: I am, in some
ways, on the margins in my community (i.e. being queer affirmative in the context of a
Christian church community) yet I am also an alum of TWU. Thus, although inherently
unstable (p.162), the role of the Indigenous Outsider may provide an effective location
from which to critically examine the research findings. I do not wish to impose my own

assumptions onto the experiences of LGBTTQIA+ individuals from TWU.

Conducting research involving insider-outsider dynamics can offer both benefits
and detriments, and fundamentally impacts the knowledge created during the research
process (Acker, 2001; Dwyer & Buckle, 2009; Griffith, 1998; Hayfield & Huxley, 2015;
Levy, 2013). Dwyer and Buckle (2009) observe that an “insider role status frequently
allows researchers more rapid and more complete acceptance by their participants.
Therefore, participants are typically more open with researchers so that there may be a
greater depth to the data gathered” (p. 58). Nevertheless, Dwyer and Buckle’s
examination also identified that “the researcher’s perceptions might be clouded by his or
her personal experience and that as a member of the group he or she will have difficulty

separating it from that of the participants” (2009, p.58).

Importantly, I considered Naheed Islam’s process of research in light of my own
struggles as both an insider and an outsider while conducting my interviews. In Islam’s

work studying the experience of Bangladeshi immigrants, she conducts thorough work of
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figuring out “who and what constitute belonging to a community,” as Islam finds that
there are many “axes of difference and commonality” between her and her community
(Islam, 2000, p.41). As Islam discovered in her research, I was careful to avoid assuming
that I am on the ‘inside’ just because I am an ally to queer folks. I entered the process of
interviewing participants knowing there was a possibility of being perceived especially as
an outsider by my research participants because of my position, both as researcher and—
more importantly—as a cisgender heterosexual woman who passed easily through the

gates of TWU.

Another particularly helpful example of dealing with one’s perceived status as an
insider or outsider is found in Onaje X. O. Woodbine’s recent publication Black Gods of
the Asphalt: Religion, Hip-Hop, and Street Basketball (2016). Woodbine, a black man
who grew up playing street ball and eventually left a promising career in college
basketball to pursue studies in philosophy and religion, writes of his experience
interviewing and interacting with inner city Boston street ballers: “My personal
background as a Roxbury native and former streetball player also made it easier t avoid
reducing players’ bodies to objects determined by fixed cultural narratives. While I did
not ignore the cultural forces at play in my analysis, I became acutely aware of the ache
for meaning and feeling expressed in the games. In this sense, our shared social proximity
helped me to avoid stripping these young black men of their agency” (Woodbine, 2016,
p.48). Although unlike Woodbine, my life doesn’t run strictly parallel to the lived
experience of LGBTTQIA+ folks at Trinity Western University, I do possess an

increased understanding of those folks’ social locations while at TWU.

Scope and Relevance
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My thesis will contribute to feminist and gender studies, to theological studies,
and also to the practice of psychotherapy. More specifically, my thesis will contribute to
feminist theology and feminist studies of religion insofar as it will address the lack of
communication regarding the both/and of feminism and Christianity. One particularly
helpful theorist when considering the both/and of feminism and Christianity is Andrea
Smith. Smith, a feminist and activist, provides support for my own both/and struggles in
even the subheading of her book Native Americans and the Christian Right: The
Gendered Politics of Unlikely Alliances (2008). Similar to the ways in which Andrea
Smith points out and learns to find spaces of reconciliation between the initial
contradictions between Native American and Christian Right activism, I am learning to

better contend with the both/and experience of being a feminist and a Christian.

