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on the Verge of an introduction

Joseph a. marchal

here we begin on the verge, but on the verge of … what, exactly? Per-
haps, we are on the verge of a nervous breakdown, in a not so distant 
echo of Pedro almodóvar’s 1988 film Women on the Verge of a Nervous 
Breakdown. Certainly, the study of Paul’s letters can reduce one to tears, if 
not always to the edge of a nervous disorder, perhaps especially because 
these letters have been used to declare certain people and practices as dis-
ordered—no longer on the verge, but having crossed over and into the 
territory of the pathological, the abnormal, the stigmatized, even the con-
demned. But almodóvar’s movies lovingly, often raucously, embrace the 
women—and the other gender and sexual minorities—that populate both 
the centers and the peripheries of their narrative and visual frames. The 
affairs that drive these characters (sometimes crazily so) are often over 
the top and out of bounds from respectable society, veering and careening 
from the sentimental to the violent, mixing high drama and low comedy.1

one would be hard pressed to describe Pauline epistles and inter-
pretations as acts of madcap melodrama, and yet, to me at least, Pedro 
and Pablo share some similar tastes and thus elicit similar attentions 
and ambivalences. Both are at their most prolific when they work with 
women. (after all, the present volume’s title echoes Women on the Verge 
of a Nervous Breakdown.) indeed, both relish deploying women and other 
feminized figures for their own affective aims, often casting women as 
particularly prone to hysterical behavior. in some of their more disturb-
ing moments, their works depict acts of sexual violence that are hard to 

1. in case it is not yet obvious, i am far from an authority on either film or music, 
but i also believe that more amateurish attachments can be helpful entrées into excit-
ing—if conflicting—domains such as queer studies. For one, more scholarly compan-
ion to the work of almodóvar, see d’Lugo and Vernon 2013.

-1 -



2 marchal

shake.2 in terms of genre and period, they could not be more different—
almodóvar’s movies are vibrant and twisty—even screwy—affairs, while 
Paul’s letters often try their best to show precisely how much they are not 
messing around in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation. Yet 
both are simply overstuffed, even bursting, with figures that deserve our 
attention, offense, and occasional affection. almodóvar’s breakout farce 
Women on the Verge turns around the alternately composed and crazed 
lead, Pepa (played by the incomparable Carmen maura), whose plight 
assembles an assortment of audacious, dramatic, and often wronged 
women. Their persistence, however, is on display in a range of predic-
aments with men. one brings along an obnoxiously ardent male lover 
played by a younger antonio Banderas, the only cast member to cross 
over into mainstream movie success (likely because there is no justice in 
the persistently patriarchal environs of modern movies). unfurling in an 
almost entirely spanish setting, the movie plays the specter of religious 
and racial difference for laughs as another character flees her passionate 
boyfriend, whom she discovers is a shiite terrorist on the verge of hijack-
ing an airplane. Paul’s letters, too, feature a capacious cast of coworkers, 
including women, slaves, and gentiles. The world of these assembly 
communities also include named and unnamed women, prominently 
positioned as apostles and prophets, leaders and teachers, more than occa-
sionally in precarious positions. Yet the letters often seek to connect them 
in particular ways to male figures. Though Junia was outstanding among 
the apostles and the incomparable Prisca takes the lead in more than one 
of these audiences, only two other male protégées get their own canonized 
sequels, in the pastoral letters to timothy and titus. Furthermore, Paul 
also plays with notions of the gentiles as racially and religiously different 
because of their sexual and gender trouble.

The tendencies on display in almodóvar’s films are recognizable 
today as a fairly common gay male identification with divas—fabulous, 
if marginalized, suffering yet surviving women. The plight of a diva and 
her negotiated performance of exaggerated forms and norms of feminin-
ity provide a shiver of recognition, a shot at identification, even a strategy 
of thriving for many (proto)queer people. But divas are not for everyone, 
nor are the movies of almodóvar, for that matter. some viewers find his 

2. For two recent examples of work on Paul’s letters and sexualized violence, see 
matthews 2017; shaner 2017.



 on the Verge of an introduction 3

camp aesthetic thrilling, even enabling, others off-putting. some recognize 
themselves in the chaos or breakdowns that his female characters recur-
rently suffer; still others experience a vicarious relief that life is perhaps 
never as gonzo. others appreciate these kinds of theatrical techniques 
but treasure different objects of ambivalent affection. similar observa-
tions can be made about the techniques of Paul’s epistles and the reception 
of them in interpretation. indeed, as Will stockton’s response can attest, 
Paul’s letters can themselves be objects of intense, even excessive, attach-
ment—though not for everyone! Like many other figures and artifacts, 
those clambering in and around the epistles invite both serious critiques 
and campy disidentifications.

so if the early works of neither Pedro nor Pablo are quite your taste, 
consider “on the Verge” instead, the opening salvo of This Island (2004), 
the final album created by the queer feminist punk dance trio Le tigre.3 
alternately stomping, swaying, and demanding a response, its chorus 
repeats the line “We’re on the verge of ” four times, without ever complet-
ing the clause, leaving the more impatient listener to plead … of what? of 
what?! The song simultaneously propels and suspends, its beats skittering 
together, then cutting herky-jerky in time, evoking a strange temporality 
and affectivity. For the more textually inclined among us, the lyrics of the 
verses might provide some comfort, or at least greater clarity. The opening 
verse warns against keeping to well-worn paths: “Play it so safe to stay on 
top / shake it, imitate it, but it still sounds old.” as Kathleen hanna’s vocals 
often operate, the delivery punctuates a sharp—even bratty—indictment 
and incitement, to herself and her peers. Furthermore, and especially for 
someone who cannot quite quit historical pursuits from a place of isola-
tion or alienation, the second verse exhorts: “When you’re shipwrecked on 
your mattress i’ll come in and show you how / to hijack the past and wind 
up in the right now.” as almodóvar does in Women on the Verge, Le tigre’s 
“on the Verge” calls up hijacking but reconfigures it as something we can 
and should do together, suggesting that the past might be a foreign object, 
but one to which we might do more than campily attach. to be newly 
present to the present, one can force elements of the past to move in other 
directions, including ones that address our vulnerably intimate spaces.

3. Cvetkovich (2003) opens with reflections on the relation of queer trauma, plea-
sure, and persistence to another Le tigre song, “Keep on Livin’ ” (see also Kotrosits 
2018).
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Thus Le tigre figures here less as forms for admittedly audacious 
juxtapositions with Pauline epistles than as unexplored possibilities for 
how people interpret and use images and ideas, figures and feelings, from 
past epistles and the communities that received them. Like many biblical 
and queer scholars—and those really exciting places where those groups 
overlap!—“on the Verge” anticipates an alternate future by performing 
now a specific reworking of the past. to my mind, the many projects of 
Le tigre’s lead singer and songwriter Kathleen hanna manage to parallel 
the multiple—even conflicted—styles and starting points of queer stud-
ies. hanna’s best known early band was Bikini Kill, an explicitly feminist 
punk group known for its confrontational and politically charged ethos 
and often retrospectively lumped with a large, unwieldy, and inconsistent 
list of performers under the term riot grrrl (see darms 2013). one way to 
narrate the emergence of queer studies is to trace a similarly insurgent, 
confrontational impulse that sought to trouble both academic and activ-
ist work, as in the efforts of groups like aCt uP and Queer nation (see 
Berlant and Freeman 1993; as well as Jagose 1996, 107–9; and turner 2000, 
106–7, 145–46). The work of canonizing certain sets of scholars or strate-
gies as queer (or especially so) is also a vexed retrospective process, often 
bringing together disparate theories, processes, and accountabilities under 
one—and thus inevitably disputed—banner (see more below).

after Bikini Kill, hanna recorded a more intimate, lo-fi solo album as 
Julie ruin. she remained committed as ever to feminist politics and a diY 
approach, but this album had a more refined, stripped-down—if sampler-
oriented—sound. much of the best work in queer studies involves close 
consideration of form, the craft of the literary and cultural objects queerly 
reconsidered as well as the craft of the interpretation itself. indeed, both 
the deconstructive and the psychoanalytic sorts of queer studies attend to 
specific details and smaller scenes—of shame and stigma, nonconscious 
desires and drives, fleeting pleasures and possibilities—within structuring 
absences, internal incoherences, loose ends, and unthought remainders.

at first blush, hanna’s later collaboration with filmmaking and dJ col-
leagues in Le tigre looks like a new wave departure from her previous 
work into danceable electroclash music. Their albums certainly charted 
higher than any of her other albums, reaching wider audiences than ever, 
but the techniques and materials reflect her persistent commitments to 
feminist and queer politics and lingering interests in sampling from 
her Julie ruin project. indeed, hanna never entirely left that solo proj-
ect “behind,” recording and performing twice more with others as Julie 
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ruin. Queer studies has continued to develop in a range of unanticipated 
directions, reflecting its vibrant energies and enthusiastic interventions. 
at times it has enjoyed some crossover successes, reaching more people 
than ever before, but queer work often does so by simultaneously reaching 
backward and forward.

By the time we have arrived at Le tigre, where i began this brief musi-
cal tour, we find performers collaborating in a more hybrid, mash-up 
style—their work is as much about forms and politics that long predate 
this group. Their synth-beat music gleans elements from hip-hop, while 
hanna’s own sing-songy but mostly spoken delivery has long reflected 
clear debts to rap. Their name is even a (conscious?) play upon Lady tigra, 
half of the late 80s hip-hop duo L’trimm. more specifically, then, their 
work is ambivalently inspired by and borrowed from genres and styles 
especially created and developed within black communities. Perhaps this 
is why i (and others) experience this hybrid mash-up as a less-than-happy 
mixture—danceable but dissonant, as enlivening as enraging (perhaps 
intentionally so). Likewise, the variety of aims, approaches, objects, and 
affects assembling under the banner of queer studies might be a creative 
composite, but this assemblage is also riven by tensions and dissonances, 
not the least around racialized dynamics.

on the one hand, the persistent diY ethos of queer studies has meant 
it can operate as a broad zone within which, or into which, a series of 
interventions can be made around which figures, forms, or techniques 
have been prioritized or even institutionalized. on the other hand, many 
of these interventions were necessary because of the way the field is fre-
quently described through the centering—even the canonization—of 
white voices or priorities. Thus queer of color critique demonstrates that 
one can sample different materials, reflect different debts, and reach for 
different communities. Queer scholars and advocates highlight that ques-
tions of approach, or strategy, are also questions about queer archives.4 
in trying to explain what queer is or does, then, one necessarily reflects 
upon what is in one’s queer archive. You may notice, for instance, that 
this initial narrative clearly follows upon my own pale male privileges and 
socialization: so far my centering examples are white, producing a north-
ern, nonblack atlantic (with apologies to Paul gilroy [1995]). to be sure, i 

4. For useful reflections on archives as processes and resources, see muñoz 1999; 
Cvetkovich 2003; halperin 2012.
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have noted some of the racialized aspects of the objects of my quirky queer 
attention—the works of Le tigre, Pedro almodóvar, and Paul of tarsus. 
But to treat race adequately and queerly, one must do more than just “add 
one more difference” to critiques of marginalization, stigmatization, and 
normalization.5 different archives should be created and used, but interac-
tion with more queer archives should also alter our queer approaches, so 
that we are not just listing racialized “supplements,” thereby reinforcing 
the (often unmarked) centrality of whiteness and other naturalizing and 
normalizing vectors of oppression.

on the Verge of … Queer?

This is in part why i am at least trying to begin on the verge. Like queer, 
verge is a word with a few meanings and functions.6 as a noun, it con-
notes margins, boundaries, and edges. if queer work is on the verge, then 
it is linked to other voices from the margin(s) (see sugirtharajah 1991), 
approaches developed by people from marginalized and minoritized 
communities. Where scholars are increasingly moving toward minority 
biblical criticism (Bailey, Liew, and segovia 2009), then queer could sig-
nify the place of sexual (and gender) minorities as critics. indeed, this type 
of approach may be what the editors of The Queer Bible Commentary have 
in mind when they describe how the commentary’s contents “take seri-
ously both how reading from lesbian, gay, bisexual, and/or transgender 
perspectives affect the reading and interpretation of biblical texts and how 
biblical texts have and do affect lesbian, gay, bisexual, and/or transgender 
communities” (guest et al. 2006, xiii). a queer reading strategy, then, is 
one that either comes from or addresses people with a particular attribute, 
attributes often listed in the expanding acronym LgBtiQ (lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, trans, intersex, and queer). This kind of strategy may be justified 
and valued by appealing to scholars from within a frame of contextual 
hermeneutics; it includes another in a sequence of groups of people who 
read from this, this, or now this place (with apologies to segovia and tol-
bert [1995]). From this standpoint, a queer strategy of interpretation is 

5. see, for instance, the critique of this additive, rather than interactive, factoring 
in intersectional feminist and queer analysis in Puar 2007, 23–24, 204–22.

6. For previous attempts at contextualizing queer studies for religious, theologi-
cal, and then biblical studies, see schippert 1999, 2011; Cornwall 2011; Brintnall 2013; 
stone 2001; moore 2001, 7–18; marchal 2012; moore, Brintnall, and marchal 2018.
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analogous to and an extension of twentieth-century calls for interpreta-
tions by or for women, racial or ethnic minorities, the poor, and colonial 
subjects (among others). From within such a model, then, queer crit-
ics claim a seat by putting sexuality on the table, where previous groups 
stressed gender, race/ethnicity, class, or imperialism. This is, at least, what 
stephen d. moore (2001, 12–13) initially argues about the introduction 
and utility of queer studies for biblical studies.

here and elsewhere, developments within queer approaches to bibli-
cal studies repeat or at least reflect discussions and ideas in queer studies 
at large (beyond religious or theological studies). Key thinkers for queer 
studies like gayle rubin and eve Kosofsky sedgwick, for instance, have 
argued for the importance of treating sexuality as a separate subject of 
study, involving its own axis of power and structures of oppression (rubin 
1984; sedgwick 1990, 27–35). in part, then, queer studies did grow out 
of lesbian and gay studies, with its focus on sexuality and the experience 
of sexual minorities. But if queer refers to LgBtiQ people and practices 
only by addressing sexuality, or speaking to or from the experience of 
sexual minorities, then this appears to cover only half of those repre-
sented: the L, g, and B. if gendered practices are foregrounded and the 
community addressed includes sexual and gender minorities, then trans 
and intersex people could have some common cause with lesbian, gay, 
and bisexual groups.

Thus the centrality of sexuality to queer is hotly contested, with schol-
ars such as Judith Butler (1994) insisting that sexuality is interrelated with 
gender (among other dynamics) and that there should be no proper object 
for queer theories. This potential dissonance is one reason why the verge 
remains so evocative to me as i try to explain what makes queer approaches 
queer. every declaration of a center remains contested, even as by neces-
sity narrating, or tracing, begins to center certain habits or attentions, 
inspirations or interlocutors. But, an honest, if troubling introduction to 
queer studies, within and beyond biblical studies, should aim to explain 
and elicit that there is no center for queer studies, only some sets of quirky 
composites, ones that could be assembled in a variety of overlapping, but 
also competing—even conflicting—ways. This is also one reason i argue 
for attending to who and what emerges in various queer archives—and 
not only because Pauline epistles and interpretations sometimes show up. 
These give us multiple points of entry or departure, additional objects for 
devotion or repulsion (or both), and competing terminologies and tech-
niques to help each other do things queerly. i can only hope that something 
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here—a flash, an angle, a juxtaposition, even just a hook—can help you as 
you are (on the verge of) interpreting queerly, but my quirky archiving will 
hardly be exhaustive (if still exhausting to some). indeed, even my musical 
touchstones can be rapidly expanded by attending to other queer biblical 
critics: Ken stone’s (2005) appeal to safer practices of textual intercourse 
for food and sex opens with a delicious suzanne Vega epigram, madonna 
rises from the sea in Lynn huber’s (2011) ambivalent gaze at the Whore of 
Babylon, and teresa hornsby (2016) appeals to her own local punk outfit 
C-rex in her introduction to transgender biblical interpretation. But to 
what are you listening?

returning to the acronym LgBtiQ, we are still left with its nagging, 
even slippery, closing appendage: the Q (for queer, rather than Quelle, the 
hypothesized sayings source for matthew and Luke)! despite disputes in 
activist and academic circles (and their overlaps), for many, queer is just 
a synonym for what precedes it in the above acronym. Queer functions 
as an attribute, a kind of person, even an identity term. Queer works as 
a convenient one-word catch-all, much easier to spit out in conversation 
than the list of letters that were gathered around the L and g of lesbian and 
gay (in often contested fashion within and among those they purported 
to describe and ally). abbreviations moved to LgB, LgBt, LgBtQ2, 
LgBtiQ, or even LgBtiQa—forms alternately signaling the inclusion 
of bisexual, trans, two-spirit, intersex, queer or questioning, and/or ally 
(though asexual is also peeking through in some contexts and communi-
ties). it would seem that using queer just makes everything easier.

But there is something troubling about being on the verge and about 
the word queer. These terms have an edge to them; they are not for every-
one. The term queer has often been deployed less to figure out whom to 
include and more to trace and negotiate how exclusion, stigmatization, 
marginalization, or normalization have operated. as i note above, one of 
the main reasons the term queer was reclaimed is the defiant and disrup-
tive tone it strikes. historically, queer has been (and often still is) used 
in a pejorative, derogatory, and disciplinary way, characterizing its targets 
as odd, abnormal, or perverse. indeed, it has been deployed as a (nega-
tive) term of identification, as a slang word for homosexuals, but also as an 
insult to police everyone’s behavior, particularly effective among children 
and young adults (or other infantilized populations). Those groups who 
have repurposed this word acknowledge these practices and do not dispute 
that queer connotes abnormality or nonconformity to prevailing points of 
view, but they do dispute that such a contrary relation to the normal and 
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often the natural is a negative thing. Queer, then, can indicate a challenge 
to regimes of the normal, a desire to resist and contest such a worldview. 
Far from making things easier, it reflects upon hardship and difficulty 
in the past and the present. Queer reflects histories of insult and injury, 
embodied experiences of bad feelings and embedded memories of con-
flicted attachments (see Butler 1993, 223–27). in the face of these, queer 
advocates for persistence in being difficult and troublesome, not leaving 
well enough alone, and doing complicated and fraught analytic work.

This second sense of queer, then, reminds me also of a second sense of 
verge, both functioning less like nouns than verbs. When we are verging 
on something, we are approaching something closely, or only just approxi-
mately, perhaps without touching. to verge on something is to indicate the 
risk or peril of the activity. When i think about queer approaches to Pau-
line epistles and interpretations, i cannot help but think of how close we 
come to controversy, offense, conflict, or contention. if queering involves 
contesting processes of normalization and naturalization, it also requires 
moving closer to examples of these processes. Perhaps, then, the act of 
attending closely to the details of these texts and traditions is something 
subversive and risky. Queer readers have been drawn—even felt forced—
to attend closely to Paul’s letters because of significant histories of injury 
and oppression. The trick is to get close enough to perform this queering 
without being touched or burned by them anymore. to queer Pauline epis-
tles and interpretations is to trouble them, but efforts to do so stem from 
the troubles they have already generated and, in turn, have the potential 
to put the reader or user in other sorts of trouble. as a result, this volume 
is more than a petition for belonging. rather, it signals that queer stud-
ies, and even Pauline studies (if it comes along for the ride), are on the 
verge of something subversive, surprising, and spectacular. Queering can 
do much more than simply provide a new perspective, or even a radical 
new perspective (with apologies, at least to the latter set of colleagues, like 
eisenbaum [2009]).

Because queer is meant to invoke strategies that resist or trouble 
modes of respectability, normalcy, or inclusion, its troubling disposition 
inevitably extends to the aforementioned notion of queer as attribute or 
identity or perspective, new or otherwise! Thus queer can contradictorily 
connote both a synonym for what precedes it in the acronym LgBtiQ 
and an interrogation of the identity politics of those terms. Queer gets its 
energy or force from the way it stands in contradistinction to norms, even 
those norms generated within minoritized or marginalized communities. 
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in this second sense, then, queer is less an identity and more a disposition, 
a mode of examining the processes that cast certain people and practices 
into categories of normal and abnormal and then of interrogating the vari-
ous effects of such processes. not that a person or a text possesses a quality 
marked queer but rather that one can queer an arrangement of power and 
privilege or interpret queerly by attending to certain dynamics. Within 
biblical studies, moore picks up on this slippery second sense of the term 
when he describes queer as “a supple cipher both for what stands over 
against the normal and the natural to oppose, and thereby define, them, 
and what inheres within the normal and the natural to subvert, and indeed 
pervert, them” (2001, 18). This sense of queer shapes the bulk of this col-
lection, which is why it is described as queering Pauline epistles, rather 
than dispensing a queer perspective on Paul.

on the Verge of … a Queer Canon?

one of this volume’s most distinctive and generative features, then, is its 
sustained interaction with a wide range of queer theories and materials 
from outside of traditional biblical studies. The chapters that follow sug-
gest, or simply perform, some of the many ways one could relate work on 
Pauline epistles and interpretations to queer studies. They help us recon-
sider which resources, questions, concepts, or interlocutors should be 
engaged for rethinking what one can do with these texts and traditions. 
They indicate different, if often still overlapping, archives—from each 
other and from previous attempts to grapple with biblical images, ideas, 
and arguments.

Because history remains the pink elephant in the big, busy, bookish 
room of biblical studies, the books of “queer theory” most frequently taken 
up thus far by biblical scholars are michel Foucault’s three-volume History 
of Sexuality (1988a, 1988b, 1990; notice, for instance, their central place 
in moore 2001). i have thrown these works’ initial relationship to queer 
theory in scare quotes, however, for two reasons. First, Foucault was only 
retrospectively canonized as one in a kinky trinity of founders for queer 
theory, with Butler and sedgwick, as queer studies began consciously 
defining itself in the early 1990s. indeed, most interpreters hold that the 
terms queer and theory were first conjoined in a 1991 essay by teresa de 
Lauretis, seven years after Foucault died of complications from aids.