Smith writes that, “by bringing into conversation with each other two such
seemingly disparate constituencies as conservative evangelicals and Native activists, [that
she is] signaling that [ Native Americans and the Christian Right] will disrupt some of the
assigned notions we have about the logics of these organizing sites” (Smith, 2008,
Preface xiv). This thesis follows from the work of Andrea Smith in that my experience
indicates that it is common for people to disbelieve that I am able to reconcile my identity
as a feminist with my identity as a Christian. Moreover, I believe that there is a need for a
more holistic perception of human identity as informed by my Christian understanding of
being made in the image of a divine creator, and thus this thesis will contribute to my
personal practice as a Christian, as well as to my broader church community as I serve as
an elder in the Anabaptist church. More specifically, the church I attend identifies with a

“third way” approach regarding same-sex relationships (Cavey, 2013). Although I see
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this way as a much gentler and accepting than the way of other Christian communities, I
believe there is still space for me to help my church folks come to accept queer folks
more. Admittedly, seeing my queer sisters and brothers in Christ be discouraged or
disowned by their Christian communities is painful, not to mention theologically
inconsistent according to many Christian church denominations (Bozard & Sanders,
2011; Kocet, Sanabria & Smith, 2011; Lease, Horne, & Noffsinger-Frazier, 2005;

McQueeney, 2009; Schuck & Liddle, 2001).

Although there is plenty of literature regarding psychotherapeutic work with
LGBTTQIA+ clients (APA Task Force, 2009; Bidell, 2016; Brown & Pantalone, 2011;
Galarza, 2013; Shelton & Delgado-Romero, 2013; Singh & Moss, 2016), research and
therapeutic work with those folks from the perspective of a Christian practitioner is much
less plentiful. More specifically, the historic work of the field of psychology to “cure”
homosexuals of their homosexuality still lingers. A 2015 study conducted by McGeorge,
Carlson and Toomey demonstrates not only that there are therapists who still practice
(and thus support) conversion therapy, but that they (unsurprisingly) have lower levels of
competence in working with lesbian, gay and bisexual clients (p. 42). The fact that this
study did not include — or address the non-inclusion of — transgender folks is further
proof that psychotherapists and others in the realm of counselling and psychology have
work to do! Admittedly, this thesis cannot specifically contribute to the full spectrum of
gender and sexual identities, but it will nonetheless contribute to the field of
psychotherapy insofar as it seeks to better equip Christian therapists in counselling

LGBTTQIA+ clients.

It becomes clear, then, that LGBTTQIA+ individuals may experience a great
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degree of tension between their spiritual and sexual identities: “[Lesbian, bisexual and
gay people] may find themselves not only unwelcome in church because of their sexual
orientation, but they are also viewed as antithetical to the gay movement because they are
religious” (Sherry, Adelman, Whilde & Quick, 2010, p.113). This is due primarily to the
internalized homonegativity and heterosexism that LGBTTQIA+ individuals experience.
In this case, internalized homonegativity refers to the guilt and shame about one’s
sexuality (Yip, 1997, p.3), especially if one has internalized traditional or conservative
Christian ethics. Studies have also indicated that a large number—60 to 69% —of gay
men and lesbians have left organized religion (Morrow, 2003; Sherry et al., 2010 in Murr,

2013, p.350).

Specific to the context of TWU, it is possible that queer folks at TWU who aren’t
interested in making change (i.e. just want to get through their time at TWU, or are happy
with their experiences at the institution) may be made to feel further outside of the
community (Sandberg, 2014; Harris, 2014). In this field of research, not only are
LGBTTQIA+ individuals positioned outside of religious community for their queerness,
but are additionally positioned outside the queer community by their religiosity. It seems
safe to assume, based on the conservative culture of TWU’s campus and the Community
Covenant’s restrictions around homosexual behaviour, that some queer TWU students
would experience internalized homonegativity and homophobia. In a study conducted by
Wilkerson et al, their finds suggested that “mental health providers and sexuality
educators should be more concerned about the influenced of fundamentalist religious
beliefs on internalized homonegativity and outness when their clients have a history of

affiliation with Evangelical Protestant faiths more so that Catholic or Mainline Protestant

19



faiths” (2012, p. 127). Reading the stories recently published in TWU’s student
newspaper—~Mars’ Hill—can serve as an illustrative example (Mars’ Hill Admin, 2016).
In this article, TWU alumni—public and anonymous—share their experiences of being
queer or queer allies at TWU. Aimee Leduc writes “my cutting would have gotten much
more serious. There may have been an attempt at suicide instead of just fantasizing about
it” (Mars’ Hill Admin, 2016). Colin Janz writes that their time at TWU was “without a
doubt one of the loneliest, hopeless and self-deprecating periods of my life. It was pure,
terrifying isolation” (Mars’ Hill Admin, 2016). An Anonymous student or alum wrote, “I
remember overdosing on pills and then being ferried away in an ambulance... I
remember breaking up with my first boyfriend, and not being able to talk to many people
about it, and needing to just pretend that I was okay when I was heartbroken” (Mars’ Hill
Admin, 2016). Although this article did not survey all queer TWU alumni, it illuminates
frightening themes: queer TWU students felt isolated at best, and depressed to the point
of suicidal ideation at worst. Outside of the TWU context, Gibbs and Goldbach’s 2015
study of LGBT young adults demonstrates that “lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender
(LGBT) young adults are at a disproportionate risk for experiencing distress and abuse”

(p. 472).

In addition to causing LGBTTQIA+ individuals to feel as though they need to
leave organized religion altogether, some LGBTTQIA+ individuals find that “the
psychological dissonance that results from having a conservative religious identity and an
LGB [lesbian, gay, bisexual] identity can be so profound as to lead some to enter therapy
with the goal of altering their sexual orientation” (Dewey, Schlosser, Kinney & Burkard,

2014, p.299). Historically, the LGBTTQIA+ community has experienced a great degree
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of negativity; more specifically, formal efforts to “cure” homosexuality—often referred
to as SOCE (sexual orientation change efforts), ex-gay, conversation or reparative
therapy—have been plentiful since the 1973 change to the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) II. This, of course, is based on the premise that
homosexuality is a mental illness and not a societal norm (McGeorge, Carlson, &
Toomey, 2015). Justin Lee, founder of The Gay Christian Network, describes his desires
to rid himself of his homosexual desires at length in his 2012 book TORN. Surely,
anything that can cause someone to seek therapy to drastically alter their identity is worth
examining further, one of many reasons for my research on the sexual and spiritual
identity navigation among LGBTTQIA+ women. No empirical evidence exists that
would suggest such therapy—often called ‘conversion therapy’ or ‘reparative therapy’—
has any success in altering sexual orientation (Morrow, 2003, p.115). Furthermore, as the
literature indicates, there is a dearth of research that focuses specifically on the
experiences of individuals in Christian community that works to include transgender,
two-spirit and intersex individuals. As previously stated, it may be the case that lesbians
(and LGBTTQIA+ individuals) struggle to feel comfortable within their sexual or
spiritual community: queer folks struggle to accept Christians, and Christians struggle to
accept queer folks. The struggle must be particularly heightened for queer Christians at

TWU.

Religion and Spirituality

It is particularly important to distinguish between ‘spirituality” and ‘religion’ for
the purposes of this paper, as there has been much change in the understanding of each

word’s respective meaning throughout the past forty years (Pargament, 2011, p.30).
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Canda and Furman (2010) provide a helpful distinction between these two terms for the
practice of social work, which can be aptly applied for use in both psychotherapy and
feminist and gender studies, the lenses through which I am viewing this project. Canda
and Furman define spirituality as “a universal and fundamental human quality involving
the search for a sense of meaning, purpose, morality, well-being, and profundity in
relationships with ourselves, others, and ultimate reality, however understood” (2010,
p.59). According to Canda and Furman, religion, on the other hand, is “an
institutionalized (i.e. systematic) pattern of values, beliefs, symbols, behaviors, and
experiences that are oriented toward spiritual concerns, shared by a community, and

transmitted over time in traditions” (2010, p.59).

This thesis does not intend to refer to spirituality and religion in polarizing ways;
rather, it seeks to examine the diverse ways that LGBTTQIA+ women and gender non-
binary folks experience spirituality, inside or outside of church walls. Kenneth
Pargament’s understanding of religion and spirituality is also helpful, insofar as he
acknowledges the polarization of the terms, when ultimately, “the most essential of all
religious functions is the desire to form a relationship with something we consider

sacred” (2011, p.31).