The first of these volumes appeared in French in 1976, the latter two 
in the year of his death in 1984. The postmortem release of his work still 
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rivals that of 2Pac, as various collected works, interviews, and lectures 
have continued to drop, including even a (mostly unauthorized?) fourth 
volume of the History of Sexuality (2018)!

my second contextualizing hesitation around the queer use of Foucault 
centers around which works, ideas, and techniques have been engaged in 
biblical studies. Foucault has found the greatest purchase in the interpre-
tation of these texts and traditions, perhaps because, perversely enough, 
he pursued his questions into some of the most traditional subject areas: 
greco-roman classics. one need not venture much beyond the creaturely 
comforts of historical criticism and their traditional contexts if one grap-
ples with the two volumes in which he backtracks, albeit selectively and 
idiosyncratically, to greek and then roman texts. When biblical interpret-
ers have turned to the first volume, they have come less for his method for 
grappling with biopower than some of his more outsized historical proc-
lamations. For instance, he echoed and specified a social constructionist 
approach to homosexuality by arguing that

sodomy was a category of forbidden acts; their perpetrator was nothing 
more than the juridical subject of them. The nineteenth-century homo-
sexual became a personage, a past, a case history, and a childhood, in 
addition to being a type of life, a life form, and a morphology…. The 
sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a 
species. (Foucault 1990, 43)

in this oft-cited contrast, Foucault aimed to differentiate the homosexual, 
as a kind of identity, from perverse sexual practices (like sodomy), as acts. 
i admit to quoting this audacious formulation too many times to count, 
especially as it helps to reinforce the increasing historicizing tendency 
in classical studies, particularly around gender and sexuality. it is likely 
lurking in the background of my essay puzzling over our relationships to 
receptivity, but it appears again in heather r. White’s essay as she pro-
vides crucial historical contextualization for how we were ever convinced 
that the Bible was straight. in fairness, a number of biblical scholars have 
done creative work drawing upon different emphases within Foucault’s 
massive oeuvre. even in the present volume, Valérie nicolet employs his 
disciplinary, discursive notions of power in relation to knowledge, albeit to 
different, queerly monstrous ends within galatians than she or others pre-
viously have (see nicolet-anderson 2012; as well as Castelli 1991a; 1991b; 
moore 1994, 95–112; moxnes 2003; and Fuggle 2013). no wonder, then, 
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that Foucault has been so often resurrected, even sanctified as a queer saint 
(halperin 1995)!

returning to my admittedly sketchy introduction, when scholars were 
willing a new subdiscipline, alternately called queer theory or queer stud-
ies, into existence, Foucault’s first volume of History of Sexuality, Butler’s 
Gender Trouble (1990), and sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet (1990) 
were elevated onto an alternative, antifoundationalist altar. as these works 
reached almost totemic status, Butler and sedgwick had the distinct advan-
tage of not being saints—alive to comment and, where necessary, critique 
how queer was becoming institutionalized. in some ways they were expe-
riencing what frank assessors of scriptural canons have long known—that 
such processes of selection and elevation are always retrospective, idiosyn-
cratic, interpellative projections. indeed, both of them fretted about this 
queer moment, even as they stressed the lingering, twisting, and troubling 
potential of queer.

These concerns and stresses can help us as we continue sussing out 
what queer is or does. Like a good literary scholar (and many others, even 
biblical language nerds), sedgwick meditates on the origins of the term:

Queer is a continuing moment, movement, motive—recurrent, eddy-
ing, troublant. The word “queer” itself means across—it comes from the 
indo-european root -twerkw, which also yields the german quer (trans-
verse), Latin torquere (to twist), english athwart. (1993, xii)

in this reflection, the continuing, recurrent temporality of queer sounds 
like it is always verging on another iteration of twisting and turning. 
Queer does not belong to any one place or time, and one twist includes 
sedgwick’s (likely unwitting) evocation of a form of dance already popu-
lar in the ’90s bounce music scene of new orleans—twerking. here we 
are again, taking a turn with another southern black hip-hop practice, 
this time popularized by performers like Big Freedia, but ostensibly only 
crossing over when the white pop star miley Cyrus performed it (in 2013). 
unlike verge, queer connotes crossing—like twerking, queering may even 
“cross the line” into what some might consider the obscene. or for those 
less scandalized by what people do with their bodies, queering may only, if 
recurrently, approach what troubles.

Queering continues counterintuitively, then, troubling the kinds of 
problems around category or classification that Foucault also tried to 
examine. sedgwick (1990, 24–27; 1993, 6–8) persistently aimed to unravel 
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all of the embedded assumptions within modern notions of sexuality, even 
as the most common concept of orientation reflects a prevailing poverty of 
imagination by winnowing it down to ostensibly only one factor: the (per-
ceived) gender of our sexual object choice. in tracing and resisting such 
presumptions, she shows how the significance of queer cannot be boiled 
down to the sexual identity homosexual. This categorizing cannot entirely 
capture or discipline what it purports to describe. and to sedgwick,

that’s one of the things that “queer” can refer to: the open mesh of pos-
sibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses 
of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, or anyone’s 
sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically. (1993, 8)

sedgwick’s elegant prose captures, if only partially (the above is just one of 
the things to which queer can refer), what refuses or unsettles conformity 
to being captured and classified. This definition helps stockton to link sev-
eral of the reflections in his response, but i also think it evokes how the 
contents of this collection propose a set of possibilities and dissonances 
for gender and sexuality. These underscore queer’s pesky refusal of easy 
definition, and its accompanying, untidy promiscuity around the cultural 
objects to which we attach. in the hands of the scholars in this collection, 
queer approaches demonstrate that there is room for other possibilities—
in this instance, for Pauline epistles and interpretations. Like sedgwick, 
these other possibilities can be glimpsed, if initially, in the moments of 
slippage and incoherence (look for such moments in the essays by tyler m. 
schwaller and Benjamin h. dunning, among others).

if queer so often refuses definition, scholars like sedgwick and Butler 
do still wonder about its force, which is to say, its history of vilification 
and prohibition. as a term of insult and injury, degradation and abjection, 
queer interpellates its targets (see Butler 1993, 223–26). Butler puzzles 
over how queer can operate as an act of affiliation and even reparation, in 
resistance to this history, with others who fail to conform to monolithic 
signification or disciplinary stigmatization. This act repeats the deroga-
tory identification, but “let us remember that reiterations are never simply 
replicas of the same” (226). here, as dunning describes in his essay, Butler 
is expanding upon Jacques derrida (1988) and her own previous work on 
performative speech in relation to gendered embodiment (Butler 1990).

repetition and citationality figure prominently in Butler’s conceptual-
ization, influential for both feminist and queer studies, of performativity. 
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Butler (1990, 33) famously asserted, “gender is the repeated stylization of 
the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that 
congeals over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort 
of being.” gender, like many other qualities about bodies, is performative 
because it is only recognizable through both the practice of certain actions 
and the wider reception of what these actions mean. in Butler’s conceptu-
alization, it is only when one “does” gender “properly” that others identify 
one as belonging to and “being” a gender. Thus Butler reverses some of the 
common sense of what bodies are and mean by stressing this doing aspect 
of embodiment. it is not an innate sense of being that causes us to do gen-
dered things; rather, it is the repeated doing that creates a sense of stably 
being a particular kind of gender, body, or sexuality (among other things).

Further than this, performativity also helps one see how such orders of 
stylization and substantiation can be resisted and subverted. By denaturaliz-
ing the qualities that people attribute to bodies (like gender), performativity 
works to undermine the basis of these regulatory frames. gender (or any 
other ostensibly existential quality) only appears natural, only seems to be 
based on the substance of the body, and this appearance occurs only when 
one’s gender is read as normal within the regulatory frame (for Butler, a het-
erosexual matrix). Yet because it must always be repeated to be recognized 
as normal/natural, gender is unstable. if gender, then, is itself unstable, so 
too are other intertwining qualities (like one’s status in heteronormativity). 
Thus what appears as only natural or normal—one’s gender, body, sexual-
ity—is not a straightforwardly innate part of one’s identity; rather this sense 
of identity is only an effect of the incessant doing that must be done in order 
for one to be readable in the regulatory frame.

Thus this kind of order is revealed as inherently unstable, even pan-
icked, needing constant explanation and reiteration to produce itself as the 
natural. This order requires copies of copies of copies of what it is produc-
ing as the natural. such an operation leads Butler to observe that “gender is 
a kind of imitation for which there is no original; in fact, it is a kind of imita-
tion that produces the notion of the original as an effect and consequence 
of the imitation itself ” (1991, 21, emphasis original). Performativity shows 
that any gender, any sexuality, any embodied instantiation of an idea or 
identity is an imitation, an attempt to copy the cultural process by which 
it is regulated. Their repeatability reveals their instability; the requirement 
for their continuous repetition to appear natural or stable indicates that 
they will never be finished.

While Butler thinks that we can never get entirely outside these regu-
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lative processes in culture, their necessary repeatability and accompanying 
instability can make them compelling places to make trouble for norms 
and their regulatory apparatus. since one must cite them in or as one’s 
actions, their citationality provides opportunities for subversion. struc-
tured by, but not ultimately determined by, this dynamic, one must cite 
and repeat the norms of embodiment, but one might find ways to develop 
subversive repetitions, to “fail to repeat loyally” (Butler 1993, 124). The 
issue is not whether one repeats gendered scripts or cites erotic norms but 
how one does so. normalization and naturalization are open to rearticula-
tion precisely because they always only work if they are constantly being 
reinstalled as the normal or the natural, as the practice that must be cited 
and repeated. Thus Butler (1990, 128–49) proposes that drag highlights 
the potential for parody and subversion within performativity. one’s prac-
tice of gender, sexuality, and/or embodiment is not doomed only to be 
an effect of a heteronormative system, but it can instead be “a practice of 
improvisation within a scene of constraint” (Butler 2004, 1, see also 15).

terms such as queer can also function performatively, and not strictly 
because they connote vexed notions of bodies, sexualities, and genders. 
They also reflect the possibility to repeat otherwise, even as Butler cau-
tions about the persistent risk or constraint of such an act of subversive 
affiliation:

if the term “queer” is to be a site of collective contestation, the point 
of departure for a set of historical reflections and futural imaginings, it 
will have to remain that which is, in the present, never fully owned, but 
always and only redeployed, twisted, queered from a prior usage and in 
the direction of urgent and expanding political purposes. (1993, 228)

Performativity, then, is not only a concept to be employed in our queer 
approaches, observing and interrogating their recurrence in materials like 
Pauline epistles and interpretations; it is also a disposition that defines the 
tense, slippery, and necessarily reflexive status of queering as a mode of 
critique and movement toward alliance and resistance.

i summarize some of Butler’s key ideas at length because she is refer-
enced in the bulk of the essays in this collection. one recurring technique of 
these essays is seeking the possibilities for resisting and repeating dynam-
ics in Pauline epistles and interpretations toward other ends. Lindsey guy 
imagines the parodic possibilities of the Corinthians’ failure to perform 
expectations around family, children, and economy. nicolet thinks about 
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the subversive potential of galatian repetitions, particularly in the ways 
that monstrous bodies might resist and exceed the disciplinary force of 
norms. schwaller opens his essay by considering how histories could be 
done differently if we noted how dominant discourses around slaves could 
be performed otherwise: despite constraints, slaveholding power is never 
as absolute as its holders claimed. timothy Luckritz marquis situates his 
dionysian disidentification with 2 Corinthians in relation to performativ-
ity and the ever-present possibility of interpellation’s failure. in my own 
essay, i seek other possibilities for resistant negotiations within the kyri-
archal constraints of the ancient ethos of penetration and domination. as 
i note above, dunning situates Butler (particularly Butler 1997) in rela-
tion to derrida, so that the latter may signify otherwise for queer theory 
and hermeneutics, as we attend to failures of closure and coherence in 
Paul’s anthropological claims. even in the essay that leaves its theoreti-
cal debts most implicit, Jay twomey describes the willful foreclosures of a 
fictionalized version of Paul as a space missionary evoking a melancholic 
heterosexuality (highlighting how normative repetition requires the dis-
avowal of other possibilities).

The citation and use of Butler at so many turns in this collection may 
not come as a surprise to some readers. after Foucault, she is probably the 
next most common figure used in queer biblical readings, as evidenced by 
the bulk of the essays in the landmark collection Bible Trouble: Queer Read-
ings at the Boundaries of Biblical Scholarship (hornsby and stone 2011). 
not only does the title of the collection play upon Butler’s Gender Trouble 
(1990), but both of the editors of that collection also contributed the only 
biblical studies essays in a previous collection on Butler and religion (see 
hornsby 2006; stone 2006). getting back to the biblical and especially the 
Pauline trouble in the 2011 collection, Butler’s work plays key roles in each 
of the three essays reflecting on aspects of the Pauline corpus (townsley 
2011; marchal 2011a; and twomey 2011). indeed, as the editor of the pres-
ent collection, my own persistent engagement with Butler may, if perhaps 
subconsciously, have primed this particular performative pump (see, for 
instance, marchal 2010, 2011b, 2012, 2014b, 2014c, 2014d)!

however, it may be that Butler’s value to both feminist and queer 
approaches (and their overlaps; see marchal 2014d) has encouraged 
greater cross-fertilization. to wit: teresa hornsby’s (2006) aforementioned 
essay on Butler and the annoying, anointing woman is an analysis specifi-
cally of feminist biblical studies as a performative genre. Certainly, works 
like Gender Trouble (1990) are as important for their rethinking of gender 
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normativity toward feminist ends as they are for suggesting (what will be 
retrospectively described as) queer practices of parody and subversion. 
This likely accounts for her appearance in elizabeth a. Castelli’s (1994) 
feminist commentary entry on romans or elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza’s 
(1999) reflections on feminist methodologies. hornsby’s (2005) essay on 
the gendered sinner in romans might be the first concerted application of 
Butler to an aspect of Pauline texts and traditions. indeed, hornsby (2005, 
157) gestures toward the technique you see repeatedly in many of the pres-
ent collection’s essays though her examination of the gender performance 
of norms and deviations and her conclusion that the Pauline concept of 
the sinner has failed to do gender properly.

on the Verge of … Queering Canons?

From the opening section of this vergical, not terribly surgical intro-
duction, though, stopping at this narration of queer studies, within and 
beyond biblical studies, i indicate that this introduction would not only be 
woefully inadequate but would also forcefully whitewash the trajectories 
and impacts of queer. i have in part repeated the partial and pale center-
ing of one trinity of queer figures—Butler, sedgwick, Foucault—but two 
of these scholars resisted this canonization and its various centering and 
marginalizing effects. even after venturing some of the definitions i note 
above, sedgwick hesitated about keeping queer tethered strictly to same-
sex expressions and object choices. instead she pointed toward a range of 
work leveraging queer to address dynamics of race, ethnicity, language, 
nationality, and empire (1993, 8–9). Butler (1993, 227–29) also wondered 
about the potential exclusions around race, class, age, and gender in the 
various ways queer has operated. This persistently troubling force of queer 
could be one of its critical virtues, twisting from previous uses and turn-
ing to reflexive critiques and other possible aims and coalitions (228–29).

even the spectral presence of the already deceased Foucault could be 
made to trouble this consecrated triad: if so many are willing to enlist him 
as an icon of queer theory avant la lettre, then why not other scholar-advo-
cates from the ’70s and ’80s? indeed, the queer of color critique proposed 
by scholars like roderick Ferguson (2004) performs other genealogies, 
particularly with and through women of color feminists. in her hesitation, 
sedgwick (only briefly) gestured toward other intellectuals and artists of 
color, like gloria anzaldúa. Yet anzaldúa coedited the landmark volume 
This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (1981) 
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with Cherríe moraga more than a decade earlier and published an influen-
tial collection of essays and poetry just a few years later (anzaldúa 1987). 
in the latter, anzaldúa complicates notions of clean lineages and clear ter-
ritories (for queer studies and many other domains)—those that divide and 
discipline, categorize and target—by introducing the notion of borderlands:

a borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by the emo-
tional residue of an unnatural boundary. it is in a constant state of 
transition. The prohibited and forbidden are its inhabitants. Los atraves-
ados live here: the squint-eyed, the perverse, the queer, the troublesome, 
the mongrel, the mulato, the half-breed, the half dead; in short, those 
who cross over, pass over, or go through the confines of the “normal.” 
(anzaldúa 1987, 3)

her evocative description of this zone that is neither territory nor line 
(it is both border and land) traces how many figures could be assembled 
together as crossing the domains of the normal—the domains against 
which queer was defined above. For anzaldúa, queers are situated and 
recurrently named as or alongside women, Chicana, dark-skinned, indig-
enous, marginalized, foreign, or outcast others (1987, 3, 18, 19, 38, 72, 
80–81, 82, 84–85, 88). in her best-known essay delineating a new mestiza 
consciousness (1987, 77–91), the mixtures and crossings of the mestiza 
and the queer (85) both name and challenge the power of the natural and 
the normal in their different and ever-shifting forms.

several scholars have highlighted the formative role that anzaldúa 
plays in the development of queer studies (see, e.g., muñoz 1999; Keating 
2009). We might even say that José esteban muñoz (1999, 6–7) proposes, 
if briefly, an alternative trinity of anzaldúa, moraga, and Chela sandoval 
as he describes and develops reading strategies for queers of color. in the 
bustling borderlands of biblical interpretation, there has only been occa-
sional interaction with anzaldúa and moraga, and mostly from scholars 
who identify with or as racially minoritized people. tat-siong Benny Liew 
(2009) turns to concepts from both anzaldúa and Butler to reconfigure 
the Jesus who appears in the gospel of John as a cross-dressing and bor-
der-crossing drag king trickster. Jacqueline hidalgo (2016, 2018) traces 
the utopian scripturalizing practices in moraga’s works, particularly in her 
reuse of the biblical book of revelation, creation of a queer Chicano codex, 
and proposal for a queer aztlán. manuel Villalobos mendoza (2011) fore-
grounds anzaldúa’s notions of borderlands and mestiza consciousness in 
order to cross interpretive borders around his own body and that of the 
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ethiopian eunuch (in acts 8). as of yet, no biblical interpreter has queerly 
mixed anzaldúa or moraga with the Pauline epistles considered authentic, 
though Villalobos mendoza (2014) has followed up his previous work by 
reading the Pastoral epistles and the others targeted within them del otro 
lado (of the other side).

anzaldúa’s essays and poems repeatedly foreground the mixing, mul-
tiplicity, ambivalence, and contradiction of concepts like mestiza and 
queer: qualities of manifest resonance in queer studies and Pauline studies 
(and the places where these are increasingly overlapping). outside of this 
overlap i am trying to trace, only efraín agosto (2018) has begun to grap-
ple with anzaldúa’s work in relation to Paul’s letters, in his understanding 
of the epistles and Puerto rico as sites of migration and border dwelling 
in the ongoing contexts of colonialism. The related absence of anzaldúa 
in postcolonial approaches to Paul’s letters (see e.g., stanley 2011) is even 
more striking, given the abundant attention to the mixing and ambiva-
lence within their readings of the apostle or his epistles as examples of 
hybridity. still, anzaldúa’s interest in queer figures is unmistakable. she 
even imagines their exceptional place in culture:

Being the supreme crossers of cultures, homosexuals have strong bonds 
with the queer white, Black, asian, native american, Latino, and with 
the queer in italy, australia and the rest of the planet. We come from 
all colors, all classes, all races, all time periods…. Colored homosexuals 
have more knowledge of other cultures; have always been at the fore-
front (although sometimes in the closet) of all liberation struggles in this 
country; have suffered more injustices and have survived them despite 
all odds. (1987, 84–85)

Though there are manifest reasons to doubt the strong bonds she describes, 
she highlights how queers of color experience multiple and intersecting 
dynamics of oppression (and resistances to these) and, further still, how 
queer identifications should generate broader forms of solidarity and 
coalition (before Butler or sedgwick). obligation causes me to return to 
various temporal claims about same-sex attraction or orientation later, but 
at the moment, i focus on how later readers of anzaldúa have reflected 
upon the risks and ambivalences around identification.

muñoz (1999, 138), for instance, explicitly worries that this particular 
vision of anzaldúa falsely idealizes such bonding dynamics, particularly 
given the persistence of racisms within queer culture. muñoz does stress the 
potential embedded within the ambivalent, mixed, or mestizo perspectives 
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of minoritized subjects. as a result, he suggests that minorities like queers 
of color perform disidentification as a distinctive strategy of survival and 
resistance. muñoz argues:

disidentification is the third mode of dealing with dominant ideology, 
one that neither opts to assimilate within such a structure nor strictly 
opposes it; rather, disidentification is a strategy that works on and against 
dominant ideology. instead of buckling under the pressures of dominant 
ideology (identification, assimilation) or attempting to break free of its 
inescapable sphere (counteridentification, utopianism), this “working 
on and against” is a strategy that tries to transform a cultural logic from 
within, always laboring to enact permanent structural change while at 
the same time valuing the importance of local or everyday struggles of 
resistance. (1999, 11–12)

Through disidentification, muñoz highlights the unexpected routes that 
minoritized viewers, readers, and receivers take in their interaction with 
dominant culture. to work on, against, and yet also from within these 
oppressive settings generates other options than those projected through 
the poles of acceptance or rejection, love it or leave it.7 disidentifica-
tion presents alternative possibilities for the reuse and reconfiguration of 
prescriptive and pathologizing materials, toward resistance and transfor-
mation (see muñoz 1999, 3, 28, 30, 31, 39, 58, and 71). Thus queers of 
color do not avoid contact with phobic, stereotyping, or otherwise “bad” 
objects, since disidentification is “a mode of recycling or re-forming an 
object that has already been invested with powerful energy” (39).