Working Definitions of LGBTTQIA+

There is much contention regarding the use of the terms lesbian, gay, bisexual and
queer, and various opinions and perspectives exist regarding their use. As Weston points
out, “working definitions have the apparent advantage of precision and consistency in

their application. Yet those virtues often prove illusory, because working definitions tend
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to be at once rather arbitrary, on the one hand, and culture-bound on the other” (2009,
p.140). Moreover, as a society, we are inclined to binary patterns of thought: I am right
and you are wrong; she’s a woman and he’s a man. [ would argue that there is no
dimension of human experience that can less be pinpointed than that of sexuality
(Bricknell, 2006; Diamond, 2008; Phelan, 1993; Sedgwick, 1990; Weston, 2009).
Therefore, what is more important to consider for the purposes of this thesis is self-
identification rather than concrete definitions (Weston, 2009, p.141). Helpfully, Alison
Better offers that, “one’s queer identity should count just on the virtue of the fact that one
defines themselves as such. Maintaining an identity outside of the dominant power
structure has political and social reasons that may be known only to the individual”
(2014, p.36). My thesis will also carefully consider the outward pressure LGBTTQIA+

individuals feel to identify or perform a certain way.

The participants interviewed for my thesis were recruited based on their self-
identification as women or gender non-binary, and LGBTTQIA+. It is important to note
here that none of the participants I actually interviewed identified as transgender, intersex
or asexual. Nevertheless, I have and will continue to use the LGBTTQIA+ acronym, with
the intention of avoiding further erasure of those folks. Additionally, throughout this
thesis I will also substitute “queer” for LGBTTQIA+, since the word queer is “is often
characterized as being more a critique of the concept of identity or definition than an
identity or definition in its own right. It is almost impossible to give a neat breakdown of
queer” (Cornwall, 2011, p.9). Additionally, “for some people, queer and LGBT are
basically synonymous; for others, queer’s ability to question and resist various

normativities is not just about sexuality, but about all kinds of dimensions of life and
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theological concern” (Cornwall, 2011, p.11). These differences indicate that clear
definitions thus cannot be determined beyond participant self-identification. In fact, some
of the interview questions for this thesis inquired about sexual identification and any

labels that participants may associate with themselves.

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet (1990) will be of particular
use to my research, insofar as she illustrates how bizarre it is that “the gender of object
choice” is the singularly important dimension of genital activity; this dimension, of
course, becoming what we know to be sexual orientation (p.8). Moreover, Sedgwick’s
first axiom, people are different from each other, is hugely significant for my research. In
the same spirit as Kimberle Crenshaw’s work, discussed later in this thesis, Sedgwick
further highlights the need for conducting interviews with LGBTTQIA+ folks: because,
as Sedgwick writes, “some people, homo-, hetero-, and bisexual, experience their
sexuality as deeply embedded in a matrix of gender meanings and gender differentials.
Others of each sexuality do not” (1990, p.26). Throughout this thesis, I use the larger
acronym of LGBTTQIA+ while also acknowledging that most of my discussion, research
and analysis focuses on sexuality rather than gender. Additionally, Sedgwick highlights
the resilience of ‘the homosexual’ as a nominative category, being careful to point out
that this is not solely because of how meaningful ‘the homosexual’ is, but due to the

number of people who define themselves against it (1990, p.83).

Perhaps most importantly stated in Sedgwick’s 1990 work is her
acknowledgement that removing an individual’s authority to sexually self-identify is an
act of violence (p.26). Particularly in light of the fact that sexuality expresses both

identity and knowledge, Sedgwick emphasizes the intimately violent nature of no longer
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individuals to “describe and name their own sexual desire” (1990, p.26).

Identity Navigation

The notion that identity is fluid rather than static is a central element of my thesis.
My thesis also purports that identity has many intersecting facets: “The postmodern
positions depicts the self as a ‘fluid, evolving character that is in a continual process of
becoming’ ”’(Sherry, Adelman, Whilde & Quick, 2010, p.112). One of the possible
alternatives for LGBTTQIA+ folks who leave the Protestant church is to, as suggested by
Sherry et al. (2010), develop “a sense of spirituality separate from formal institutionalized
religious experiences”, which can “mediate the effects of negative religious experiences
on the psychological health of LGB individuals” (Sherry, Adelman, Whilde & Quick,
2010, p.113). As has been addressed earlier in this thesis, when some LGBTTQIA+
individuals experience conflict regarding their sexuality and their spirituality, they opt to
reject one of those identity components as entirely as they are able. In light of my
graduate work in counselling and spirituality, I do not believe it is either necessary or

consistently helpful to reject one’s spiritual self.