Paul’s epistles are certainly those kinds of objects, which is likely why 
so many of this collection’s essays have a marked tendency toward dis-
identification (for previous queerly biblical uses, see runions 2011; stone 
2011). Luckritz marquis most explicitly elaborates upon this practice, citing 
muñoz at several turns to discuss this strategy that “tactically and simul-
taneously works on, with, and against a cultural form” (muñoz 1999, 12). 
he carefully traces multiple forms of disidentification, of Paul in relation 
to dionysus as a foreign, eastern preacher; of the Corinthian recipients of 
this Pauline image in 2 Cor 1–9; and of our reception of this exchange and 
the composite that scholars call “Pauline studies.” But i would venture to 

7. For a similar refusal to accede to binary options of acceptance or rejection in 
queer approaches to biblical interpretation, see stone 2005, 7–22.
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say that most of the essays to follow reflect their own ambivalences toward 
and negotiations of their archives. each of these are working on and with 
Pauline images or arguments, typically in order to resist and transform 
what has been and what can still be done with them.

in conversation with muñoz, Ferguson (2004, 2–10) has underscored 
the relevance of disidentification and a different constellation of interlocu-
tors for the development of queer of color critique. as a result, Ferguson 
explicitly and persistently names “women of color feminism” as the most 
important component in this development, particularly given how black 
lesbian feminists were at the vanguard in an analysis of simultaneous 
and overlapping modes of oppression (throughout but especially 2004, 
110–37). Ferguson’s work, then, could provide a third trinity of queer 
theoretical sources, highlighting audre Lorde, Barbara smith, and toni 
morrison as black feminists working in the 70s and 80s (see, for instance, 
Lorde 1984; smith 1977, 1983; morrison 1973). of course, at this point i 
might be fairly accused of disidentifying with the deifying tendencies of 
trinitarian identifications through intentionally multiplying such canoni-
cal listings, three by three! Furthermore, Butler and sedgwick are hardly 
the only advocacy-oriented scholars to resist such sanctification, partic-
ularly as Lorde and smith (1983) collaborated with other black lesbian 
feminists to insist upon intersectional politics that interrogated heterosex-
ism alongside and within sexism, racism, and classism in the “Combahee 
river Collective statement.”

You may not find direct reference to the Combahee river Collective 
or smith in what follows, and only the first essay, by guy, engages Lorde 
briefly, in order to counter the kind of racist tone policing found in both 
first- and twenty-first-century contexts. Yet most of the entries in this col-
lection trace and grapple with overlapping and simultaneous vectors of 
power and privilege, around not only gender and sexuality, but also race 
and ethnicity. many of them think through these in light of how Jewish 
and gentile difference is posed, multiplied, and negotiated. guy spe-
cifically considers the racialized dynamics in the Corinthians’ apparent 
childishness and immaturity. James n. hoke traces the racialized dimen-
sions of sexual distinctions, demonstrating how ancient roman and then 
Paul’s Thessalonian arguments relied upon depictions of ethnic others as 
sexually deviant. nicolet notes the ethnic resonances of Paul’s monstrous 
arguments about non-Jewish bodies as cast in a racial “no man’s land” 
in galatians. midori hartman specifically foregrounds the role of race 
alongside animality in introducing her queer approach to those ostensibly 
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former members of the ethnē (nations) who pollute Paul’s concept of the 
Corinthian community as particularly prone to a debased and animalistic 
sexual immorality. Luckritz marquis also grapples with how Paul might 
be redirecting the sexually stereotypical association of eastern others as a 
celibate Judean wanderer. twomey puzzles over the ways a science fiction 
refiguration of Paul problematizes dynamics of race alongside and within 
gender by setting them in the contact between human and alien. Thus this 
collection grapples with race and ethnicity in creative and idiosyncratic 
directions within and beyond the traditionally Pauline focus on Jewish 
and gentile difference.

While a few of the essays consider enslaved people among the audi-
ences of the letters and subjects of an ancient social system, two of them, 
schwaller’s and my own, work explicitly in the wake (see sharpe 2016, 
2010) of multiple systems of slavery. given the ways biblical texts and Paul’s 
letters in particular were employed to justify the atlantic slave trade and 
the persistent american slavocracy, these texts carry their own specifically 
racialized histories and resonances (see especially Johnson, noel, and Wil-
liams 2012). i submit that such vexed heritages indicate the necessity of 
much greater engagement with black queer studies for queer readers and 
users of Pauline epistles and interpretations.8 in turn, i have to admit that 
my own essay reflects a still partial and inadequate interaction with such 
work, and thus only partially addresses the haunting heritage of the sexu-
alized dynamics around abjection and receptivity. much more remains to 
be done, but gratefully we are already seeing spaces where Lorde, moraga, 
Ferguson, and muñoz are assembled (and in conversation with hidalgo 
2018) among other interlocutors to craft a queer africana codex for signi-
fying scriptures otherwise (see, for instance, Thomas 2018).

The appalling aftermaths and haunting heritages suggest not only 
greater engagement with black queer studies but further conversation and 
interaction with womanist biblical interpretations. Though i cannot pre-
tend to give an adequate survey of the breadth and depth of womanist 
work on sexuality, the historical effects of slavery on gendered, sexual, and 
racial dynamics is a persistent and important topic for womanist scholars 
in religious and theological studies. delores Williams’s (1993) trailblazing 
theological work reflected upon the sexual exploitation and coerced surro-

8. For black queer studies, see, e.g., Fisher 1996; Cohen 1997; somerville 2000; 
reid-Pharr 2001; Johnson and henderson 2005; mcBride 2005; stockton 2006; scott 
2010; holland 2012; musser 2014; Johnson 2016.
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gacy of hagar as a prototype and a parallel to the situation of more recently 
enslaved women and their african american descendants. traci C. West 
(1999) traces the historical legacy of slavery as a continuing trauma of 
intimate violence against black women. as with their ancient predeces-
sors, more recently enslaved people were (and are) racially characterized 
by a presumed promiscuity and availability for sexual uses (see hartman 
1997). slave systems have generated and deployed a range of figures in 
order to characterize bodies of color by their especially deviant sexuality, 
whether they were jezebels, breeders, and bucks (excessive and presum-
ably willing) or mammies and uncle toms (asexual yet submissive), and 
these figurations persist, albeit in altered and even alternating forms into 
the present (see Collins 2005, 53–85, 119–80). as Kelly Brown douglas 
(1999, 31–61) has demonstrated, contemporary forms and norms of black 
sexuality have been shaped, but not entirely determined, by the legacy of 
white sexual assault supported and reflected by these racial-sexual types.

in many ways, then, racially minoritized bodies have already been 
“queered” (so to speak) as departing from what was (or is) considered nat-
ural and normal ideals—ideals occupied by only some of the people that 
one might classify as heterosexual. outside of religious and theological 
studies, Cathy Cohen (1997) noted the addition of “Punks, Bulldaggers, 
and Welfare Queens” to the stigmatizing sexual stereotyping of black 
people. These racialized figurations have generated reticence, or even 
silence, for fear of confirming persistent stereotypes that justify racist sys-
tems and structures. These ongoing dynamics demonstrate that if queer 
is meant to chart and counter normalization and naturalization, it must 
do so in intersectional fashion, grappling with how gender, sexuality, and 
embodiment overlap and mutually influence race, ethnicity, economy, and 
empire (among others).

if and when queer approaches to biblical texts and traditions proceed 
intersectionally, they are drawing upon the labor and theorizations of 
womanists and women of color feminists. even the term intersectionality 
was coined by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw (1989), a black feminist legal 
scholar and one of the founding figures for critical race theory. as woman-
ist biblical scholars are reaching a critical mass (smith 2015, 1–13), they 
are also clarifying the diverse, interdisciplinary approaches they take to 
such intersectional structures. gay Byron and Vanessa Lovelace (2016, 9), 
for instance, emphasize that matters of sexual independence and respecta-
bility are key themes for womanist biblical interpretation. The potential for 
further conversation between womanist and queer can be traced even to 
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the origins of the term womanist, as famously described by alice Walker. 
in the first part of her definition, Walker highlighted a popular origin:

From the black folk expression of mothers to female children, “You 
acting womanish,” i.e., like a woman. usually referring to outrageous, 
audacious, courageous or willful behavior. Wanting to know more and in 
greater depth than is considered “good” for one. (1983, xi)

Byron and Lovelace (2016, 11) suggest that this label was shunned by 
some black Christian women because of the opening of the second part 
of Walker’s definition: “Also: a woman who loves other women, sexually 
and/or nonsexually” (1983, xi). While the reference to same-sex eroticism 
between (black) women suggests one clear basis for coalition and solidar-
ity between womanist and queer, i would suggest that the first part of the 
definition is an even more intriguing basis, as it emphasizes the kinds of 
disruptive qualities later drafted and resignified for queer. Perhaps it is no 
surprise, then, that movements such as Black Lives matter were founded by 
queer black women and refuse the terms of respectability politics. Queer 
may be womanist, and womanist may be queer when this work encourages 
willful and outrageous efforts to counter a politics of respectability and 
normalcy (for a few intriguing womanist reconsiderations of deviance and 
respectability, see Clay 2013; miller 2013; davis 2016; and Lovelace 2016).

Cathy Cohen (1997) specifically interrogates whether queer activism 
is prepared to address racisms within and beyond lesbian and gay commu-
nities, if other sexually and racially marginalized people—like her essay’s 
titular punks, bulldaggers, and welfare queens—are not (also) the basis 
for queer coalitional politics. Cohen and others demonstrate the still-con-
tingent relation of queer to radical social and political transformation. if 
queer is to move with and into its potential, then it would need to remain 
persistently reflexive, interrogating its strategies and impacts in increas-
ingly intersectional directions. We would need to keep asking, as a special 
double issue of the journal Social Text did, “What’s Queer about Queer 
studies now?” (eng, halberstam, and muñoz 2005). The introduction to 
that collection answers that question by offering an additional and expand-
ing series of questions: “What does queer studies have to say about empire, 
globalization, neoliberalism, sovereignty, and terrorism? What does queer 
studies tell us about immigration, citizenship, prisons, welfare, mourning, 
and human rights?” (2). The sixteen essays that follow these and other 
questions indicate a different, more capacious terrain for queer studies.
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one of the key contributors to that special double issue and the ongo-
ing interrogation of what queer studies is and does is Jasbir Puar. in her 
essay “Queer times, Queer assemblages” (2005) and her pathbreaking 
book Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times (2007), Puar 
traces how liberal nation-states, like the united states, offer a constrained 
form of inclusion for some lesbian and gay subjects, so long as they 
attest to the supposed tolerant or progressive status of an imperial center 
in comparison to regressive or violent others. These others are marked 
not only by gender and sexual difference, but also and especially by their 
religious, racial, national, and colonial difference. in the context of the 
(never-ending?) war on terror, these terrorist bodies are religiously racial-
ized muslims and south asians, who must be eliminated. a biopolitical 
inclusion of some figures, like the docile gay patriot, requires the necropo-
litical exclusion of others, the monster-terrorist-fags (see also Puar and rai 
2002). Queerness can become an alibi for global and imperial violence, for 
what Puar dubs homonationalism. sexuality is used to disaggregate sub-
jects who could be in queer solidarity, casting some nation-states and its 
loyal patriots (straight and gay) as sexually exceptional and casting other 
populations as inherently perverse and deviant on interlocking racial, reli-
gious, and sexual terms and thus deserving of death.

in Puar’s work, then, queerness is less an identity than an assemblage 
of interwoven forces in perpetual motion (see especially 2007, 211–16). 
The motility and contingency of queer mean that it is capable of both resis-
tance and complicity in the forms and forces of oppression, as the essays 
by hoke and schwaller in this volume indicate.9 hoke’s chapter specifi-
cally redeploys homonationalism to rethink how Paul argues in sexually 
exceptionalist ways in 1 Thessalonians, potentially offering spaces for the 
Thessalonian assembly members to be included in roman imperial con-
cepts of sexual virtue.10 in such a reading, hoke refuses to divorce questions 
of gender and sexuality (often associated with 1 Thess 4:1–12) from those 
of empire and conquest (in 4:13–5:11). schwaller foregrounds Puar’s con-
ceptualization of queerness as potentially colluding or resistant as a hint 
for how to approach Paul’s slave form in 1 Cor 9 and 2 Cor 11. Queerness 
cannot be reduced to a celebratory kind of transgression or resistance, as it 

9. For another, sharp reflection on the roles of both lesbian desire and potential 
queer complicity for biblical interpretation, without reference to Puar, see huber 2011.

10. For previous reflections on Puar’s relevance for biblical interpretation, see 
Kotrosits 2014 and marchal 2014a, 2015a.
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can prop up the oppressive material and rhetorical conditions for enslaved 
people, reflecting their multiple, complicated, yet banal circumstances. in 
this way Puar’s view of queerness mirrors the tension between resistance 
and complicity intrinsic to slavery discourses in antiquity.

so, perhaps, we should foreground various queer effects and affects as 
more than occasionally complicit, yet with lingering potentials for disrup-
tion and disidentification. This could signal the influence of a different 
triumvirate, david eng, Jack/Judith halberstam, and José esteban muñoz, 
the coeditors of that aforementioned double issue (2005).11 halberstam 
continues to be one of the more creative and prolific writers in queer stud-
ies, producing seriously playful and often accessibly queer takes on cultural 
forms from the art house to the mainstream. halberstam (1998) famously 
unmoored masculinity as the exclusive property of males by tracing vari-
ous practices of female masculinity among lesbians, butches, trans guys, 
drag kings, and (other) gender queers. gender variant bodies and trans-
gender narratives are a consistent thread in his later work on temporality 
(2005) and negativity (2011). indeed, halberstam’s work remains a some-
times controversial touchstone, or flashpoint, for transgender studies (see, 
especially halberstam 2018) and thus ends up reflecting the debts, over-
laps, yet clear tensions between queer and transgender studies (see also 
stryker 2004).

While halberstam explicitly appears only a few times in the queer 
archives of this collection, his work on female masculinity, drag kinging, 
and the transgender gaze have already influenced a few different attempts 
at trans biblical readings (mollenkott 2001; marchal 2014b; and hornsby 
and guest 2016).12 however, as Liew highlights in his response, it is pos-
sible to read twomey’s analysis of Peter, as the science fiction version of 
“Paul,” apostles to the aliens, and a literary embodiment of halberstam’s In 
a Queer Time and Place (2005). in these strange times and bodies, nico-
let’s essay is also influenced by trans reclamations of the monstrous, but 
it goes further back to halberstam’s (1995) first project on gothic novels 
to emphasize the disruptive, boundary-troubling potential of the ostensi-
bly inhuman monster. nicolet draws as much upon susan stryker’s (1994) 

11. halberstam has increasingly, but not consistently, published under the first 
name of Jack and has admitted to being mostly a free floater when it comes to pre-
ferred names and pronouns. see, for instance, halberstam 2018, 153–54.

12. For other, if still initial, trans approaches to biblical interpretation, see Kola-
kowski 2000; tanis 2003, 55–84; marchal 2011a; hartke 2018.
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daring transgender disidentification with the monster she was called, sig-
nifying on, of all things, ancient identifications of monsters and angels as 
conduits for extraordinary revelations.

as these interventions indicate, halberstam’s work can also be useful 
for thinking queerly in relation to temporality. Thus we have yet another 
way of thinking of queerness not as an identity but “as an outcome of 
strange temporalities, imaginative life schedules, and eccentric economic 
practices” (2005, 1). Queer times and places present “the potentiality of a 
life unscripted by the conventions of family, inheritance, and child rear-
ing” (2). here halberstam presents generally what Lee edelman (2004) 
poses more specifically, audaciously, even polemically in his critique of 
reproductive futurity in No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive.13 
edelman explains that the heart of his argument starts with “a simple 
provocation: that queerness names the side of those not ‘fighting for the 
children,’ the side outside the consensus by which all politics confirms 
the absolute value of reproductive futurism” (3). rather than resisting or 
qualifying this structural positioning—and agreeing that the children are 
our future—edelman suggests that the queer should accede to his or her 
figural status as resistant to the cult of the Child. Queerness, then, fig-
ures the death drive of the social (153) and can reveal the fantasies that 
move the social order. in his last major work, muñoz (2009, 11) aimed to 
counter edelman’s antisocial turn by insisting that “queerness is primarily 
about futurity and hope…. Queerness is always in the horizon.” he adopts 
a more utopian approach to the past that just might performatively reveal 
an alternative future.

guy’s essay situates us in relation to this larger body of reflections 
on queer temporality. guy even starts with the specifically apocalyp-
tic temporality of Paul’s arguments in 1 Corinthians and halberstam’s 
(2005, 2) reflections on the hiV crisis.14 The Corinthian embrace of 
childishness and failure reflect a different orientation to time, perhaps 
the sort of ecstatic time that muñoz (2009, 32) presents on the horizon 
or that Brandy L. simula (2013) highlights in Bdsm scenes. edelman’s 

13. For a more thorough contextualization of edelman, including in relation to 
biblical and theological uses of sacred texts and traditions, see moore, Brintnall, and 
marchal 2018, 8–13; Brintnall 2018.

14. For further reflections on how living and dying with hiV could reflect the 
interpretation of mark, for instance, see Kotrosits 2018. on the multiple Corinthian 
apocalypticisms, in relation to multiple queer temporalities, see marchal 2018.



28 marchal

critique of futurism is made to attend, then, not only to the idealiza-
tion of the future Child, but also to the necessary alienation of labor 
in the present. guy’s essay engages these interlocutors more extensively 
than any other essay, but issues of time and history haunt nearly every 
one of these essays. how could they not as we reach back to discuss 
first-century epistles and their interpretations in our queer twenty-first-
century times and places?! guy and twomey, then, share an interest in 
halberstam’s rethinking of failure. Luckritz marquis notes the utopian 
aims of muñoz’s disidentifications. schwaller opens his essay by admit-
ting to feeling affective links to enslaved subjects of the past, the sort of 
haunting with which my own essay reckons as it puzzles over receiving 
different, more porous relations to the past.15 huber’s response in par-
ticular brings out the kinds of melancholic “backwards feeling” (Love 
2007) or “bottomy historiography” (Freeman 2010, 109) that queer 
approaches take as they negotiate or simply dwell in the tension between 
the past and the present.

This melancholia reminds that queer studies has long been formed 
and informed by more psychoanalytically inclined thinkers. understand-
ing edelman, for instance, requires some working knowledge of Jacques 
Lacan, but even some of this collection’s favorite queer theorists, such as 
Butler and muñoz, respond to and work with elements from Lacan, sig-
mund Freud, or melanie Klein. These elements of queer studies are less 
foregrounded in this collection, outside my all-too-brief reflections on 
trauma, melancholia, abjection, and haunting (and conversing with Ber-
sani 1987; Cvetkovich 2003; Cheng 2001; and Freccero 2006). Yet many 
queer theorists, such as david eng (2001, 2010; see also eng and Kaza-
njian 2003), have shown how individualized notions of concepts like 
trauma or melancholia could be applied to broader sociopolitical—yet 
still sexual—conditions of racialization and colonization. eng persistently 
demonstrates the relevance of psychoanalytic theory for engaging racist 
social structures and their sexualized fantasies and stereotypes, for asian 
americans among others.

15. schwaller briefly references dinshaw (1999) and Freeman (2010), both of 
whose works have been considered at greater length for how they could allow inter-
preters of these epistles to develop a more desirable or pleasurable affective relation 
between the past and the present in marchal 2011b; 2014b; 2018; menéndez-antuña 
2015; hoke 2018.
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Though this work is not explicitly taken up in the present volume, Liew 
(2008) has demonstrated the generative potential of mixing psychoanalytic 
and, or as, critical race theory, particularly with and from asian ameri-
can studies, with some important insights for queer approaches to Pauline 
epistles and interpretations. Following eng’s extension of melancholia, for 
instance, allows Liew to identify Paul’s own racialized melancholia as a 
diasporic member of a denigrated group within the greco-roman context 
(103–5).16 While his melancholic attachment to another Jewish body of 
Jesus as a lost object could be deployed in surprisingly depathologizing 
directions, Paul’s own ambivalence about his colonized and thus effemi-
nized position leads to his reinforcement of ancient colonial ideologies of 
gender and sexuality. as Liew and then the essays by both hartman and 
Luckritz marquis note, Paul’s arguments about sexualized offenses and 
communal belonging in 1 Cor 5–6 could be symptomatic of these dynam-
ics. Liew highlights:

Paul projects his own abjection and stigmatization as being “femi-
nine” and “morally corrupt” onto women and other sexual dissidents. 
By duplicating and displacing colonial abjection onto people who are 
also in different ways already subjected, Paul’s resistance against col-
onization and racialization is greatly compromised…. he is building 
community on the backs of those whom “everyone” can agree to mar-
ginalize and stigmatize. (95)

here Paul’s projection of his own abjection and stigmatization onto others 
looks like a foretaste of Freud’s own ambivalent displacements as a (later) 
diasporic Jew (see also gilman 1993; Boyarin 1997).

This work may mostly be in the background of the essays to follow, 
but Liew’s response notes how Freud’s notion of the uncanny, or Lacan’s 
das Ding as the intrusion of the real, resonate with this collection’s 
repeated attention to figures of excess or exclusion. Liew stresses that the 
children, slaves, animals, monsters, and freaks examined in this volume 
can all fall under the category of the inhuman. indeed, dunning’s essay 
revolves precisely around the questions of what counts as the human and 
its resulting effects on how we could approach texts like rom 1. Follow-

16. Liew is also in conversation with additional, more sociopolitical reuses of 
melancholia around gender and sexuality (Butler 1990, 57–72) and white supremacy 
and colonialism (gilroy 2005).
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ing Butler, derrida, and Étienne Balibar (2017), dunning reconsiders 
how the nonperson haunts any articulation of the human. The result-
ing incoherence reflects the failure of closure in any appeal to system, 
including when interpreters presume the stability of specific sexual 
subject positions. While Karen Barad’s (2003) conceptualization of the 
intraactive agency of nonhuman material objects informs schwaller’s 
essay, and twomey’s essay examines the posthuman potential in the con-
tact between earthlings and aliens, hartman’s essay directly engages the 
relationship between the queer and the nonhuman (see especially Luci-
ano and Chen 2015). Constructions of human-animal difference trouble 
the demands to perform a particular norm of humanity, in our times as 
much as in the first-century context of the Corinthian correspondence. 
From such an angle, not only are the images in Paul’s condemnations and 
exclusions gendered, sexualized, and racialized, but they are also animal-
ized through his creaturely arguments around the lamb and the yeast. 
of course, he is trying to convince the Corinthians to remove one sexu-
ally offensive human by transforming him into the yeast polluting their 
entire rising batch. Yet if they were (re)animated by another creaturely 
transformation into a lamb, then perhaps the Corinthians would not have 
minded a little yeast infection!

These interpretive possibilities rise from these essays’ persistent atten-
tions to excluded, marginalized, or denigrated elements of Pauline epistles 
and interpretations, often made possible by their innovative engagement 
with the dizzying array of directions in which queer studies has developed. 
Thus far, i have aimed to situate the essays in these directions and signal 
still further possibilities in increasing interactions between various strands 
of biblical and queer studies. in doing so, i suggest that we are really on the 
verge of something here.

of course, in some ways this collection is just one in a long line of 
works of biblical scholarship appealing to the possibilities of theory 
from outside our normal disciplinary confines. often, this sort of turn to 
theory evinces the anxiety of the interpreter—that we are somehow way 
behind other disciplines and domains. moore’s (2001, 7–12) introduction 
to his often dazzling collection God’s Beauty Parlor opens with multiple 
suggestions about how biblical scholars dwell in the outdated assump-
tions of a far distant galaxy, light years from the mysterious and thrilling 
nebula of queer theory. even in its most vanilla forms, biblical scholar-
ship often promises one kind of space-time travel, ostensibly providing 
access backward to distant times and foreign places. With this collection i 
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suggest that we are in an extraordinary moment of back and forth, reach-
ing back to the first century but no longer in moore’s galaxy behind.17 
indeed, when i recently went to the web version of GLQ (the most promi-
nent queer studies journal) to quickly check a reference, my eyes landed 
on the site’s list of their most-read articles. The first four were Butler’s 
“Critically Queer” (later collected in 1993, 223–42), stryker’s “my Words 
to Victor Frankenstein…” (1994), Cohen’s “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Wel-
fare Queens” (1997), and Luciano and Chen’s “has the Queer ever Been 
human?” (2015). of course, i have already situated this collection in light 
of each of these, as many of the essays to follow are influenced by this 
work (see especially nicolet and hartman). This biblical conversation 
is looking increasingly like a queer convergence, toward a significantly 
expanding universe of possibilities for our travels on, against, and within 
Pauline epistles and interpretations.

in introducing a finite collection of essays, i would be colossally fool-
ish to promise a panoramic view of this entire universe or to chart a course 
for interstellar sexual salvation. to be sure, the various contributors to this 
volume do not prescribe a new collective course of action, but they do 
perform an at-times-outrageous range of alternative options for queering 
our constellations, often through a robust, reflexive, even nimble negotia-
tion of so much (admittedly sometimes dense) theoretical material. For 
the less initiated, these essays can function as important and illuminating 
guides into the riotous variety of queer theories circulating outside and, 
now more than occasionally, within religious or theological studies. such 
guides inevitably signal still other possibilities.

even just returning to the work of eng indicates other topics rele-
vant for queering Pauline epistles and interpretations. his reflections on 
Racial Castration (2001) suggest alternative analogues or angles on ques-
tions about circumcision and the racially gendered bodies that composed 
and received the epistles and acts. Critiques from queer diaspora (see 
eng 2001, 2010; manalansan 2003; gopinath 2005) have some obvious 
resonances for these movements and stigmatized bodies subsisting in the 
Jewish diaspora of the roman empire, and they could help to trouble nor-
mative relationships to kinship and the racialized intimacies of hostlands 
and homelands. in rethinking the inevitable destinations of these move-

17. see miranda July’s (2005) film Me and You and Everyone We Know; see also 
Berlant and edelman 2014, 20–34.
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ments, feminist and queer disability—or crip—approaches (Kafer 2013; 
mcruer 2006), would significantly reframe how we approach the stigma-
tized bodies reflected in Paul’s correspondence with various communities 
(though see aspects of nicolet’s essay).18

once we begin considering how social impressions are generated, 
shared, and maintained, how these often nonconscious sensations reso-
nate within and travel between bodies, we begin to get a feel for the queer 
territories of affect. affect theory is only now starting to catch on in bib-
lical studies (see Koosed and moore 2014; Kotrosits 2015, 2016; Black 
and Koosed forthcoming), but most of the essays in this collection have 
been infected with affect, whether they know it or not. indeed, many of 
the figures encountered in these ancient epistles and assemblies could be 
labeled queer or, following Liew, inhuman or, more simply still, just willful 
subjects (ahmed 2014). in guy’s hands, the absurd ecstasy of the Corin-
thians refuses the appeals of both paranoia (see sedgwick 2003) and cruel 
optimism (Berlant 2011). hoke’s Thessalonians are untidy vessels in that 
their affectively mobilized assemblages (Puar 2007) fail to rationally align 
along simple narratives around complicity and resistance. nicolet’s mon-
sters are scare figures with their potential for wounding or disgust, but in 
stryker’s intervention, a transgender rage can transform their stigmatiz-
ing impacts. several essays state or simply stage the affective resonances of 
historical efforts (including especially hartman, schwaller, and marchal). 
Concerns about contagion (hartman) and the dynamic relationship 
between material and discursive practices (schwaller) transmit affect as 
well. my own essay is concerned with the trauma and abjection of a past 
that is not past, one that haunts and drags on in both painful and pleasur-
able sensations. twomey, too, wonders about the potential connections 
of solidarity across bleak conditions. huber’s response underscores (with 
Love 2007) that many of these desires for the past are both melancholic 
and nostalgic. stockton’s response demonstrates how the objects that 
linger in our respective queer archives reflect often-excessive yet neces-
sary affective attachments. many of us have feelings about these texts and 
traditions because we have a history with them.

18. For some initial uses of crip theory for biblical and rabbinic interpretation, 
see solevåg 2016 and Belser 2016. The former discusses castration, the subject of a 
cutting joke in gal 5:12 (see the discussion in marchal 2015b and nicolet’s essay in 
this volume).
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on the Verge of … Pauline Bodies

and still … when most of us say the words queer and Paul in any proximity 
to one another, our friends and family, lovers and haters, and pastors and 
other confessional professionals anticipate a conversation about how Paul’s 
letters clearly condemn homosexuality. This typically means an enormous 
amount of attention devoted to just a few verses in Paul’s letters—rom 
1:26–27 and 1 Cor 6:9–10—texts that ostensibly give us not just Paul’s 
but (with gen 19 and Lev 18 and 20) the Bible’s stance on homosexuality. 
since Paul’s reputation precedes us, the current, most common scholarly 
response is to situate these brief references and Paul’s arguments in general 
within the historical context of the first century Ce. Yet as heather White’s 
essay and her larger work (2015) demonstrate, this focus is a product of a 
particular moment, one far more recent than the first century.

From the middle of the twentieth century, interpreters of these texts 
began insisting upon the historical difference between now and then. der-
rick sherwin Bailey (1955), for instance, maintained that Paul’s letters 
make definite enough references to homosexual practices to discuss them 
in British ecclesial and political debates. Yet Bailey’s emphasis on practice 
or behavior introduced an important discontinuity, since: “the Bible and 
Christian tradition know nothing of homosexuality; both are concerned 
solely with the commission of homosexual acts” (x). John Boswell (1980) 
also sought to dissociate homosexuality from Pauline condemnations, but 
he focused on the language of exchanging or abandoning (in rom 1:23, 25, 
26, 27). Boswell attempted to argue that both homosexual and heterosex-
ual people were known in the greco-roman context of the time, but “even 
more important, the persons Paul condemns are manifestly not homo-
sexual: what he derogates are homosexual acts committed by apparently 
heterosexual persons” (109). Thus Boswell assumes the source of antigay 
feelings must be found elsewhere in (later) Christian traditions. Both 
Boswell and Bailey differentiate acts in ways akin to Foucault’s separation 
of the homosexual from sodomy (discussed above), but toward different 
ends. Boswell argues for the existence of ancient homosexuals, while Bailey 
proceeds on the (once-current) modern medical view that homosexuals 
suffered from an involuntary and interior mental condition. to Bailey, this 
made the modern homosexual less culpable in his eyes and deserving of a 
modicum of legal protection afforded by a repeal of sodomy laws.

While not many have been persuaded by Boswell’s proposition that 
we could identify people across the centuries as homosexual, many 
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interpreters preserved the term homosexual in their discussion of Paul’s 
letters, even as they introduce some important historical difference. robin 
scroggs (1983, 122), for instance, insists that Paul “must have had, could 
only have had, pederasty in mind” in texts like rom 1. For scroggs, the 
conceptual and denominational significance of this fact turn in somewhat 
contradictory fashion. on the one hand, pederasty and homosexuality 
are different: “The fact remains, however, that the basic model in today’s 
Christian homosexual community is so different from the model attacked 
by the new testament that the criterion of reasonable similarity of context 
is not met” (127). This lack of similarity has so great a force that he argues, 
“The conclusion i have to draw seems inevitable: Biblical judgments against 
homosexuality are not relevant to today’s debate” (127). on the other hand, 
scroggs persists in identifying homosexuality as the target of biblical 
judgment, an identification that maintains a (politically and historically 
fraught) link between pederasty and, or as a kind of, homosexuality. The 
relatively progressive positions of scroggs, Boswell, and Bailey often man-
aged to both solidify the notion that the Bible is relevant for present-day 
debates about (homo)sexuality (even in spite of their claims otherwise) 
and reflect more recent, modern assumptions of difference.

This difference was highlighted in order to advocate a more com-
passionate or progressive approach. This might suggest the benefit of a 
gradual liberalization, even secularization, in our new, different historical 
era. Yet as White (2015, 1–4, 34–41) highlights, it was sympathetic, liberal, 
even progressive Protestant ministers and scholars who first inserted the 
word homosexuals into a passage of Pauline condemnation. using what 
was thought to be the best and most up-to-date historical and therapeu-
tic knowledge, the scholars on the translation committee of the revised 
standard Version (1946) introduced homosexuals as a translation for two 
separate (!) words, malakoi and arsenokoitai (in 1 Cor 6:9), where broader 
(if differently troubling) terms of effeminacy and abuse once stood (for 
instance, in the King James Version). a new therapeutic approach initiated 
a new common sense about the history of Pauline texts and traditions, 
reflecting an apparent sympathy for homosexuals among some american 
Protestants, but ironically working contrary to such sentiments. For twen-
tieth-century homosexuals, a shift away from discussions of sodomites 
was not progress. The new translation narrowed and condensed the mean-
ing of Paul’s letter (among other passages) and directed the condemnation 
in now some of the most explicit terms. if the slightly later, liberal inter-
preters would insist that history teaches us that this is not what these texts 



 on the Verge of an introduction 35

meant, then the plain meaning they were contesting was, ironically, the 
product of only slightly earlier, liberal interpreters!

This attention to a small selection of texts and the certainty that they 
are relevant for discussions about homosexuality, then, are both products 
of a particular moment and its still-lingering aftermath. This specific and 
far more recent origin scrambles the most common coordinates in con-
temporary discussions of religion and sexuality. These are often posed in 
oppositional terms: if biblical teachings are religious and ancient (even 
timeless), then gays and lesbians are modern and secular (see White’s 
essay). Yet this common sense is itself distinctly modern and built upon 
the incorporation of secular psychological assumptions into a modern 
biblical translation. indeed, both conservatives and liberals draw upon the 
same relatively short tradition of translation. This is the story of how Paul 
was transformed into a modern authority on sexuality. This more recent 
history should, in turn, interrogate our (Protestant) desire for the biblical 
text’s original meaning, particularly when we are the ones planting ancient 
truths in the texts. This history might suggest the strange possibilities of a 
more proximate—yet still pre-stonewall—past, the periods often explored 
by queer scholars such as muñoz (1999, 2009), Love (2007), and Freeman 
(2010). These encounters should also trouble any confidence that we can 
know the effect of our interpretive efforts, whether we are questing for an 
ancient historical difference or aiming for a contemporary contextualized 
outcome (or both), without a persistent, even nagging, reflexivity.

Thus Bailey, Boswell, and scroggs were not the only interpreters oper-
ating in the aftermath of this contradictorily ancient innovation. We still 
pay inordinate attention to the “clobber passages,” even if biblical scholars 
have increased our disciplinary habit of stressing historical difference. i 
consider this habit at greater length in my essay in this volume (and else-
where, marchal 2011b), but it is one i confess i cannot quite shake, a site 
of unreconciled attachment or continuing disidentification. even still, i 
persistently identify with the work of yet another queer threesome—Ber-
nadette J. Brooten (1996), dale B. martin (1995, 1996), and stephen d. 
moore (2001, 133–72)—particularly where they address these texts and 
lingering problems of their historical difference.

martin, for instance, underscores the specific problems of translation 
when grappling with the oft-cited “clobber passage,” found in 1 Cor 6:9–
10. While the rsV renders the greek pair arsenokoitai and malakoi with 
the english “homosexuals,” martin (1996, 118–23) shows that arsenokoitēs 
is extraordinarily rare, poorly attested, and radically uncertain in its 
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meaning, while malakos (or “softness”) is none of those things—it is easily, 
yet distressingly familiar in its negative associations with femininity or 
effeminacy (124–28). Brooten’s extensive study of female homoeroti-
cism demonstrates how this same gendered asymmetry is reflected in 
the broader greco-roman context and then in Paul’s arguments in rom 
1:18–32. her convincing commentary on this mightily contested text 
shows its fit within an ancient context where “ ‘natural’ intercourse means 
penetration of a subordinate person by a dominant one” (1996, 241). The 
possibility of female-female sexual contact is condemned in this context 
because females (among or akin to others with lower sociopolitical status, 
such as slaves, minors, and foreigners) are presumed to be subordinate, 
passive, and thus receptive. moore (2001, 146) builds upon Brooten, 
noting how much Paul’s argument in rom 1:26–27 is “startlingly congru-
ent” with the prevailing emphasis on phallic penetration. such appalling 
repetitions lead Brooten (1996, 302) to conclude that churches should not 
teach rom 1:26–27 as authoritative, while moore (2001, 171–72) can only 
conclude that his work could be a prolegomenon to a radical reformation 
away from such dynamics.

not surprisingly, then, many queer readers and users stay away from 
Paul’s letters. it seems easier to imagine, with robert e. goss (1993), that 
Jesus Acted Up, more exciting to imagine other biblical figures belonging, 
with nancy Wilson (1995), to Our Tribe. Both goss and Wilson refer to 
the two clobber passages as “texts of terror” (goss 1993, 90–92; Wilson 
1995, 65–66, 94–96), one of several signs of the influence of feminist 
biblical interpreters, like Phyllis trible (1984), on queer approaches. Yet 
liberation oriented interpreters tend to have a greater investment in and 
identification with biblical texts. This could, in part, account for why The-
odore W. Jennings Jr. (2009) devotes an entire study to defending Paul and 
biblical traditions in general against their common association with the 
origins of homophobia. Thomas hanks (2000) develops such liberationist 
yet apologist tendencies even further, particularly when he casts most of 
the new testament authors (including Paul) as sexual minorities. hanks 
maintains that the bulk of Paul’s letter to the romans deconstructs the 
argument he mimes in 1:24–27 (2000, 80–94; 2006), as the entire Pauline 
corpus reveals a range of liberating messages for oppressed groups like 
women, slaves, and sexual minorities (2000, 80–199). This identification 
of Paul as a sexual minority himself, and perhaps even gay, may go as far 
back as the mid-twentieth-century insertion of “homosexuals” into trans-
lations of 1 Cor 6:9. The italian filmmaker Pier Paolo Pasolini depicts Paul 
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as troubled by same-sex desires in his screenplay for Saint Paul, written in 
the 1960s, long before bishop John spong (1992) or novelist gore Vidal 
(1992), for instance, imagined Paul as a homosexual.19

Paul certainly claimed to be unmarried and that this status would be 
the far better option for anyone who could handle it, particularly given the 
apocalyptic conditions of his time (1 Cor 7:7–9, 26–40). at times, these 
letters even seem to be anticipating the queer critiques of reproductive 
futurity performed by edelman, halberstam, and muñoz (noted above)! 
This work, then, indicates the importance of both exploring many aspects 
of the epistles other than the small set of clobber passages and trying out 
more creative approaches to these texts and traditions. many queer com-
mentaries, for instance, proceed by way of analogy, if not always exact 
identification. several gay-affirmative readings apply Paul’s argument 
against circumcision for (male) gentiles in galatians to counter claims that 
homosexuals must change the way they are to count as Christians (see 
siker 1994; Bohache 2000; Cheng 2006). holly hearon’s (2006) entry on 
the Corinthian correspondence in The Queer Bible Commentary multiplies 
the potential modes of analogy by explicitly attending to multiple voices, 
reflecting upon the tensions within both the Corinthian and more-recent 
LgBtiQ communities. it works so well because it, too, learned key lessons 
from feminist interpretations of these letters and read against the grain of 
Paul’s perspective (especially Wire 1990).

Like hearon, many of the essays in this collection specifically draw 
from the insights and techniques first developed in feminist approaches to 
Pauline epistles and interpretations by elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza (1983, 
1992, 1999, 2001), antoinette Clark Wire (1990), and elizabeth a. Cas-
telli (1991a), and then practiced by a range of scholars (including Kittredge 
1998, 2003; marchal 2006, 2008; and Johnson-deBaufre and nasrallah 
2011). While only a few imagine the possibilities for a feminist reconstruc-
tion or historical reimagination, a majority of the essays here try to decenter 
Paul’s perspective in several different ways, often by reading against the 
grain of the letters (see, for instance, guy, hoke, hartman, schwaller, Luck-
ritz marquis, and marchal). many recognize the rhetoricity of our sources 
for queering Pauline epistles, and several use schüssler Fiorenza’s neolo-
gism kyriarchy (see 1999, ix; 2001, 1, 118–24, 211) to describe intersecting 

19. The english translation of this screenplay for Saint Paul would unfortunately 
have to wait until Pasolini 2014.
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dynamics of oppression, instead of single-factored terms like patriarchy, 
slavery, poverty, or empire. indeed, schüssler Fiorenza interrogates the 
politics of othering that accompanies the scholarly politics of identification 
with Paul (see especially 2000), grappling with a set of dynamics that is 
strikingly similar to those that have troubled approaches to queer identifi-
cation. if larger bodies of scholarship would attend to either—or preferably 
both!—of these discussions, it would signal that biblical studies is really on 
the verge of some significant and much-needed transformations.

These feminist strategies animate the majority of essays in this col-
lection, but the political and affective pull of identifying (with) what Paul 
argues still remains rather strong for many readers and users of these texts 
and traditions. inevitably, this draws our eyes back to passages like rom 
1:18–32. in a series of important essays (2003, 2004, 2006), diana swan-
cutt situates the letter’s argument about “unnatural” sexual activity as a 
stereotypical censure of hypocritical stoics. Paul repeats ancient gender 
stereotypes, but his rhetoric of masculinity is “a biting denunciation of 
Romanitas” (swancutt 2003, 232). several other interpreters, such as neil 
elliott (2008, 77–85) and Theodore W. Jennings Jr. (2009, 129–55; see also 
2013), see allusions to various emperors in the litany of offensive behav-
iors in the opening chapter of romans, indicating that the sexual matters 
are the set-up for a broader anti-imperial critique. in contradistinction 
to Brooten (1996), swancutt (especially 2007), and Jennings (2009, 153–
54) strongly doubt that the admittedly brief mention of females (in rom 
1:26) refers to female-female sexual contact. it seems clearer that at least 
some male-male sexual behavior may be alluded to here (Paul is probably 
punning on receptivity in 1:27), but to anti-imperial interpreters, homo-
eroticism in general is not the focus; rather, the focus is Paul’s critique 
of specific roman imperial elites. in the case of galatians, scholars like 
davina Lopez (2008, especially 142) have argued even further that Paul’s 
resistance to roman imperial ideology is matched by his own transgen-
dered identification as a mother in labor pains in 4:19.

aspects of these anti-imperial (or postcolonial) approaches to the 
epistles and interpretations have proven illuminating, but they falter some 
when they pass over the repeated ways in which the letters deploy gender 
and sexual stereotypes.20 such repetitions complicate our approach to 

20. For the closely related feminist concerns about mostly single-factored anti-
imperial readings of Paul’s letters, see Kittredge 2000; Wire 2000; marchal 2008.
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these texts and traditions in several ways. First, the kinds of sexual insult 
that appear in Paul’s letters were rather common in the ancient setting 
of the roman empire (see Knust 2006), making it difficult to insist that 
their appearance refers to specific historical figures in the letter’s argu-
ments or audiences. second, these stereotyped figures are not just fleeting 
moments in two isolated—if oft-cited—bashing passages, but they appear 
in several moments, in most of Paul’s letters. This indicates, third, that 
the letters fit into a broader kyriarchal ambiance, their arguments mark 
not a difference but a similarity to those Paul is (ostensibly) critiquing. 
Fourth, this similarity reflects a strikingly colonizing but also racializing 
perspective shared between the letters and their broader contexts. Thus 
swancutt, Jennings, elliott, and many other interpreters are of course cor-
rect in noting that the clobber texts are not strictly about sexuality, let 
alone our culturally specific perspectives on homosexuality. Yet even as 
aspects of these letters depart from roman imperial family values (see 
d’angelo 2003), interpreters such as Kwok Pui-lan (2006) and Fredrik 
ivarsson (2007) stress the specifically ethnoracial dynamics of texts like 
rom 1 and 1 Cor 6, since they operate by targeting people through xeno-
phobic figurations of gentile outsiders or others who recurrently do the 
wrong things.21