Although it is certainly possible that folks experience religion and/or spirituality
in negative ways, there is an increasing amount of research that indicates positive
elements of religion and/or spirituality. For example, Lisa Miller’s 2015 book The
Spiritual Child: The New Science on Parenting for Health and Lifelong Thriving
demonstrates a number of ways in which spirituality can serve as a helpful resource.
Moreover, a literature review conducted by Abu-Raiya et al. shows that religiousness and

spirituality offer a number of positive effects, not limited to: better mental health, an
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enhanced sense of well-being, greater levels of meaning in life, attachment security, self-
control, comfort, satisfaction with life, and lower levels of depression and anxiety (2015,
p. 565). Specific to the experience of LGBTTQIA+ women, Hagen, Arczynski and
Hawxhurst (2011) found a number of positive influences associated with spirituality, not
limited to reducing internalized homonegativity, increasing confidence in responding to

oppression and trauma, and meaning making (pp.225-226).

Additionally, Sherry et al. found that “many LGB people have successfully
negotiated the integration of these two aspects of [sexual and spiritual] identity in a way
that allows them to feel congruent and free from identity conflict” (Sherry, Adelman,
Whilde & Quick, 2010, p.117). This is relevant to my thesis because it indicates the
possibility not only for sexual and spiritual identity navigation, but also for what may be
considered adaptive or even successful navigation of these aspects of identity. Taylor and
Snowdon (2014) also identify a number of studies that point out “how queer identified
members of Christian churches have developed strategies of adaptation and resistance, re-
working scripts of inclusion and exclusion, “coming out” (or not) and stretching
heteronormative theologies of sexuality” (p.397). My thesis will not assume that
adaptation and resistance or successful navigation of one’s sexual and spiritual identities
are possible or even preferable, and thus will focus primarily on the experience of the
individual research participants. My own life experiences and faith naturally lead me to
hope for healthy sexual and spiritual lives for all people, but I acknowledge that some
folks may need to leave their Christian community for the sake of their safety, not to

mention for other reasons.

Methodological Framework
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Before I discuss the methodological approaches I used in this thesis, I will first
describe the practical methodological processes I undertook in order to collect data
through participant interviews. To begin, I received ethics approval (Appendix 1) and
began recruiting participants in November 2016. I recruited first by posting a copy of my
request for participants (Appendix 2) on my personal Facebook page, as hundreds of my
Facebook friends are folks who attended Trinity Western University. Later, I received

permission to post my request for participants in a private, confidential Facebook group.

Each of the six participants was assigned a pseudonym in chronological order
based on my first contact with them, and were selected based on the criteria included in
the recruitment poster (Appendix 2) and then on a first-come, first-served basis. I used
the names of the planets as pseudonyms, not only because they were easy for me to
remember but also because they reminded me of my first exposure to a queer character in
fiction. While growing up, I watched Sailor Moon, a Japanese manga series, and despite
the straight washing of the characters Sailor Neptune and Sailor Uranus in the English
version of the cartoon, I knew that they were lovers rather than cousins (Roncero-
Menendez, 2014). It thus seemed appropriate to use the names of the planets and Sailor
Scouts as pseudonyms. I arranged participant interview times via email, and provided
them a copy of my consent form (Appendix 3), which they read, signed and returned via

email. I also reviewed the consent verbally at the start of each interview.

Interviews were conducted privately in my home office via Skype or, in one case,
by phone. Participants were at home in private for the interviews, with the exception of
one participant who was in her private therapy office. I recorded the interviews on my

cell phone (later transferring the files to my computer) and also on my personal
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computer, which is password protected. I transcribed all of the interviews on my personal
computer using Microsoft Word. Once I finished transcribing an interview, I sent it to the
participant for review. Each transcript was password protected. After I received the
transcript back, I coded it using IPA methods using Track Changes in Word, saving a

separate copy of the transcript with the codes and comments.

Autoethnography

As has already been demonstrated earlier in the introduction, this thesis involves
autoethnographic work, wherein I contextualize my experience and explicate my
motivation for research. Much of the work on autoethnography can be attributed to
Deborah Reed-Danahay, Carolyn Ellis and Art Bochner (for example: Ellis, 2004; Ellis &
Bochner, 2002; Ellis & Flaherty, 1992; Reed-Danahay, 1997). Autoethnography is a
qualitative form of research that helps provide insight into the social and cultural context,
but does so in a way that givers voice—and I would argue, validation—to personal
experience (Haynes, 2011; Strong et al, 2008; Wall, 2008). The principles of
autoethnography conflict with positivist notions of traditional research, wherein
objectivity—a notion of which feminist researchers are skeptical—is not only believed to
be achieved, but also lauded as the ideal position of the researcher (Hesse-Biber, Leavy &
Yaiser, 2004; Wall, 2008). Consistent with feminist principles of research, the inclusion
of autoethnographic content is to acknowledge the subjectivity of the researcher, and, in
turn, to validate the lived experience of both the researcher and the participant. It is,
however, important to note that, despite its attempt to validate lived experiences, this
thesis lacks an examination of race and racialization, which is especially because that two

of the six participants in this research are people of colour. Although this thesis is
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intersectional in terms of its dual consideration of sexuality and spirituality, it
unfortunately did not include interview questions about racial identity, a fact that is

undoubtedly shaped by my own white privilege.

In an overview of autoethnography, Ellis, Adams and Bochner (2011) define
autoethnography as “an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and
systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to understand
cultural experience (ethno).... Thus, as a method, autoethnography is both process and
product” (p.1). As both as a researcher and as a psychotherapist, the product and process
of autoethnographic work are important in order to work toward more collaborative and
non-hierarchical relationships with research participants and clients of psychotherapy.
Due to the imbalance of power inherent in the psychotherapeutic relationship,
disentangling oneself from that imbalance can feel like a near-insurmountable task,
especially as a graduate student in Counselling and Spirituality who is unsurprisingly
seeking confirmation of competence. Autoethnography, then, can allow for authenticity
within research but can also model the process of collaborative work necessary in
feminist psychotherapy. Setting aside, for example, the distrust in my own authority
(Behar, 1996, p.21) may allow a similar increase in each participant’s belief that their
experience and what they have to say is important. Strong et al (2009) offer some
particularly helpful parallels between autoethnography used in the context of research

and autoethnography in the process of counselling (pp. 124-126).

Autoethnographic approaches are of additional use in my research as I negotiate
concern about my positionality. It is common of feminist researchers to have anxiety

about how the self is represented within research (Berger, 2001; Le Gallais, 2008; Levy
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2013; Wall, 2008). This is likely due, at least in part, to the criticism of inserting personal
stories into what are lauded as “impersonal social facts” (Behar, 1996, p.12). As such, |
am committed to presenting as authentic a self as I am ethically able when
communicating with research participants. Additionally, I believe it is important to refer
to the research process using feminist language: for example, when contacting research
participants and conducting interviews, I frequently referred to conducting research with
folks rather than on or about them. Such language can further contribute to the
deconstruction of hierarchical structures as used in research and the academy, and can

support collaborative, community-oriented work.

One of the means by which I will work toward ensuring my research participants
feel at ease is in the process of research is to be open about my own positionality as
researcher from the outset. As Leigh Berger (2001) writes, “when researchers are open
about their own personal stories, participants feel more comfortable sharing information,
and the hierarchical gap between researchers and respondents formerly embraced in
ethnographic work is closed” (Berger, 2001, p.507). For example, when employing
autoethnographic principles during my solicitation for research participants, anytime a
participant was curious about my reasons for research or my background, I made clear

my positionality as a cisgender, heterosexual, Christian feminist and queer ally.

Including the spiritual experiences of individuals in the process of research can be
even more challenging. Leigh Berger (2001) cites Wuthnow when speaking of
spirituality, as Wuthnow indicates that “writing about spiritual experience as a social
scientists is difficult because spirituality is a highly personal, often hidden side of people”

(Wuthnow in Berger, 2001, p.510). Basically, if it wasn’t already hard enough to make
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talking about your own life “valid” in the academy, spirituality is even more difficult for
folks to take seriously as academic work. This is a further argument for my doing
autoethnographic work, as I attended Trinity Western University, which I experienced as

academically rigorous and which deeply informed my feminism.