Thus as the histories of both feminist biblical studies and queer stud-
ies in general have indicated, queering Pauline epistles and interpretations 
will need to be dynamic, reflexive, and intersectional. subjects like gender 
and sexuality cannot be easily separated from race, ethnicity, religion, or 
imperialism in these letters and communities, and not only because they 
often address Jews and gentiles, romans and their barbarians. a range 
of scholars have demonstrated how profoundly Paul’s letters are shaped 
not by an alternative view of ethnic or religious difference but precisely 
through ethnic, racial, and religious rhetorics (C. martin 1991, 1998; 
Byron 2002; Kelley 2002; Buell and Johnson hodge 2004; Buell 2005, 2009; 
Johnson hodge 2007). in light of this work, Paul is neither the founder of a 
universalistic religion nor an advocate for ethnic transcendence. Caroline 
Johnson hodge and denise Kimber Buell (2004, 238), for instance, stress 
that these letters “define a communal vision in terms of ethnicity—not 
over against ethnicity.” They underscore the ways that ethnoracial dis-

21. For some initial indications of the connections and overlaps between post-
colonial and queer approaches, see Punt 2010, 2011, as well as Kwok 2006 and 
marchal 2015a.
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courses are dynamic, simultaneously playing between the poles of fixity 
and fluidity. The receptions and uses of these epistles, then, are haunted 
by the not-yet-past pasts of racism in many forms, including those shaped 
by the historical conditions of slavery, anti-semitism, and colonialism. 
indeed, Buell has persistently reflected on such haunting heritages (2009, 
2010, 2014), connecting these pasts and our presents without evading our 
accountabilities to lingering effects and afterlives. The ambivalences of 
these heritages reach backward and forward, particularly in the cases of 
enslaved people in these traditions, highlighting distinctive obstacles and 
fraught interconnections (see especially glancy 1998, 2002; and Briggs 
2000, 2003).

as i note above, most of the essays in this collection trace and grapple 
with the overlapping and mutually informing vectors of race, ethnicity, and 
empire alongside and within gender, sexuality, and embodiment. Jewish-
gentile difference is a recurrent and rather expected topic within Pauline 
studies because so many interpreters esteem Paul as the (Jewish) apostle 
to the gentiles. Yet the queer approaches taken in this introduction and in 
the pages to follow present rather unexpected pictures of these dynamics 
and significantly complicate more common perspectives on the apostle 
and the epistles we attribute to him. With some of the more recent, cre-
ative, and often liberationist-style queer approaches, this collection moves 
beyond more defensive approaches to the expected prooftexts. Because the 
approaches developed in this volume are not especially disciplined by this 
defensive stance, these interpreters tend to push past not only the common 
texts but even the traditional scholarly focus on the perspective of Paul 
in favor of more audacious, excessive, twisty, and troubling possibilities. 
These possibilities bubble up from our encounters and engagements with 
nearly all of the authentic or undisputed letters. The essays focus on various 
elements within six of those seven letters, including romans (dunning, 
marchal), 1 Corinthians (guy, hartman, schwaller), 2 Corinthians (Luck-
ritz marquis, schwaller), galatians (nicolet, twomey), 1 Thessalonians 
(hoke, marchal), and Philemon (marchal).22

The volume as a whole tends to resist the siren call of the slim but still 
much-disputed bashing passages, though an attentive reader may notice 
that they do make their way into three of the last four essays (marchal, 

22. For a queer approach to the only “missing” letter in this batch, Philippians, 
see marchal 2014c.
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dunning, and White). These are pushed to the back for several reasons 
(thematically and strategically), but most especially because work on Pau-
line epistles and interpretations still need a good shove to move into more 
critical, theoretical, reflexive, and creative directions. if we situate this col-
lection within the odd assemblage called Pauline studies, the approaches 
taken here especially stand out. Pauline studies is perhaps the least adven-
turous of the canonically divided subfields within biblical studies, still 
mostly dominated by traditional or—more candidly—conservative and 
apologist assumptions and approaches. so while it is certainly important 
to counter the oppressive, phobic, and stigmatizing uses of rom 1:26–27 
and 1 Cor 6:9–10, it is well past time to take these and many other texts 
and traditions in other, unanticipated directions.

This volume is one demonstration that this sort of queering of Pauline 
epistles and interpretations is on the verge of happening. as a collection, 
it is the most concentrated expression of these bodies on the verge, but it 
is not the only example. We have only just begun to get into Bible Trouble 
(hornsby and stone 2011)! This is why readers should be familiar with a 
wider range of work. For instance, swancutt’s work is important not only 
because it marshals a masterful body of evidence about ancient imperial 
masculinity in order to contextualize texts like rom 1:26–27.23 in one of 
her more creative moments, she addresses contemporary culture wars by 
turning to recent work on intersex (2006, 70–75) to interrogate assump-
tions about the “natural” two-sex body.24 in another, she moves past a 
discussion of the bashing passages, turning just a few verses after 1 Cor 
6:9–10, to highlight the strangely sexualized description of Paul’s admoni-
tion to unite with the Lord (6:17), with the same verb for uniting, joining, 
or having sex with a prostitute—kollōmenos (repeated in 6:16 and 6:17) 
(2006, 93–96). Becoming members of Christ’s body and receiving his seed 
(sperma) never sounded kinkier! to be sure, this Pauline gender perfor-
mance still repeats ancient forms of misogyny and hierarchy, but such 
queer angles on the epistles and interpretations, in light of both ancient 

23. For further reflections on Paul’s letters in terms of masculinity, see also Kahl 
2000; moore 2001, 133–72; glancy 2003; Larson 2004; ivarsson 2007; Conway 2008, 
67–88.

24. For three other more concentrated reflections on the significance of intersex 
for biblical interpretation (and perhaps also vice versa), see gross 1999; deFranza 
2015; marchal 2015b.
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and contemporary settings, suggest far more daring possibilities than 
enacted in the dry, vanilla versions centered within Pauline studies.

This collection turns the terms of many of the debates deploying 
parts of Paul’s letters, resisting them while twisting them, queering them 
to show what else can be done with epistles and interpretations. Because 
queer studies has developed in capacious, even riotous directions, engag-
ing this expanse now helps interpretations of these letters explode along 
previously unimagined trajectories. The story i am trying to tell in this 
introduction, and that the contributors collectively demonstrate, is not 
only about the use of theory but about what we are doing and what we 
could still do with biblical images, ideas, arguments, and afterlives. These 
bodies on the verge indicate that we are in an emerging but hopefully 
extended moment. This collection is one mark of the moment, but another 
gauge is the 2017 arrival, at different rates, of three dissertations—one last 
queer trinity!—each using queer theory to grapple with aspects of Pau-
line epistles and interpretations.25 hoke (2017) and schwaller (2017) are 
among this volume’s fabulous contributors, but gillian townsley was 
unable to participate since she was hard at work adapting her 2011 dis-
sertation into a fabulous book: “The Straight Mind” in Corinth (2017). 
townsley’s project demonstrates the importance of traveling not only 
with queer partners but beyond canonical versions of queer studies, par-
ticularly through her use of monique Wittig’s work. Wittig has provided 
yet another way to trouble these versions since her influential essay “The 
straight mind” (to which the title of townsley’s dissertation project refers) 
was first delivered in 1979, but her essays were only collected in 1992 as a 
result of the critical appreciation and engagement shown in Butler’s (1990) 
Gender Trouble. townsley’s work tracing alternative, subdominant views 
of gender is inspired by Wittig’s (2005, 47) call to “lesbianize the heroes 
of love, lesbianize the symbols, lesbianize the gods and the goddesses, 
lesbianize Christ, lesbianize the men and the women.” her final chap-
ter graphically displaces the work of an infamously phobic and abusive 
interpreter (who frankly does not deserve my citation) page by page by 
progressively adding more and more discussion of Wittig’s differently out-
rageous views of anatomy, degradation, and disgust from the bottom up.

25. another foretaste of this moment could be dunning’s (2014) relatively brief 
Christ without Adam, which deploys some aspects of queer theory in its critique of 
recent philosophical readings of Paul, mostly along the lines of his previous work (2011) 
on the adam-Christ typology among second- and third-century Christian thinkers.
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townsley’s monstrous lesbians make furtive appearances in the pages 
to follow, but so do other bodies on the verge of excess and offense—child-
ish Corinthians, monstrous galatians, and Thessalonian vessels among 
them. These bodies reflect the still “open mesh of possibilities, gaps, over-
laps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses” (sedgwick 1993, 8) 
for our queering encounters with these texts and traditions. These encoun-
ters allow us to reassess ancient terms like porneia, reveal the cracks where 
enslaved members negotiated their conditions, disrupt our ideals, chal-
lenge the coherence of our systematizing habits, and explode our canons 
by looking both backward and forward in surprising new directions. 
This involves an often-decentered and perhaps even wandering Paul, but 
also more porous interpreters and receivers—embodied animals but not 
especially exceptional ones—even from within our increasingly approxi-
mate attention to such troubling texts and traditions. so many different 
kinds of bodies, then, are on the verge. There are the bodies of tradi-
tions around biblical interpretation, including those that have recently 
insisted on appeals to only some verses, within certain historically, ethi-
cally, and politically constrained frames. The Pauline corpus, too, has been 
alternately assembled either as a scripturally canonical or a historically 
authentic body. each of these bodies contains multitudes: the letters them-
selves are touchy, even troubling items for queer archives, yet the bodies 
they address and the many other bodies they construct, like and unlike the 
one constructed for the author/apostle, suggest still other perilous propo-
sitions (for these bodies beside Paul’s, see marchal 2019). Though most 
scholars like to pose and project otherwise, interpreters and users of these 
bodies are themselves embodied receivers, engaging in performative reci-
tations and negotiating our academic and affective investments, political 
and physical desires, and spiritual and sexual sensations.

This is not one body, given for you, but a whole series of bodies on the 
verge—these do not speak with one voice, nor do the essays in this collec-
tion. They do not prescribe the one right way to queer Pauline epistles and 
interpretations. They do significantly expand the repertoire of possibilities 
for both the texts and the strategies, in attentive but often daring direc-
tions. They certainly reflect excessive expertise in the contexts of the first 
century, but they spill out and stretch beyond these, not only to our current 
cultural contexts but to more recent history, to contemporary literature 
that elicits a conflicted futurity, and even to the dissonant comforts and 
pleasures of our trips to the movies (see stockton’s concluding response). 
as stockton’s (2017) own work attests, queer approaches to these letters 
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have already begun seeping into other disciplines. We are neither behind 
nor ahead more cutting edge fields more accustomed to queering inter-
ventions; perhaps, on the verge of this moment, our assumed boundaries 
have never been more porous. Perhaps this is not the case, but the work 
contained in this volume gives a concerted shove to the silos that separate 
us by our ostensible specializations, tipping them over and shaking, cross-
ing, even twerking with the bodies tumbling out of them.

Your body, the one that holds these bodies in your own hands, 
or glances at them flitting before your eyes, should take a tumble with 
these queer juxtapositions, disidentifications, and reimaginations. We’re 
on the verge of…. These epistles and interpretations prove to be surpris-
ingly prone to both attachments and refusals, frequent decentering and 
occasional deconstruction. We’re on the verge of…. dwelling with these 
ambivalences and negotiations, our elaborations and qualifications pres-
ent disturbing and dazzling possibilities, almost always because they risk 
verging on queering, approaching so closely to subjects of perverse revul-
sion and devotion. We’re on the verge of…. Leave this last margin or edge 
of this impossible introduction—it will be worth the trouble.

We’re on the verge of…
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Wasting time at the end of the World:  
Queer Failure, unproductivity, and  
unintelligibility in 1 Corinthians

Lindsey guy

time is of the essence in 1 Corinthians. Paul underscores his ethical 
injunctions with language of the “present crisis” (7:26), warning that “the 
form of this world is passing away” (7:31) and that the community should 
“prepare [it]self for battle” (14:8).1 There is a suggestion of temporal col-
lapse in these warnings, compatible with what Jack halberstam (2005, 2) 
writes of as queer temporality: the sense of impending crisis creates height-
ened awareness of “the constantly diminishing future [that] creates a new 
emphasis on the here, the present, the now.” on the brink of the apoca-
lyptic horizon, the Corinthian community is negotiating contextual ethics 
exactly predicated on this crisis.

While elizabeth Freeman (2007, 160) writes that through Bourdieu’s 
habitus “we can see most clearly how time makes bodies and subjects,” we 
may also find the reverse: in studying bodies and subjects, we may learn 
what sort of time or times they inhabit. Queer temporality is valuable for 
denaturalizing time, as it interrogates the seemingly compulsory relations 
of past to present and present to future, “once one leaves the temporal 
frames of bourgeois reproduction and family, longevity, risk/safety, and 
inheritance” (halberstam 2005, 6). normative understandings of progress 
and progression demarcate social identity, with queer time in particular 
critiquing the dominant re/productive paradigm.2

1. unless otherwise indicated, all biblical translations are mine. 
2. i use the term re/productive here to gesture to the close ties between construc-

tion of the family and capitalist production.
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Paul and the Corinthian community apparently agree that norma-
tive constructions of time and sexuality should be disrupted, though 
they disagree as to how this should be accomplished. in reconstructing 
1 Corinthians’s discourse on sex as intraqueer discussion, we may find 
the apocalyptic to be a tool for social disruption, lending credibility to 
nonnormative or antisocial identities. Particularly drawing upon the con-
struction of the Corinthian women prophets as sketched by antoinette 
Clark Wire (1990), and tracing the motifs of childishness, unprofitability, 
and unintelligibility, this essay explores how an apocalyptic ethos height-
ens queer un/belonging.

my methodology draws on feminist reconstruction and re imagination 
of the recipient community but moves away from any countervalorization 
and toward queer antagonism, characterized by a skepticism toward the 
desirability of authority, leadership, or intelligibility altogether.3 The Cor-
inthians’ ethical reorientation imagined in this essay disputes authority 
and social status through the queer and irreverent time of the apocalypse; 
that everyone is mutually lowered to irrelevance after the apocalyptic crisis 
has revealed that we are all wasting our time.

Queer Childhood and Childishness

The letter’s ethics are persistently predicated upon themes of adulthood, 
growth, and maturity. Paul implores the Corinthians to grow into adults 
in Christ, to “put away childish things” and join him as adults in the 
apocalyptic crisis. But in a childish sort of way, my hermeneutic embraces 
childishness as a deliberate retention of all that is disruptive, mischie-
vous, antisocial, and queer. as i rehabilitate the motif of childishness in 
1 Corinthians, i argue alongside Kathryn Bond stockton (2009) and Jack 
halberstam (2005) that such childishness deliberately performs a queer 
critique of re/productive time and expectations. i position the Corinthian 
community, particularly the constructed Corinthian women prophets, as 
performing flagrant, resistant, joyful childishness. This argument leans 
into Paul’s rhetoric of his own maturity and his paternal(istic) relationship 
to the Corinthians in order to interrogate the assumed value of leadership, 
authority, or credibility. in constructing the ways in which the Corinthians 

3. Wire is the primary feminist scholar with whom this essay thinks, but simi-
lar work has been done by elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza (1987), elizabeth a. Castelli 
(1991a, 1991b), and melanie Johnson-deBaufre and Laura nasrallah (2011).
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“talk back” to Paul (itself an accusation of childishness), we may find a 
counternarrative of apocalyptic resistance to heteronormative structures 
of power, performed with ecstatic irreverence.

Perhaps the Corinthians accused by Paul of childishness may not 
have intended to be contrary or irrational; perhaps they considered their 
own actions to be perfectly reasonable and mature. i claim them, how-
ever, as de/constructed subjects of childhood, whose presence questions 
the sociorhetorical value of childhood and childishness when they are 
divorced from the trajectory of proto-adulthood. This resistant reading 
suggests a counternarrative of the prophets’ willful unbelonging, of ecstasy 
and unintelligible bodily expression as deconstruction of the demands of 
being civilized, responsible, or mature.

stockton’s 2009 monograph The Queer Child explores the queer 
excesses of childhood, beyond the narratives of maturation that privilege 
re/productive adulthood. The instability and indefinability of childhood—
particularly of gay childhood, of children who do not progress toward 
heteronormativity—creates “a frightening, heightened sense of growing 
toward a question mark. or growing up in haze. or hanging in suspense—
even wishing time would stop, or just twist sideways, so that one wouldn’t 
have to advance to new or further scenes of trouble” (3). The queerness of 
childhood is an indictment of the rhetoric of reproductive futurity—such 
as the “think of the children” sloganeering critiqued by Lee edelman in 
his 2004 monograph No Future—and particularly underscores how the 
rhetorical use of childhood normatively works in service of defining adult-
hood, maturity, or productivity.

as stockton writes, childhood innocence is a paradox:

From the standpoint of adults, innocence is alien, since it is “lost” to the 
very adults who assign it to children. adults retrospect it through the 
gauzy lens of what they attribute to the child. and adults walk the line—
the impossible line—of keeping the child at once what it is (what adults 
are not) and leading it toward what it cannot (at least, as itself) ever be 
(what adults are). (2009, 30–31)

Childishness is the bits of time that heteronormativity left behind, that 
cling to queerness; queerness is the childhood that one fails to jettison 
appropriately.

halberstam, working with stockton’s model of a non-re/productive 
“growing sideways,” proposes childhood and childishness as queer failure. 



66 guy

The 2011 monograph The Queer Art of Failure denaturalizes the con-
struction of childhood as anticipatory “pre-adulthood,” suggesting that 
childhood is instead best characterized and defined by its excesses and 
nonmaturational growth. Queer “antidevelopment” is a failure of the het-
eronormative trajectory, one that may be recognized “as a way of refusing 
to acquiesce to dominant logics of power and discipline and as a form of 
critique” (73, 88). on the queer time of childhood, halberstam explains:

the child is always already queer and must therefore quickly be converted 
to a proto-heterosexual by being pushed through a series of maturational 
models of growth that project the child as the future and the future as 
heterosexual. Queer culture, with its emphasis on repetition, horizon-
tality, immaturity and a refusal of adulthood, where adulthood rhymes 
with heterosexual parenting, resists a developmental model of substi-
tution and instead invests in what stockton calls “sideways” relations, 
relations that grow along parallel lines rather than upward and onward. 
This queer form of antidevelopment requires healthy doses of forgetting 
and disavowal. (73)

as Joseph marchal (2018, 52) has recently demonstrated, the tem-
porality of 1 Corinthians may be better characterized as multiple and 
fragmented; elizabeth Freeman’s concept of temporal drag “helps one reg-
ister the simultaneous copresence of different timelines here … reflecting 
two different practices of the Corinthians.” Though Paul’s rhetoric primar-
ily relies on normative household power structure, the occasional slippage 
of time or power deconstructs his claims to authority. marchal demon-
strates that since time is not compulsory, neither are its velocity nor its 
trajectory, as Paul and the Corinthians negotiate their communal ethos 
“with what rate one aims to change conditions, positioned in particular 
directions, aiming for different points, over time—what velocity—we 
assemble, disrupt, and alter” (58). The Corinthian embrace of childishness 
realizes the power of multiple temporalities simultaneously, finding their 
identity in the past and future, or the past as future. The deconstructed, 
parodic household emerging from these unstable trajectories undoes 
itself, demonstrating the precarity of its own authority.

The rhetoric of Corinthian children and familial authority comes, of 
course, from Paul himself. he asserts his authority over them as an inti-
mate, household matter. The Corinthian church members are “infants 
in Christ” (3:1) and “my dear children” (4:14), while Paul variously puts 
himself in the role of mother or wet nurse (3:2), “your father through the 
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gospel” (4:15), tutor or disciplinarian (4:21), or shepherd (9:7). Paul’s role 
as paterfamilias has been frequently noted by scholars; for example, todd 
Penner and Caroline Vander stichele (2004, 12) note the political invest-
ment of “why the ‘household’ is so important to Paul: it is his ‘public stage’ 
in Corinth and beyond; the projection of his ability to control, order, and 
dominate.” The prevalence of Paul’s rhetoric of parenting and his insis-
tence that their conflicts should remain “family affairs” (as he does with 
regard to lawsuits in 1 Cor 6 and prophesying before outsiders in 1 Cor 14) 
stand as moments of anxiety within the text. They imply that this is ongo-
ing rhetoric within their community or relationship—to a greater or lesser 
degree of acceptability for the Corinthians. But apocalyptic urgency (does 
the ekklēsia have time to grow up?) reveals how normative time compels 
even metaphorical families. Conversely, we may understand the Corin-
thian church to be “growing sideways” under apocalyptic pressure.

Paul himself draws upon inverted structures of power from the outset 
of the letter, asking, “has god not made foolish the wisdom of the world?” 
(1:20). While he does not often identify himself as a child, he does identify 
with other disposable and dishonored demographics.4 (as he writes vari-
ously: “i came to you in weakness, with great fear and trembling” [2:3]; the 
apostles are “the garbage of this world” [4:13]; “though i am free i have 
made myself a slave” [9:19].) The simultaneous claims of maturity and 
abjection destabilize the metaphor that Paul is constructing. his self-low-
ering undercuts his own claim to be the paterfamilias—if, as per Penner 
and Vander stichele, he controls, orders, and dominates in the view of the 
larger world, then in the household of the Corinthian church, he him-
self fails at the socially prescribed role of fatherhood. to what end is the 
ekklēsia a household, or their relations familial, in light of this breakdown 
of authority?