My research is motivated by my continued attempt to be a greater ally to
LGBTTQIA+ individuals, especially because I identify as a Christian. Ultimately, my
research is motivated by both my Christian and feminist politics, and my belief that each
person is equally valuable and equally loved by the divine creator of the universe. |
associate closely with the sentiments of Sarah Bessey, author of Jesus Feminist, wherein
she proclaims: “I want to stand outside here in our Canadian wilds beside the water;
banging my battered old pots and pans into the wind and the cold and the heavens,
hollering, ‘There is more room! There is more room! There is room for all of us!”
(Bessey, 2013, p.4). I am arguing for how to make space for LGBTTQIA+ individuals

within the Christian community so as to not have exclusionary space.

Additionally, autoethnographic work provides space for the researcher to be
influenced and perhaps even transformed by the research process itself. Berger (2001)
writes further, “narrative threads inform and are informed by [her] current work.
Thinking, writing, and rewriting all lead [her] to new understandings of [her]
experiences” (p.507). To further complicate and challenge the traditional understanding
of research that there exists a fully objective researcher, autoethnography adheres to the
notion that both researcher and participant will be impacted on some level by the work

that is conducted.
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Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) and Reflexivity

In addition to the critical work of autoethnography, this thesis will involve the use
of interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) as a method of research. Consistent
with the values and practices of psychotherapy, IPA works toward reflexivity, and also
acknowledges the ‘bias’ of the researcher. One reason why IPA is of particular use for the
subject of this thesis is [IPA’s strong connection to the field of psychology, and thus
psychotherapy. As J. A. Smith writes, “while mainstream cognitive psychology and
social cognition are committed to quantitative and experimental methodology, IPA
employs indepth qualitative analysis” (2004, p.41). This is not to decrease the value of
quantitative data; however, for the purposes of this thesis, qualitative methods are of

much greater use.

Additionally, because of IPA’s strong commitment to thorough analysis, it can be
suggested that such a methodological approach will satisfy even those scholars more
adherent to quantitative methods. Specific to this thesis, an exhaustive analysis of
interviews will allow for the creation of thematic case studies, which will in turn provide
readers with greater insight into the complexities of navigating spiritual and sexual
identity. Furthermore, Smith and Osborn point out that “IPA is especially useful when
one is concerned with complexity, process or novelty” (2003, p.55). Due to the complex
nature of this thesis, I will consider both spiritual and sexual identity through the
frameworks of queer theory and sexuality studies, IPA seems a sound methodological
approach. As Brocki and Wearden explain, “the inductive nature of IPA allows authors to
discuss their analysis in the light of varied existing psychological theories, models or

approaches” (2006, p.96).
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According to Larkin, Watts and Clifton (2006), there are two primary aims of
interpretative phenomenological analysis. First, IPA works to ‘give voice’ and tries to
“understand [the] participants’ world, and to describe ‘what it is like’ ”(p.104). The
second aim of IPA is to ‘make sense’, which is done by “developing a more overtly
interpretative analysis, which positions the initial ‘description’ in relation to a wider

social, cultural and perhaps even theoretical, context” (p.104).

This second aim of IPA is of particular importance to this thesis, as it emphasizes
and acknowledges that each individual person is situated within a specific context. Rather
than simply taking a participant’s words at face value, each participant is understood as
influenced by a host of other factors. As Daley points out, “a critical feminist approach...
positions the research process in time, place, culture, and situation and promotes the use
of researchers’ reflexivity and critical reflection to recognize and respond to power
structures and relations in the research process” (Daley, 2010, p.68). IPA will, thus, allow

for the maintained commitment to feminist approaches to research.

Upon my contact with potential participants, I began keeping a reflective research
journal in order to process my experience of the research. This research journal will first
exist as a result of my IPA and autoethnographic methods, and also in order to process
my experience of the research. Additionally, keeping a research journal allowed me to
add to the contextualization of the research process, and to increase the safety of the
researchees and researcher in the 