Certainly Paul is not conceding his authority over them—a “father” 
who is “least of all” still, to him, bears Christ’s wisdom and authority. eliza-
beth a. Castelli (1991a, 111) suggests that these familial metaphors create 
a double bind of obligation: Paul is at once authority over and distinct 
from the Corinthians, but he is also familiar to and unified with them. 
and reider aasgaard (2007, 144), citing Castelli but focusing on the 

4. While he speaks of his own childhood in 13:11 and identifies himself as a fetus in 
15:18, he inverts the imagery of being given milk in 9:7 as evidence of his authority, not 
childhood. elsewhere in his letters, he infrequently identifies as a child (a fetus in gal 
1:15, a nursing child in 1 Thess 2:7, and an orphan in 1 Thess 2:17). see aasgard 2007.
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child rather than the parent, notes that Paul reflects the standard values 
of antiquity, which “perceived [children] to be unfinished: they were 
humans-to-be.” if Paul inverts family dynamics as he inverts wisdom and 
power, then he does not do it completely. nor, i would argue, are the Cor-
inthians performing perfected, virtuous childhood (the sort of kid you can 
take out in public)—rather, the mischievous, chaotic sort. This imperfect, 
incomplete performance of heteronormativity might be better read as a 
failure of household, of chrononormativity, and of maturity.

gillian townsley reads 1 Cor 11 with Judith Butler, and i follow her 
work in considering the weight of performativity within the letter. towns-
ley writes that Paul, while at points expressing support of “gender equality 
and mutuality,” still thinks with a binary, naturalized conception of gender: 
“he invokes ‘nature’ as a way of setting the necessary limits of gendered 
life, including the threat of shame and dishonor for those who transgress 
such boundaries” (2006, 17.8). Conversely, if the Corinthians are taking 
part in “a repeated recitation of their gender-blurring performances,” then 
they destabilize the categories that Paul has attempted to stabilize (17.9).

in the same vein, i suggest that we might read the prescribed cate-
gories of parent and child as both performative and parodic. in parody, 
Butler (1990, 146) sought “the possibility for a repetition that is not fully 
constrained to reconsolidate naturalized identities.” in reading the nar-
rative of Paul’s relationship to the Corinthians as a denaturalized, failed/
failing family that grows sideways together, we find space for them to talk 
back, as some children so often do.

Paul associates maturity with spiritual wisdom early in the letter, in 
order to establish his argument of virtuous societal inversion and place 
the Christ community over against greek paganism or philosophy. despite 
ostensibly celebrating foolishness (1:20), he does not vindicate it at any 
length, instead relapsing into the language of wisdom again quickly: “among 
the mature [teleiois] we do speak wisdom, though it is not a wisdom of this 
age or of the rulers of this age.… But we speak god’s wisdom, secret and 
hidden” (2:6–7). Mature may also be rendered as perfected—and while the 
former translation carries physical connotations (i.e., a fully grown human 
or animal), the latter carries metaphysical connotations. This ambiguity 
conforms to what we have already seen in Paul’s meta/physical slipperi-
ness, of the spiritual economy and productivity he champions.

Paul positions himself as an exceptional bearer of god’s wisdom, not 
only superior to the greek wisdom teachers but also to the Corinthian 
community, which has fallen short of its potential and is therefore imma-
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ture. “i could not speak to you as spiritual people, but rather as people of 
the flesh, as infants [nēpiois] in Christ,” he belittles them. “i fed you with 
milk, not solid food. even now you are still not ready, for you are still 
of the flesh. For as long as there is jealousy and quarreling among you, 
are you not of the flesh?” (3:1–3). While this passage evokes a maternal 
image, the parallel paternal relationality occurs shortly thereafter: “i am 
not writing this to make you ashamed, but to admonish you as my beloved 
children [tekna].… indeed, in Christ Jesus i became your father through 
the gospel” (4:14–15).

The rhetoric is obviously meant to evoke shame, though. to refuse the 
Corinthians an equal place within adulthood is infantilizing at best and 
gaslighting at worst, and even if they (or i) ultimately reclaim childish-
ness, Paul obviously does not intend it to liberate them or even take them 
seriously. Children are lesser; children are neither fully social participants 
nor knowledgeable enough to be; children are inexperienced and of little 
utility. he implies that a mismatch of physical and emotional age is unnatu-
ral, writing of how he progressed appropriately: “When i was a child, i … 
reasoned like a child; but when i became an adult, i put an end to child-
ish things” (13:11). The “childish things” that he specifically identifies are 
quarreling (3:3) and prophesying (13:8–12)—and regarding the latter, 
the image of barbarian or infantile babbling is appropriate. The commu-
nal ethics evoked by these passages also shame the Corinthians through 
an association of children with selfishness. adulthood and maturity are 
marked by sacrifice on behalf of those weaker (and perhaps more child-
like?) than oneself. again, the rhetoric of moralized asceticism and delayed 
gratification indicates the force of futurity upon present day politics.

The extent of his rebuke is “You’re being childish!”—an accusation 
that cannot be properly denied without exactly affirming it (“Nuh-uh!”). 
But proper adulthood, to Paul, is marked by asceticism and paranoia. 
one should always already expect the worst future—the most precarious 
future, that they may not survive—as the most mature orientation. eve 
Kosofsky sedgwick writes about the pressures of paranoia, anticipation, 
and fear upon the constructed future. Paranoia is a paradox:

The unidirectionally future-oriented vigilance of paranoia generates, para-
doxically, a complex relation to temporality that burrows both backward 
and forward: because there must be no bad surprises, and because learning 
of the possibility of a bad surprise would itself constitute a bad surprise, 
paranoia requires that bad news be always already known. (2003, 130)
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sedgwick’s paranoia does not itself account for childhood: the paranoid 
temporality only “burrows backward” as far as rational adulthood, at 
which point adults seem to have agency to affect the future. But Paul’s 
rhetoric often aligns itself with sedgwick’s paranoia: it is the mature way 
to be in the world, anticipating the worst because anticipation is mature 
and profligacy is immature. For example, concerning prophesying and 
spiritual gifts, Paul writes, “Let all things be done for building up” (14:26). 
even in the scene of the imminent apocalypse, even when the world’s 
“present form is passing away” (7:29), this logic is aligned with cautious 
asceticism. The anticipation of linear and unbroken progress is the gen-
erational logic that halberstam critiques. But as halberstam and stockton 
have both noted, the sideways relationality of childhood disrupts linear re/
productive futurity—and, i argue, it also disrupts the paranoia that drives 
anticipatory asceticism. halberstam (2011, 3) writes that “failure preserves 
some of the wondrous anarchy of childhood,” and a juxtaposition with 
sedgwick suggests that an embrace of failure of anticipation would create 
an atemporal, recursive future childhood.

With childish anarchy and carelessness, the Corinthian church has 
not “put away the childish things” of unproductivity and unintelligibility. 
Looking to halberstam’s critique of the compulsory “maturational models 
of growth” to which children are subjected, we find Paul anxiously herding 
the immature Corinthians toward the imminent re/productive future that 
approaches, and he herds himself toward the same, since he seems at least 
as invested in his own maturity as anyone else’s. indeed, the ekklēsia might 
find an unusual ally in C. s. Lewis when he writes that it is in fact anxious 
adherence to adulthood that signals true immaturity:

Critics who treat “adult” as a term of approval, instead of as a merely 
descriptive term, cannot be adult themselves. to be concerned about 
being grown up, to admire the grown up because it is grown up, to blush 
at the suspicion of being childish; these things are the marks of child-
hood and adolescence.… When i was ten, i read fairy tales in secret 
and would have been ashamed if i had been found doing so. now that i 
am fifty i read them openly. When i became a man i put away childish 
things, including the fear of childishness and the desire to be very grown 
up. (1966, 25)

The construct of mature adulthood, particularly as inevitable except in 
embarrassing cases of arrested development, is predicated upon eco-
nomic interests. adults are responsible re/productive citizens, while 
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children are an investment at best and a waste at worst. an embrace of 
childishness undermines the dominating pressure to “grow up already,” 
interrogating the vested interests inherent in such pressures. The 
millennial-coined term adulting has recently marked this same break-
down: a generation-wide impostor’s syndrome that implies adulthood 
is somewhere between unpleasant and impossible to maintain.5 adult-
hood is not compulsory, but it does serve as the foundation for many 
conservative, hegemonic, re/productive ideals.if we instead construct a 
denaturalized or parodic family out of Paul’s relation to the Corinthians, 
we may find Paul and the church performing “queer lives [that] seek to 
uncouple change from the supposedly organic and immutable forms of 
family and inheritance” (halberstam 2011, 70). Paul himself seems con-
flicted about the generational logic he puts forward; even as he ushers the 
church toward maturity as their self-appointed father, he also denies the 
normative logic of family in favor of asceticism and chastity. i note that 
his deconstruction of the family is incomplete: “Those who have wives 
should live as though they did not” (7:29), but he does not add, “Those 
who have children (or parents!) should live as though they did not.” and 
perhaps he should.

Butler writes, “The injunction to be a given gender produces necessary 
failures, a variety of incoherent configurations that in their multiplicity 
exceed and defy the injunction by which they are generated” (1990, 145). i 
suggest that the incoherence of family, fatherhood, and chrononormativity 
throughout Corinthians produces a family done in drag, with relation-
ships that mimic and also conspicuously fail normative expectations in 
order to discursively de/construct their familial relationships. in other 
words, perhaps the Corinthians should call Paul not Father but Daddy. 
Like drag, ageplay creates an erotic, self-aware, performative relationship 
that is at least as interested in its own deviation and failure as in its success. 
it provides a self-aware space to negotiate, interrogate, and defy house-
hold power dynamics, but there is always a safeword and respite from the 
imposed hierarchy. and Corinthian childishness, as i show in the next 
section, is predicated upon deconstructions of chrononormative success 
and progress, including economic failure.

5. First used in Kelly Williams Brown’s “adultingblog” in 2011, the word adulting 
is now prominent across the internet, typically in sentiments such as “adulting is hard” 
or “i can’t adult today.”
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Queer economics and unproductivity

having considered childishness as a queer virtue, i explore further the 
failed economy as a failure to just grow up already. The epistle consistently 
draws upon language of investment and profit in order to justify cur-
rent austerity: Paul invokes profiting (sympherō) in conjunction with the 
Corinthians’s moral “investments” in their future: “ ‘all things are lawful 
for me,’ but not all things are profitable,” he quotes twice (6:12, 10:23).6 
Conversely, he positions economic profligacy as childishness: the ekklēsia 
members who do not anxiously hoard resources (if only righteousness, in 
this instance) and anticipate the future will be ruined. But in reading the 
Corinthian stance of unproductivity as a deliberate critique of Paul’s re/
productivity, we might discover a queer economy among them, one that 
supports profligacy as an act of reckless faith.

Queer time is frequently noted as anticapitalist in its interests: 
halberstam’s queer failure is also economic failure; stockton’s queer 
childhood is precarious in part because children are not yet appropri-
ately economized citizens; edelman’s repro-futurity is predicated upon 
the Protestant work ethic and moralization of self-denial; sedgwick’s 
paranoia fears the capitalist society that will let its residents die for 
not being appropriately anticipatory or successful. The economic con-
flict of 1 Corinthians, between the community’s childish profligacy and 
Paul’s pragmatism, underscores how straight time and profitability are 
predicated upon one another and how queer resistance may mutually 
destabilize their relationship.

in edelman’s (2004, 21) formulation of reproductive futurity, hetero-
adulthood is marked by paranoid asceticism; the only responsible way to 
live is to withhold present pleasures for future ones, particularly for “the 
future envisioned for a Child who must never grow up.” genealogical logic 
and chrono-heteronormativity anticipate the endless idea of the Child, of 
reproducing in an obvious and linear fashion. edelman writes that this 

6. The nrsV chooses to translate the stem sympherō with variations on benefit 
or advantage. material wealth, however, would seem to be a contentious and resonant 
point for the circumstances: from dale B. martin’s (1995) argument that the Corin-
thian community was socioeconomically divided, to the disagreement about provi-
sions made for Paul (9:3–18), to “the collection for the saints” (16:1–5). i therefore 
translate sympherō with explicitly economic connotations to highlight the stresses 
suggested by the rhetoric.
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perpetuates a “coercive universalization” in which “the image of the Child 
… serves to regulate political discourse—to prescribe what will count as 
political discourse—by compelling such discourse to accede in advance to 
the reality of a collective future whose figurative status we are never per-
mitted to acknowledge or address” (11).

José esteban muñoz (2009, 22) writes that straight time is an “autonat-
uralizing temporality” that obscures its own particular contours and 
implications. i suggest that the re/productive script of time is especially 
so, naturalizing its own investments of body, time, and labor within a 
self-contained narrative of productivity as good citizenship. This is what 
edelman has shown above: the narrative of the biological imperative of 
the Child asserts not only the need for normative family structure but also 
the need for self-alienating labor to support said family. Thus if straight 
time is autonaturalizing, per muñoz’s critique, it is because the overarch-
ing system of capitalism compels it to be. Queer time, conversely, refuses 
the logic of progress and productivity, embracing pleasure and, per hal-
berstam (in the 2007 GLQ roundtable on queer temporalities), “engag[ing] 
in activities that probably seem pointless to people stranded in hetero tem-
poralities” (dinshaw et al. 2007, 181–82).

halberstam argues in The Queer Art of Failure that queerness, as a 
rejection or resistance to normative social values, should embrace failure 
as a virtue. to achieve within a normative system is to adhere to—and 
excel at—following its rules; thus if queerness has any aspirations of being 
disruptive, it must “fail spectacularly” (2011, 5). halberstam deconstructs 
the paradox of capitalism in relation to this failure: it is “a system that 
equates success with profit and links failure to the inability to accumu-
late wealth even as profit for some means certain losses for others” (88). 
This shadow narrative of loss and failure represents a queer economics, 
marked by “the association of failure with nonconformity, anticapital-
ist practices, nonreproductive life styles, negativity, and critique”; it runs 
counter to “heteronormative common sense [that] leads to the equation of 
success with advancement, capital accumulation, family, ethical conduct, 
and hope” (89).

halberstam terms the economics of this ideology a “rejection of prag-
matism” (89); i expand further in the same direction and identify queer, 
non-re/productive utilization of time as profligacy. if straight time is 
moralized according to capitalist ideals, then queer time must dissociate 
time from morality and from economy, and this term profligacy carries 
such (in)appropriate connotations of amorality and scandal. if neither 
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productivity nor the future itself is compulsory any longer, then action 
is no longer obligated to purpose. in the shadow of the apocalypse, this is 
particularly interesting: its temporal collapse would seem to undermine 
cautionary asceticism, since there’s little future left for which to plan.7 Yet 
the apparent disagreement or discussion at stake between Paul and the 
Corinthians is as much about the economy of the apocalypse as anything, 
that he still urges asceticism and investment in a future that is rapidly clos-
ing. in Paul’s theology, present austerity promises forthcoming reward, 
suggesting an economic pragmatism that has placed its faith in the cau-
tious logic of straight time.

Throughout the letter, while Paul is utterly uninterested in normative 
family life, his call to asceticism still follows the logic of re/productive 
paranoia.8 “ ‘all things are lawful,’ ” he quotes the profligate Corinthian 
slogan, “but not all things are profitable”—that is, current actions are 
an investment in the future (6:12). or in another iteration: “all things 
are lawful, but not all things are profitable.… do not seek your own 
advantage, but the advantage of the other” (10:23–24). “The other” (pre-
sumably the weaker members of the community) serve the same purpose 
as edelman’s future Child: the future and thus the entire ethos of the 
community should be oriented toward their (future, hypothetical) well-

7. This motif—that the imminent apocalypse is reasonable cause for hedonism, 
recklessness, and chaos—is found persistently in postapocalyptic pop culture. The 
2012 film Seeking a Friend for the End of the World most cheerily exemplifies this 
trope, as people hold “end of the world parties” with every manner of vice. While the 
1993 film Groundhog Day is not a proper apocalypse, one character muses that if there 
were no tomorrow, “that would mean there would be no consequences, there would 
be no hangovers. We could do whatever we wanted!” a historical example may be 
found in Thucydides’s History of the Peloponnesian War, in describing the plague of 
430 BCe: “nor was this the only form of lawless extravagance which owed its origin to 
the plague. men now coolly ventured on what they had formerly done in a corner, and 
not just as they pleased, seeing the rapid transitions produced by persons in prosper-
ity suddenly dying and those who before had nothing succeeding to their property. so 
they resolved to spend quickly and enjoy themselves, regarding their lives and riches 
as alike things of a day.… no one expected to live to be brought to trial for his offenses, 
but each felt that a far severer sentence had been already passed upon them all and 
hung ever over their heads, and before this fell it was only reasonable to enjoy life a 
little. such was the nature of the calamity, and heavily did it weigh on the athenians; 
death raging within the city and devastation without.” (2.53.1–54.1 [Crawley])

8. The only times he addresses actual childhood is his own childhood in 1 Cor 13 
and the question of children from mixed marriages in 1 Cor 7.
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being. edelman (2004, 148) writes that the entire structure of capitalist 
repro-futurity is predicated upon the threat of the dead Child: “tiny tim 
survives at our expense in a culture that always sustains itself on the threat 
that he might die.” The entire economy is organized around this imagi-
nary future citizen, at the expense of real, present residents; as edelman 
writes, “That figural Child alone embodies the citizen as an ideal, entitled 
to claim full rights to its future share in the nation’s good, though always 
at the cost of limiting the rights ‘real’ citizens are allowed” (11). and 
Paul is imagining citizenship, for he writes that if one prophesies without 
interpretation as the women prophets do, then one is a barbaros (14:11), 
a senseless babbler and racialized outsider. For Paul, good citizenship is 
productive citizenship.

his rhetoric consistently thinks of time in terms of productivity and 
wealth accumulation. “already you have become rich!” he admonishes the 
Corinthians. “Quite apart from us, you have become kings!” (4:8). The 
wealth in question is the high status they have metaphysically gained in 
becoming “wise in Christ” (4:10), and as dale martin has noted in his 
1995 book The Corinthian Body, Paul’s economics rely more on maintain-
ing a united, unpolluted body rather than a hierarchically organized one. 
martin speculates that ultimately Paul is aiming to mend a socioeconomic 
rift in the Corinthian community by “convinc[ing] those of high status 
in the Corinthian church to imitate him in accepting a position of low 
status” (67). While offering metaphorical wealth and status to all members 
of a socioeconomically diverse community does disrupt normative class 
structure, especially with the motif of inverted hierarchy (wise/foolish in 
1 Cor 1, greater/lesser honor in 1 Cor 12), Paul’s repeated appeals to profit 
continue to valorize productivity and elite belonging within a slippery 
rhetoric of elite spiritual economy.

as halberstam (2011, 89) writes, every story of success implies a 
shadow narrative of failure, one that is often more interesting than the 
predetermined narrative of what success looks like. and the situation of 
the prophets provides a pointed contrast to Paul’s straight time ethos. 
The unproductive performance of prophesying disrupts the logic of 
straight time, gesturing to the futility of it all. The prophets will lose at 
the apocalypse. The queer economics of profligacy construct an ethos 
of apocalyptic failure, which privileges the present over the future and 
obscurity over status. instead, the Corinthian gospel of failure declares, 
“already you have been made poor! Quite apart from us you have been 
made losers.”
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the Queerness of unintelligibility

The feminist scholarship regarding the Corinthian women prophets has 
demonstrated the ways in which they disrupt majoritarian space and time. 
Their alternative belonging is defined by a shared sense of purpose, with 
performance of metaphysical compression of space and time, in proph-
esying. Contrary to the feminist interpretations that have embraced the 
legitimacy of prophesying as a demonstration of alternative authority, i 
suggest that a hermeneutic of queer time deconstructs purpose and pro-
ductivity as the foundations of authority, thereby dismantling the social 
hierarchies constructed on political and spiritual economies.9 Queer unin-
telligibility—a performance that means nothing, especially not anything 
intelligible or useful to dominant discourses—is helpful for dismantling 
oppressive epistemologies and compulsory belonging. The queer ecstatic 
time of José esteban muñoz and Brandy L. simula demonstrate how 
ecstatic performance expresses unbelonging to the present order and a 
longing for something different.

muñoz proposes queer time as both a palliative and a strategy of resis-
tance to the hegemonic present. For muñoz (2009, 1), queerness is marked 
by its potentiality and its horizonality—it is not yet here and perhaps never 
can be, but it is the mechanism by which oppressed peoples can remove 
themselves briefly from “the here and now [that] is a prison house.” spe-
cifically, in resisting compulsory straight time, queer horizonality is

a modality of ecstatic time in which the temporal stranglehold that i 
describe as straight time is interrupted or stepped out of. ecstatic time 
is signaled at the moment one feels ecstasy, announced perhaps in a 
scream or grunt of pleasure, and more importantly during moments of 
contemplation when one looks back at a scene from one’s past, present, 
or future. (32)

simula, using muñoz as the methodology of a sociological study, the-
orizes ecstatic time in relation to queer subcultures, particularly Bdsm10 

9. on prophesying as a demonstration of alternative authority, see, for example, 
Wire (1990, 112): “rather than putting the women in a new subordination by with-
holding certain knowledge and demanding instead their love and dependence, the one 
god has given them all things. Their one obligation to god, if it can be called that, is to 
exercise this authority fully and not abdicate it in fear of offending others.”

10. Bondage and discipline, dominance and submission, sadism, and masochism. 
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practitioners and scenes. For her subjects, queer time enables resistance 
to heteronormativity and regulated performance of gender. she examines 
Bdsm encounters that “occur in settings that are spatially and tempo-
rally demarcated from everyday experiences or what participants refer 
to as ‘vanilla life’ ” (2013, 79). ecstatic time and space create exceptional 
opportunities for nonnormative performativity. as one of simula’s inter-
view subjects describes how the Bdsm scene allows them to both explore 
and transgress gender performance, the ecstatic experience opens space 
to “express other aspects of my gender identity maybe that i don’t get to 
express ordinarily. so it’s about relaxing in a lot of ways. it’s about trans-
gressing. transcending” (80). Connecting this scene of erotic taboo to 
muñoz’s ecstatic “scream or grunt of pleasure,” i offer that such extraor-
dinary bodily performances signal expression that is unintelligible to the 
dominant culture. This unintelligibility, whether vocal or corporeal, indi-
cates uncivilized irrationality and may be read as a rebuke of the extent to 
which bodily control itself is a mark of civilization.

in 1 Corinthians, prophesying without interpretation is the most sig-
nificant threat to the unity of the body politic; thus it is also a conflict 
of economy. unintelligible prophesying is both socially and spiritually 
useless, Paul writes, because “if i pray in a tongue, my spirit prays but 
my mind is unproductive (akarpos)” (14:14). The minds of the prophets 
are literally fruitless.11 The associations of time, efficiency, and profit are 
strengthened by the apocalyptic imagery to which Paul appeals when he 
demands intelligibility of prophecy: “if the trumpet gives an unintelligible 
(adēlos) sound, who will prepare themselves for battle?” (14:8). to Paul, 
the rapid approach of the future necessitates a single, dominant discourse, 
particularly in conformity to “fruitful” ethics.

The strategy by which Paul uses this logic for social control is apparent 
in his injunctions against prophesying. Feminist scholars have demon-
strated through rhetorical criticism of 1 Corinthians that the Corinthian 
women prophets were an alternative source of divine authority, disrupting 
and challenging the practical, masculinist theology asserted by Paul. as 
Castelli (1991b, 215) writes, the nature of prophecy as “self-authorizing, 
mobile, and unaccountable to other forms of authority” defies control 
and has “caused Paul’s own claims to authority to pale significantly.” 

11. While Paul chooses the vocabulary of sympherō over karpos in 1 Corinthians, 
karpos elsewhere in the epistles denotes the same conceptual matrix of benefit/advan-
tage/profit (e.g., rom 6:21–22).
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uncontrolled power cannot be put efficiently to purpose, and perceived 
purposelessness seems central to Paul’s irritation with the prophets—he 
accuses them of wasting everyone’s time. he poses the rhetorical question, 
“if i come to you speaking in tongues, how will i benefit [ōphelēsō] you 
unless i speak to you in some revelation or knowledge?” (14:6). Paul’s 
(comm)unity-driven ethos insists upon a singular construction of time, 
such that he can only understand the unintelligible (to him) and unpro-
ductive prophesying as obstruction of that purposeful time.

But we might read resistance, such as that offered in the ecstatic expe-
riences of simula’s queer Bdsm practitioners, into the act of untranslated 
prophesying instead. ecstasy and unintelligibility perform deconstruc-
tion of the requirement of civility and majoritarian respectability. The 
multivocality of the prophets presents alternatives to Paul’s pragmatic, re/
productive future. We might imagine their ecstatic performance along-
side Bdsm. as one of simula’s (2013, 80) subjects says, the experience of 
a scene “allows one’s conscious[ness] to go somewhere else. You hit this 
meditational phase where everything disappears around you, you do not 
feel bound to the moment. time does not matter. Where you are doesn’t 
matter, how you are doesn’t matter. Free, that’s the real key. You feel free.” 
Feeling timeless, feeling unbound, marks this performance as standing 
outside of normative (or, if you would prefer, vanilla) life and normative 
society.

Conversely, homogeneity and erasure run throughout Paul’s ethic 
and may be similarly resisted with coded, minority-intelligible, or unin-
telligible expression. Wire (1990, 143–44) describes the circumstances of 
Paul’s privileging of the majority as contextual rather than ideological, but 
it nevertheless limits his ethics. “it is not accurate to say that Paul reduces 
the constructive social value of the spoken word to its rational context. 
he keeps his focus on communication.… But Paul takes the hearer rather 
than the speaker as his touchstone, rejecting tongues because the hearers 
do not understand them.” so Paul chides the prophets, “so it is with you: if 
in a tongue you utter speech that is not intelligible, how will anyone know 
what is being said? You might as well be speaking into the air” (14:9). We 
might see his rebuke as analogous to what muñoz (2009, 30) terms gay 
pragmatism—a counterculture’s move toward majority accommodation 
and assimilation, with “gay pragmatic political strategies that tell us not 
to dream of other spatial/temporal coordinates but instead to dwell in a 
broken-down present.” Paul is fundamentally pragmatic, and the dangers 
of such are self-evident when he tells slaves to “remain as you are,” for 
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example, in a “broken-down present” that does not fit them (7:21). Paul 
works within the confines of an abusive structure; we can easily imagine 
that opposition to him comprises the queer dreamers who reject this, 
people who are not so comfortable or content as he is.

Comprehensibility by the majority is antithetical to the construction 
of subculture. incomprehensibility may reverse the binaries of insider/
outsider and privileged/disadvantaged, but it simultaneously deconstructs 
these designations. muñoz (2009, 60–62) uses stickering and wheatpasting 
as an example of the coding of queer expression—the existence of queer 
resistance stickers at a site conveys as much as the actual messages written 
on them. We may read the prophets in the same manner: that they express 
may be more significant than what they express.

The rhetoric of civility and civilization in his rebuttal of the prophets 
is racialized: “For if i do not know the meaning/power [dynamin] of a 
sound, i will be a barbarian to the one speaking, and the one speaking 
will be a barbarian to me” (1 Cor 14:11). This evokes inflammatory con-
notations of racial and cultural unbelonging. Performing unintelligibly 
to the hegemonic culture, within Paul’s logic, justifies marginalization, if 
not exile. demands of minority accommodation for majority hearing are 
a frequent but subtle aggression, often found in the racist tone argument 
that delegitimizes voices raised by people of color. When Paul writes to the 
community, “if in a tongue you utter speech that is not intelligible, how 
will anyone know what is being said,” audre Lorde (1984, 125) answers 
him, “i speak out of direct and particular anger at an academic conference, 
and a white woman says, ‘tell me how you feel but don’t say it too harshly 
or i cannot hear you.’ But is it my manner that keeps her from hearing, or 
the threat of a message that her life may change?”

it is this threat that the Corinthian community poses to Paul and 
to readers. The performative childishness, unproductivity, and unintel-
ligibility found in rereading Corinthians do not have to be reprimanded 
or denounced. But rather than positioning the prophets as alternative 
authority figures, i find that reading them as unauthoritative reveals 
pointed countercultural ethics within the Corinthian circumstances. to 
find (or construct) a demographic that does not want power, does not 
want success, does not want majoritarian understanding—or perhaps 
understanding at all—reorients the letter. rather than framing the con-
flict between or among competing authorities in Corinth, the conflict 
becomes one of authorities versus anti-authority. and while Paul dis-
rupts hierarchy in his own way with his ethos of homonoia and unity, the 
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prophets’ imagined resistance represents challenges to the value of either 
unity or order altogether.

halberstam writes that “the bleak and angry territories of the antiso-
cial turn” provide

the jagged zones within which not only self-shattering but other-shat-
tering occurs. if we want to make the antisocial turn in queer theory we 
must be willing to turn away from the comfort zone of polite exchange 
in order to embrace a truly political negativity, one that promises, this 
time, to fail, to make a mess, to fuck shit up, to be loud, unruly, impolite, 
to breed resentment, to bash back, to speak up and out, to disrupt, assas-
sinate, shock, and annihilate. (2011, 110)

none of these desires is incompatible with queer ecstasy, but they are 
incompatible with respectability politics, gay pragmatism, capitalism, 
and vanilla sex. The antiglamour of voluntarily losing in a competitive 
system reveals the unsustainable manipulation of cultural narrative—to 
tell everyone they can be winners in a world that needs losers is, in Lauren 
Berlant’s (2011) term, cruel optimism. i read the prophets as resistant not 
because they perform Paul’s mode of authority just as well as he does (or 
better!) but because their absurd, ecstatic performance might reveal just 
how fragile authority—his specifically but also generally—really is. We 
might imagine the Corinthians talking back, in expression that may or 
may not be in words: “You’re being childish!” a shrug, “Yeah, so?”

Works Cited

aasgaard, reidar. 2007. “Paul as a Child: Children and Childhood in the 
Letters of the apostle.” JBL 126:129–59.

Berlant, Lauren. 2011. Cruel Optimism. durham: duke university Press.
Butler, Judith. 1990. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Iden-

tity. tg. new York: routledge.
Castelli, elizabeth a. 1991a. Imitating Paul: A Discourse of Power. LCBi. 

Louisville: Westminster John Knox.
———. 1991b. “interpretations of Power in 1 Corinthians.” Semeia 54:199–

222.
Crawley, richard, trans. 1903. Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War. London: J. 

m. dent.



 Wasting time at the end of the World 81

dinshaw, Carolyn, Lee edelman, roderick a. Ferguson, Carla Freccero, 
elizabeth Freeman, Judith halberstam, annamarie Jagose, Christo-
pher nealon, and tan hoang nguyen. 2007. “Theorizing Queer tem-
poralities: a roundtable discussion.” GLQ 13:177–95.

edelman, Lee. 2004. No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive. serQ. 
durham: duke university Press.

Freeman, elizabeth. 2007. “introduction.” GLQ 13:159–76.
halberstam, Judith. 2005. In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, 

Subcultural Lives. sexual Cultures. new York: new York university 
Press.

———. 2011. The Queer Art of Failure. JhFCB. durham: duke university 
Press.

Johnson-deBaufre, melanie, and Laura s. nasrallah. 2011. “Beyond the 
heroic Paul: toward a Feminist and decolonizing approach to the 
Letters of Paul.” Pages 161–74 in The Colonized Apostle: Paul through 
Postcolonial Eyes. edited by Christopher d. stanley. PCC. minneapo-
lis: Fortress.

Lewis, C. s. 1966. “on Three Ways of Writing for Children.” Pages 22–34 
in Of Other Worlds: Essays and Stories. san diego: harvest.

Lorde, audre. 1984. Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches. trumansburg, 
nY: Crossing.

marchal, Joseph a. 2018. “how soon is (This apocalypse) now? Queer 
Velocities after a Corinthian already and a Pauline not Yet.” Pages 
45–67 in Sexual Disorientations: Queer Temporalities, Affects, Theolo-
gies. edited by Kent L. Brintnall, Joseph a. marchal, and stephen d. 
moore. ttC. new York: Fordham university Press.

martin, dale B. 1995. The Corinthian Body. new haven: Yale university 
Press.

muñoz, José esteban. 2009. Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer 
Futurity. sexual Cultures. new York: new York university Press.

Penner, todd, and Caroline Vander stichele. 2004. “unveiling Paul: gen-
dering ethos in 1 Corinthians 11:2–16.” LD 2:1–21.

schüssler Fiorenza, elisabeth. 1987. “rhetorical situation and historical 
reconstruction in 1 Corinthians.” NTS 33:386–403.

sedgwick, eve Kosofsky, with adam Frank. 2003. Touching Feeling: Affect, 
Pedagogy, Performativity. serQ. durham: duke university Press.

simula, Brandy L. 2013. “Queer utopias in Painful spaces: Bdsm Par-
ticipants’ interrelational resistance to heteronormativity and gender 



82 guy

regulation.” Pages 71–100 in A Critical Inquiry into Queer Utopias. 
edited by angela Jones. new York: Palgrave macmillan.

stockton, Kathryn Bond. 2009. The Queer Child: or, Growing Sideways in 
the Twentieth Century. serQ. durham: duke university Press.

townsley, gillian. 2006. “Gender Trouble in Corinth: Que(e)rying Con-
structs of gender in 1 Corinthians 11:2–16.” BCT 2:1–14.

Wire, antoinette Clark. 1990. The Corinthian Women Prophets: A Recon-
struction through Paul’s Rhetoric. minneapolis: Fortress. 



Be even Better subjects, Worthy of rehabilitation: 
homonationalism and 1 thessalonians 4–5

James n. hoke

The end of 1 Thessalonians betrays a Pauline form of homonationalism. 
This is the crux of this essay’s exegetical argument. i support this claim 
by showing how the normative alignments analyzed in contemporary 
politics by queer theorists can help us discover queerness (and attempts 
to restrict and exclude it) in its first-century manifestations. doing so, i 
argue, requires placing Paul’s letters within the context of roman imperi-
alism, which opens space to find other queer wo/men around Paul’s letters 
and enhances our understanding of queer theory in the present.1 

homonationalism emerges, intentionally and unintentionally, out of 
tactics that bring together sexual exceptionalism, homonormativity, and 
the political—often imperial-like—goals of the united states as a nation. 
This brief definition, which overviews Jasbir K. Puar’s original theoriza-
tion, may be less clear than the term itself; it offers a road map, however, 
for the concepts that must be presented to understand homonationalism 
in its original—and then its first-century—context. in addition, the devel-
opment of this definition helps us understand queerness in regard to the 
first-century roman world of Paul’s letters.

“exceptionalism,” writes Puar, “paradoxically signals distinction from 
(to be unlike, dissimilar) as well as excellence (imminence, superiority)” 
(2007, 3, emphasis added). Linking exceptionalism to discourses sur-
rounding sexuality, Puar shows how language of sexual morality is often 
used by persons or groups to signal their exceptional—that is, superior—
sexual behavior. Their status as exceptional, however, does not just make 

1. i use wo/men following elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza’s theorization (see 2001, 
57–59, 108–9).
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them distinguished: their similar language simultaneously distinguishes 
them from an exceptional—that is, dissimilar and thus deviant—other. 
The dissimilarity of the latter, framed in terms of sexual immorality, con-
firms the superiority of the former (36). Puar terms this linked process 
“sexual exceptionalism”—being exceptionally sexually moral produces 
bodies that are sexually immoral exceptions (3–11).2

Queer theorists often identify and critique manifestations of hetero-
normativity—the ways in which society assumes straightness to be normal 
for all persons, an assumption that is built into social structures, regula-
tions, and institutions (Warner 1993). Considering sociopolitical victories 
for LgBtiaQ+ rights, from the overturning of antisodomy laws (2003) to 
the repeal of “don’t ask, don’t tell” (2010) and the nationwide legaliza-
tion of same-sex marriage (2015), alongside the increasing visibility and 
influence of wealthy gay persons (mostly cis men), norms have slightly 
shifted so that certain nonstraight persons are included. such inclusion, 
however, presumes that one’s only deviance from heteronormativity is not 
being heterosexual. otherwise, these persons live according to the same 
norms and regulations of straightness: in a stable, monogamous relation-
ship (ideally marriage), having a good job, raising children, staying fit, 
and generally looking like gay replicas of the “traditional family,” typically 
imagined as white.3 Lisa duggan (2000, 50; see also Puar 2007, 38–39) 
names this inclusion—and the ways it has come to structure and regulate 
gay lives—homonormativity.

in homonationalism, Puar (2007, 1; see also Kaplan 2004, 1–18) 
denotes how the conforming inclusion fostered by homonormativity 
weds with strategies of sexual exceptionalism, a wedding fostered by 
the national politics of the united states, a nation that is more and more 
“coming out of the closet” as a contemporary manifestation of empire. 
Looking at discourses of sexuality within the “war on terror,” Puar (2007, 
37–78) argues that the united states establishes, via sexual exceptional-
ism, its dominion by virtue of its superior sexuality and its valuation of 
inclusion vis-à-vis the deviant-yet-homophobic sexualities of terrorists. 
in so doing, the united states makes space for new tactics wherein homo-
normative gay subjects can perform their patriotism and align themselves 

2. These sexualized distinctions are also racialized, working in tandem with poli-
tics of whiteness as ascendant in the us context (Puar 2007, 24–32).

3. Puar emphasizes connections between homonormativity and the policing, 
regulation, and repression of sexuality (2007, 9–10).



 Be even Better subjects, Worthy of rehabilitation 85

with national interests.4 although the nation still privileges and bases its 
values on traditional heterosexuality, homonationalism permits certain 
LgBt persons (almost exclusively white, affluent, monogamous, cis gay 
men) to present themselves as “subjects worthy of rehabilitation” (38). 
Thus exceptional gays align with national sexual values (monogamy and 
the acceptance of homosexuality as patriotic) by excepting other bodies 
as deviant and perverse (e.g., nonmonogamous sexual practices, the pre-
sumed rejection of homosexuality based on perceptions of race/religion) 
(37–51, see also 3–11). homonormative lives become political via sexual 
exceptionalism: they conform to and justify the control of and war against 
sexual deviance, particularly that of the terrorist, which threatens both 
national virtue and security.

obviously, Puar combines the terms homo and nationalism—whose 
origins and theorizations lie in modernity and postmodernity—to coin a 
neologism that theorizes tactics that arise in a particularly twenty-first-cen-
tury, post-9/11 age of terror. one may understandably find the use of such 
terms troubling or anachronistic when applied to first-century texts and 
contexts that were penned prior to the invention of nations and homosexu-
ality.5 as this essay’s use of Puar shows, however, homonationalism holds 

4. notable gay/queer participation in these discourses of patriotic inclusion con-
sists of the uplifting of “gay heroes” on 9/11 (e.g., mark Bingham and Father mychal 
Judge, both white men), the rise in the appearance of the us flag in publicly gay spaces 
(including an image of two young, fit, shirtless [or naked], white men closely wrapped 
in the flag, with the caption “Come together”), and the encouragement of “gender 
patriotism”—conforming to stereotypical social gender roles as a performance of 
national solidarity (Puar 2007, 41–43).

5. on the invention of homosexuality in the nineteenth century, some classicists/
theorists, following Foucault, have insisted that the term—and contemporary sexual 
expressions it conveys—cannot be accurately applied to first-century persons, since 
the dominant view of sexuality constructed it quite differently from the modern view 
(Foucault 1988b, 187). halperin (1990, 15–18) is perhaps most exemplary and insis-
tent on this point. other classicists, however, most notably Brooten (1996) and rich-
lin (1993), who also acknowledge and analyze the dominant constructions of first-
century sexuality, have shown how the dominant construction of sexuality does not 
capture the experience of all ancient wo/men, some of whom loved or experienced 
attraction in ways similar to modern ideas of homosexuality, even if they did not have 
the terms to theorize their attraction. Though there are certainly differences between 
first-century and contemporary wo/men, lesbians, and gays, there are important and 
undeniable continuities that are effaced by temporal restrictions enforced on certain 
contemporary terms.
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far too much theoretical potential to be restricted to settings where homos 
and/or nationalism literally apply. homonationalism theorizes strategies 
for rehabilitating certain broadly queer bodies that prove exceptional in 
the eyes of dominant powers. These alignments have occurred and will 
occur far beyond the temporal limitations of the term’s composite parts. 
Like queerness and the assemblages that motivate Puar’s (2007, 204–22) 
work, homonationalism exceeds its origins. ultimately, Puar’s theorization 
is affective, meaning that forces like homonationalism can shift, morph, 
and adapt to different settings—spatial and, as this essay shows, temporal.6 
indeed, homonationalism’s malleable quality makes it useful for theorizing 
Paul’s letters as participants in discourses surrounding first-century sexual-
ity and roman imperialism.7

similar to modern constructions of sexuality (though differing on 
specific terms), Romosexuality was governed by norms: certain sexual acts 
and desires were natural while others were unnatural (Foucault 1986a, 
17–25; Winkler 1990, 17–23; Brooten 1996, 249–58, 175–86; moore 2001, 
140–43).8 What was considered natural, however, were sexual practices 
that mirrored the social structure of roman kyriarchy: men over women, 
free over slave, citizen over foreigner.9 Those at the top of roman society 

There is considerably less discussion about the continuities between modern 
and postmodern understandings of nationalism and the imperialism of first-century 
rome, but the similarities and usefulness for theorizing these continuities is empha-
sized and established by shumate (2006).

6. This understanding comes from the crossings between queer theory and affect 
theory. Puar draws especially from massumi 2002 and ahmed 2004. For a good intro-
ductory overview of affect theory and its trends, its background, and different vectors 
within it, see seigworth and gregg 2010. on affect theory and its relation to biblical 
studies, see Koosed and moore 2014.

7. Puar’s work since 2007 supports the temporal flexibility of homonationalism. 
Puar clarifies that homonationalism is neither an “identity positioning” nor “an adjec-
tive” but is instead an analytic of apprehension (2017, 123). in other words, homona-
tionalism moves, shifts, and adapts to new conditions in order to maintain efficacy 
even as structures of power change—or it operates as an assemblage (117–25; see the 
final section of this essay).

8. The term Romosexuality, which riffs on homosexuality by combining Rome 
with (homo)sexuality, comes from the conference theme upon which ingleheart 2015 
is based. see esp. pp. 1–25.

9. Kyriarchy is a neologism coined by elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza (see 1999, 5–6; 
2001, 118–24; 2011, 8–11) to capture these intersecting hierarchies by which power is 
constructed to permit the rule (archē) of the lord/master (kyrios).
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(i.e., freeborn male citizens) were naturally “impenetrable penetrators,” 
able to penetrate those socially beneath them (Walters 1997, 30; Parker 
1997, 48–49; Williams 2010, 178–97). What romans deemed natural, 
therefore, is synonymous with what queer theory labels normative. natu-
ralness, like normalness, was defined and regulated according to prevailing 
sociosexual-political considerations.

deviating from the norms of this sociosexual-political nature, unnat-
ural sexuality, queer from rome’s perspective, was any sexual act that did 
not replicate the kyriarchal norms. romosexuality engendered a first-cen-
tury form of sexual exceptionalism: those exceptionally able to ascribe to 
these norms ruled society while excepting from its ranks the majority of 
others unable to do so and, therefore, deemed immoral (marchal 2015, 
95–99; hoke 2017, 243–50, 269–75). “The exceptional proves who rules,” 
as Joseph a. marchal (2015) observes.

The existence of first-century roman sexual exceptionalism would 
permit first-century tactics of homonationalism. rome’s conquered sub-
jects could attempt to align their sexual values and practices to the elite 
ideals in order to see themselves—and potentially be seen by the roman 
state as—worthy of rehabilitation. roman imperialism, therefore, crafts 
the rules and framework to a game that (purportedly) anyone can win 
and creates competition amongst its subjects. some conquered subjects 
develop homonationalistic tactics for playing a game that most/all were 
destined to lose. Versions of these tactics can be seen in Paul’s letters, 
including 1 Thessalonians. to uncover how homonationalism operates in 
the earliest extant Pauline epistle, i show how sexuality and politics are 
inseparable in 1 Thessalonians by placing together two passages typically 
read as separate units: 4:1–12, which contains ethical instructions typically 
discussed in conversations about gender and sexuality, and 4:13–5:11, 
which contains an eschatological vision of the parousia kyriou (the lord’s 
coming) often discussed with regard to Paul’s politics.10 By analyzing the 
wedding of politics and sexuality in both passages, i show how Paul’s rep-
lication of rome’s sexually exceptional morality continues beyond its overt 
appearance in 4:3–5, encouraging Thessalonian Christ followers to be 
better romans and therefore subjects worthy of rehabilitation in roman 

10. Pointing out this trend, Johnson-deBaufre (2010, 90–91) draws attention to 
the fact that questions of gender and women’s visibility in the Thessalonian commu-
nity disappear into an assumed “generic congregation” when imperial ideology is dis-
cussed with respect to Paul’s eschatological discourse.
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imperial culture. ultimately, Paul’s ethical eschatology imagines a future 
that remains roman, even when ruled by Christ. The essay ends by con-
sidering how these homonational ideas could participate in a conversation 
with the wo/men in Thessalonikē’s ekklēsia, who perhaps still propagated 
some queerness.

imperial ideologies in Paul’s (sexual) ethics: 1 thessalonians 4:1–12

homonationalism appears in 1 Thessalonians when its alignments with 
roman politics and romosexuality become more visible. it is crucial to 
observe that when Puar (2007, 10) theorizes homonationalism, she insists 
that “there is no organic unity or cohesion among homonationalisms; 
these are partial, fragmentary, uneven formations, implicated in the pen-
dular momentum of inclusion and exclusion, so dissipating as quickly as 
they appear.” homonationalism and its tactics are not rigid; indeed, it is 
its fragmentary nature that permits different homonationalisms across 
the united states and the world today and that makes it possible to find 
its fragmentary resonances in ancient rome. uncovering some of these 
resonances, the first subsection focuses on 1 Thess 4:3–5 to show how its 
instructions on sexual ethics repeat the ideal and ethnic stereotypes of 
romosexuality, making this an example of sexual ethics that reproduce 
roman ideals of sexual exceptionalism. The second subsection turns to 
the broader framework of 1 Thess 4:1–12 to show how Paul frames his 
sexually exceptional ethics within the projects and goals of roman impe-
rialism and social mobility. This subsection situates Paul’s aligning tactics 
with those of other, roughly contemporaneous writers, Philo of alexandria 
and dionysius of halicarnassus. Both authors came from communities 
of conquered roman subjects, and both attempted to align their respec-
tive Jewish and greek values with roman virtue. By showing how Paul’s 
ethics in 4:1–12 align with imperial ideologies through normative sexual 
exceptionalism, homonationalism emerges as an apt description for Paul’s 
ethical tactics.

romanormativity and sexual exceptionalism in 1 thessalonians 4:3–5

in 1 Thessalonians, sexuality appears most overtly in 4:1–12, where Paul 
relates ethical instructions regarding, among other issues, sexual moral-
ity. in 4:3–5, Paul exhorts, “For this is god’s will, your holiness: that you 
refrain from porneia, that each of you knows to obtain your own vessel 
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in holiness and honor—not in desire’s passion, just as, indeed, the ethnē 
who do not know god.”11 much ink has been spilled trying to determine 
exactly what Paul’s instructions mean. They clearly involve sex and sexual-
ity, given the references to porneia in 4:3 and epithumia (“desire”) in 4:5. 
The meaning of porneia, however, is broad and contested, well beyond 
the bounds of Paul’s letters, though coming from a root that specifies it 
as prostitution. By the first century, the term porneia often refers more 
broadly to unspecified acts and behaviors considered to be “sexual immo-
rality” (LsJ, s.v. “πορνεία”).12 Likewise, while mē en pathei epithumias (“not 
in desire’s passion”) conveys the desires and passion that motivate and lead 
to uncontrolled and immoral sexuality, the directive the phrase modifies—
to heautou skeuos ktasthai (“to acquire one’s own vessel”)—is especially 
vexing. The specific direction is completely unclear. in particular, to what 
does skeuos refer: a literal clay vessel (“or implement of any kind”; LsJ, s.v. 
“σκεῦος”)? a woman? a penis? a slave? and, after that, what does ktasthai 
(“procure for oneself,” “acquire,” “obtain,” potentially “control”; LsJ, s.v. 
“κτάομαι”) mean in relation to this ambiguous vessel (Yarbrough 1985, 
68–73; elgvin 1997; malherbe 2000, 226–29; Bruce 1982; 83–84; gaventa 
1998, 51–56; Konradt 2001; Bassler 1995; glancy 2002, 59–63)?

instead of asking or determining the specifics of what Paul’s sexual 
morality was in 4:3–5, here i consider how and why Paul frames such direc-
tives, especially as they relate to and replicate romosexuality.13 as in Paul’s 
writings, roman morality usually restricted and condemned acts classified 
as porneia, and, even more emphatically, roman men were to control their 

11. unless otherwise noted, all translations from ancient texts are my own.
12. especially since prostitutes were typically enslaved women, it is not surpris-

ing that prostitution becomes a metonymy for all sexual immorality. on the complex-
ity of the term’s meaning, see rousselle 1988; gaca 2004; harper 2011; glancy and 
moore 2011.

13. in other words, i assume that 1 Thess 4:1–8 contains instructions that referred 
to specific sexual practices (of which his audience seem to have been aware), but i do 
not think we can ever fully reconstruct what Paul prohibits and permits in using these 
terms. Furthermore, i do not see much value in knowing the answer to such questions, 
as they have little relevance to modern debates on sex and sexuality. Finally, in focus-
ing on these questions of why and how, i hope to decenter Pauline authority from the 
interpretation of this passage. a similar distinction can be found in Yarbrough 1985, 
3. his monograph, however, and its analysis of 1 Thess 4:3–8 focus on sexual morality 
specifically through the lens of marriage. he concludes that Paul’s idea of marriage 
and morality is not distinct from that of greco-roman moral philosophy (77, 31–63).
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desires (epithumia) and passions (pathos) (martin 2006, 65–76; edwards 
1993, 57; malherbe 2000, 229–30; Bruce 1982, 84). having too much sex, 
having sex with the wrong sorts of people, and having sex in the wrong posi-
tion were evidence of uncontrolled and excessive desire (Foucault 1988b, 
63–77). all of these desires and behaviors were deemed unnatural for the 
true roman vir; they deviated from the norms of romosexuality (Walters 
1997, 32; gleason 1995, 159; Conway 2008, 15–34; Knust 2006, 28; edwards 
1993, 34–62). Because desire was associated with lack of self-control, it is 
rare to find references to a person having a single immoral desire—where 
there is one, there are many. in other words, immoral passions and desires 
compounded and accompanied one another, in addition to excessive desire 
for food, drink, and luxury (Foucault 1988b, 85–184). Connected with 
desire and self-control, regulating sexual morality among citizens was con-
sidered crucial for maintaining imperial rule. if a roman could not control 
his own desire, as defined by imperial sexual mores, then how could he be 
fit to control and rule over others (edwards 1993, 57; richlin 1993, 553; Wil-
liams 2010, 137–76; marchal 2015, 95–96; martin 2006, 65–76; Knust 2006, 
32–47; Conway 2008, 21–29; mcdonnell 2006, 3; smith 2007, 315–16)?

although rome’s regulations regarding sexual mores were largely con-
cerned with its citizens, roman ideals and concerns surrounding natural 
sexual praxis were known by subjects throughout the empire’s conquered 
and incorporated territories. For example, we see the ideals being dissem-
inated through augustan marriage and adultery laws, continued by his 
successors (treggiari 1991, 37–80, 262–319; d’angelo 2007, especially 70). 
These conquered and incorporated territories—that is, ethnē (“nations”)—
formed the empire, but their inhabitants were distinguished from romans 
of rome as both conquered ethnē (as seen in their depictions in roman 
conquest imagery) and as peregrini (“foreigners”/“strangers”) (Lopez 2008; 
noy 2000).14 even though romans thought most sexual practices among 
its ethnē to be queer vis-à-vis these elite norms, romosexuality offered a 
model to which conquered ethnē, perhaps especially those with upwardly 
mobile aspirations, might attempt to conform—in essence, Romanorma-
tivity (hoke 2017, 93–94, 340–42).

The hopes of inclusion or upward mobility that foster these normative 
alignments are rarely made explicit by the dominant regime. Puar (2007, 

14. i follow davina Lopez (2008, esp. 119–63) here and read Paul’s use of ethnē 
through the lens of representing nations conquered by rome.
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40–51, 61–67) observes how homonormative and homonational tactics 
presume a new normal in twenty-first-century us culture that openly 
includes certain gays who raise children in stable marriages; their align-
ment with traditional national values permits the united states to proclaim 
its value of inclusion. Puar notes, however, that from the vantage point of 
the state, the promised inclusion is largely illusory—homonational gays 
tout national inclusivity even as the nation does not fully include them 
(currently seen, e.g., in so-called religious freedom laws) (10, 78).15 Thus 
homonationalism is “a facile construction that is easily revoked, doom-
ing the exceptional queers to insistent replays and restagings of their 
exceptionalisms” (78). in similar ways, via the virtues of romosexuality, 
romanormativity offers opportunities for nonelite roman subjects to 
align their sexual virtue with that of rome’s elite as a means of an upward 
mobility that was illusory.16 Paul can be seen as drawn into such norma-
tivity via his repetitions of romosexual virtues (controlling desire and 
passions) and condemnations of immorality (porneia) in 1 Thess 4:3–5.

rome’s imperial sexual exceptionalism, therefore, presented romans 
as uniquely able to adhere to its sexual mores. roman sexual slander, which 
presumed predilections toward unnatural sexuality, was frequently associ-
ated with and applied to non-romans (gleason 1995, 3–54; Knust 2006, 
28–35; shumate 2006, 19–32). such slander, Knust observes, reinforced 
rome’s rigid sociosexual-political hierarchies: “in this way, invective cat-

15. at the time of writing Terrorist Assemblages in 2007, Puar observes how the 
illusion of inclusion is shattered by the realities of then-president Bush’s rigid defense 
of marriage as a heterosexual institution as well as the then-active “don’t ask, don’t 
tell” policy that governed the us military.

16. Certainly, rome granted citizenship—one signal of upward mobility—to 
some of its conquered/incorporated inhabitants; those granted citizenship, however, 
were often the exceptions rather than the rules; often, they were already elite. most 
foreigners were not citizens in the first century; see noy 2000, as well as Lavan 2013, 
32–37. We find that the granting of citizenship was frequently accompanied by a 
public display, a boon for rome as much as for its new citizen (who likely financed it). 
These displays would proclaim the subject’s extreme loyalty to rome, as seen in the 
second-century example of Iulianus Zegrensis (Julian the Zegrensian); see oliver 1972, 
336, 339. such bestowals and their public proclamation sustained the promise of citi-
zenship and upward mobility precisely by encouraging the proper imperial-patriotic 
mores exemplified by (usually) already-elite ethnē. a similar situation can be seen in 
the freedom and upward mobility of slaves and freedpersons; see Knust 2006, 27–28; 
Weaver 1967.
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egories were extended to indict entire nations and peoples. at the same 
time, these categories reinforced a definition of gender and status that 
favored freeborn citizen men by associating women, slaves, foreigners, 
and barbarians with weakness in the face of desire” (Knust 2004, 167; see 
also smith 2007, 315–16; marchal 2015, 97). Who else but a roman could 
be romosexual?

a similar sexual exceptionalism appears in 1 Thess 4:5: “not in lust’s 
passion, as is in the case of the ethnē who do not know god” (mē en pathei 
epithumias kathaper kai ta ethnē ta mē eidota ton theon). Contrasted with 
the believers’ “holiness and honor” in the ambiguous act of acquiring a 
vessel, this lustful sexual excess is placed upon the ethnē, from whom the 
Christ followers of Thessalonikē are being distinguished. Like rome’s 
slanderous associations between unnatural sexuality and foreigners, 4:5 
associates sexual deviance—that is, passions that involve uncontrolled 
desire—with the unnatural and ungodly behaviors practiced among the 
ethnē around Thessalonica.17 Paul employs the language of sexual morality 
in order to firmly secure a boundary between Christ followers and these 
supposedly deviant ethnē.18 Thus the romanormative alignments in 4:3–5 
also employ sexual exceptionalism: they rely on an ethnic other, cast as 
sexually deviant, from whom those aspiring to appear normal can distin-
guish themselves.

This boundary marker is necessary because the Thessalonian Christ 
followers live among and, indeed, are from these ethnē. in 1 Thess 1:9, 
Paul already distinguishes the Thessalonian Christ followers from the reli-
gious practices of those around them. Paul praises this assembly because 
it is well known and reported “how you turned to god from idols in 
order to be enslaved to a living and true god.” Because the Thessalonian 
Christ followers were among these ethnē, they had adhered to their prac-
tices in terms of religious ritual and worship of deities. Paul distinguishes 
his audience of ethnē from these former practices and, presumably, the 

17. Yarbrough (1985, 84–86) notes that Paul’s language is similar to what romans 
used against barbarians, but he denies this as the source of Paul’s language because 
Paul uses the language of Jewish marital morality. see also smith 2007, 315–16. These 
Jewish influences on Paul cannot be discounted, but it should be noted that Jewish 
moralists, rabbis, and philosophers (notably Philo, discussed later) are also influenced 
by greco-roman morality and can even display instances of romonormativity.

18. For another elaboration of these sexually exceptional tactics in 1 Thess 4:5, see 
marchal 2015, 107–9.
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people and groups who practice them. Bringing in 4:5, these ethnē who 
do not know god are presumably worshipping idols as the Thessalonian 
Christ followers once did. Quite probably, Paul and his audience would 
have these most proximate idol-worshipping ethnē in mind. if the Thes-
salonian Christ followers have already distanced themselves from the idol 
worship that surrounds them, now they are reminded that they must also 
distance themselves from the sexual practices associated with these ethnē. 
Thus Paul’s language of sexual morality further distinguishes Thessalonian 
Christ followers from the ethnē around them. 

By contrasting their slanderous “desire’s passion” with the Christ fol-
lowers’ purer sexuality, Paul “somatizes” ritual purity, as Thomas (2010, 
122–24; see also Yarbrough 1985, 79) argues, by making sexual behaviors 
central to “holiness and honor.”19 as she compares Paul’s ethics with those 
of neighboring cultures (based upon literary and epigraphic evidence), 
Thomas concludes, “Thus ironically, the ideals of sexual morality so criti-
cal to Paul as a boundary marker for his community did not differ between 
Jews and gentiles. Both groups negatively sanctioned the same sexual 
practices” (120). read with this background, Paul’s instructions about sex 
in 1 Thessalonians were clearly not unique; they conformed to the stan-
dard mores of many communities—whether roman, Jewish, or another 
ethnē—who used sexual purity to draw boundaries between themselves 
and others, where the others are almost always simultaneously sexually 
deviant and ethnically different.

in 1 Thess 4:3–5, Paul primarily parrots roman sexual morality, 
including the fact that barbaric ethnē were sexually immoral: they cannot 
control their lustful passions for one another. The Thessalonian Christ fol-
lowers have already turned away from their worship of the idols, and Paul 
now reminds these followers to distinguish themselves, via their sexual 
praxis, from those practiced among the non-roman ethnē around them. 
Just as good romans controlled their vessels (whatever they may be) and 
avoided unnatural liaisons, the ekklēsia should also remain pure and there-
fore honorable in the eyes of their superiors. Via romanormative sexual 
morality, these verses draw clear boundaries between them and other 
ethnē and remove any (former) connections with them. Through such 

19. she further observes how purity language—which Paul uses most frequently 
when discussing sexual morality—is crucial for drawing group boundaries because 
it cements communal identity and creates parameters for policing members; see 
Thomas 2010, 114–15, 117.
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sexual exceptionalism, Paul associates Christ followers as most proximate 
to elite romans in terms of their sexual virtues and practices (see smith 
2007, 315–16).

in somewhat similar terms, marchal (2015, 107–9) spelled out how 
roman sexual exceptionalism is apparent in 1 Thess 4:3–8 in ways that dis-
rupt any easy identification of Paul standing against rome and its empire. 
But could this sexual exceptionalism be further specified as homonation-
alism—that is, a tactic by which Thessalonian Christ followers attempt to 
present themselves not only as virtuous but also, therefore, as worthy of 
inclusion by Rome and its ruling elite into the upper tiers of its society? 
indeed, i am arguing that Paul’s sexual exceptionalism in 4:3–5 is a tactic 
that folds into a larger homonational impulse that Paul has woven into 1 
Thessalonians. sexuality is not isolated into this single passage. it affects 
and is affected by—and is woven into—Paul’s ethics, theology, and poli-
tics.20 By turning to spaces where sexuality is less obvious, i show how 1 
Thess 4:3–5 participates in Pauline homonationalism.

“Being even Better” among rome’s subjects: Framing 4:3–5 in 
homonationalism

to see how homonationalism might occur in 1 Thessalonians, the sexual 
exceptionalism of 4:3–5 should be situated within its wider framing in 
4:1–12, which should furthermore be placed in the context of the writings 
of some of rome’s other conquered subjects.21 in 4:1, Paul transitions to 
these ethical instructions and introduces them as a reminder of “how you 
must live and please god.” he ends this first sentence with the explanation 
that these living standards are necessary hina perisseuēte mallon (“so that 
you may be even better”), a phrase that recurs in the unit’s final sentence: 
parakaloumen de hymas, adelphoi, perisseuein mallon (“we encourage you, 
siblings, to be even better”; 4:10b). Thus Paul emphasizes that perisseuein 
mallon—being even better—is an ultimate goal of following these instruc-
tions, including the sexually exceptional ethics of 4:3–5. such abundance 
(indeed, perisseuō is often translated as “to abound” here) among the 

20. a point moore (2001, 169–72) makes about rom 1:18–32 in relation to the 
remainder of this epistle.

21. Yarbrough (1985, 67–68) makes this point as well. his framework of 1 Thess 
4:1–12 focuses on Paul’s use of peripateō (“to live”) and how Paul focuses generally on 
the moral lifestyle of Christ assemblies.



 Be even Better subjects, Worthy of rehabilitation 95

Thessalonians suggests several interesting implications. What sorts of 
abundance or great increase might Paul have in mind?

in general terms, perisseuō denotes abundance in the sense of being 
more than enough or going beyond what is sufficient, expected, or required 
(LsJ, s.v. “περισσάκις”). as such, in addition to meaning “to abound,” it can 
be used to connote overflow and superfluity, and, with respect to persons, 
it can connote superiority, advantage, or betterness. While translating 
perisseuō as “to abound” in 1 Thessalonians conveys many of these senses, 
the warmly positive sense of abundance misses some of the negative and 
neutral meanings of this term, as well as its meaning vis-à-vis the con-
text of roman conquest and morality. in a more neutral sense, the term 
refers to one amount exceeding another in a comparison of quantities. 
For example, when Philo of alexandria observes that it is impossible for 
humans to divide quantities equally, he states that one segment inevitably 
falls short and is lacking (endeō) and the other is more abundant in quan-
tity (perisseuō; Her. 142).22

appropriately, Philo’s usage of peritteuō (i.e., the attic form of 
perisseuō) divides unevenly, and its negative implications abound in 
greater frequency. in De Iosepho, Philo writes:

The means of sustenance are managed by only myself, who can dis-
tribute and apportion them, with respect to necessary need, to each of 
those who lacks them so that it neither produces excess among those 
using it for luxury nor falls short among those using it for completing 
their lack. (243)

in this instance, nourishment is allowed to exceed in this way by those 
prone to tryphē, “luxury”—in the sense of delicacy, softness, or dainti-
ness (LsJ, s.v. “τρῦφή”). Because of this association with softness—and 
implicitly effeminacy—tryphē and its accompanying excesses were 
viewed negatively in roman thought (Knust 2006, 32–35). if elite roman 
virtue prioritized moderation and self-control, then luxury was a sign 

22. in Her. 192, Philo observes how the israelites were able to evenly distribute 
manna so that no one went hungry and no one took it in excess (perisseuō) of their 
need. Philo also occasionally uses the term positively when god is the subject or, when 
discussing the combined experiences on earth of joy and grief (both coming from 
god), the “better” experience (i.e., joy) exceeds the amount of the other (grief); see, 
respectively, Conf. 137; Abr. 205.
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of inherent immoderation, even as all elite romans lived in comparative 
luxury. similar to sexual mores, the exceptional ones set the rules that 
established the boundary between necessary nourishment and luxurious 
excess. in De Iosepho, Philo’s use of perisseuō signals negative superfluity: 
it means crossing this boundary by those who go beyond basic nourish-
ment (trophē). Τhis superfluous abundance should be avoided by a good 
manager or ruler (such as Joseph), whose ruled subjects can be presumed 
less able to control their superfluous desires.

a similar connection between abundance and vice can be found in book 
three of Legum Allegoriae. Philo writes: “Passion [to pathos] abounds [perit-
teuei] in the foolish [mind], which does not have a remedy in the soul, with 
which it repels the doom that comes from the senses and their sensations” 
(3.200).23 in this instance, the excess that perisseuō produces is not wealth, 
recognition, or joy but to pathos, passion—the same passion exhibited by 
ethnē in 1 Thess 4:5. it is clear that this is uncontrolled passion—associated 
with folly (and feminine expressions of pain and grief)—the precise excess 
that roman virtue dictated should be self-controlled in the minds and 
bodies of men, particularly those fit to rule. What we see in these examples 
is that, though excess or abundance can be good when it applies to good 
qualities/virtues (and god), it is often dangerously superfluous and signals 
a lack of self-control with respect to diet and passion. The verb perisseuō 
emphasizes the exceptionalism of roman virtue, where rule is justified by 
excessive wealth and power while preventing unwanted and dangerous 
excess (usually with respect to desire and the body).

Philo is not alone in this application of roman values to perisseuō. in 
his Antiquitates Romanae, dionysius of halicarnassus relates negotiations 
for a peace between the romans and the albans (circa 670 BCe), which 
resulted in the uniting of rome and alba Longa (as a vassal state until its 
eventual conquest/full incorporation into rome) (3.1–21). in the midst 
of these negotiations, the king of the romans describes how the albans 
were once stronger and more prominent than rome and the romans, but 

23. in the Loeb translation, Colson and Whitaker translate to pathos more spe-
cifically as “grief,” which is certainly the specific passion being discussed allegorically 
with respect to the woman’s punishment in gen 3:16; Philo and the LXX from which 
he quotes, however, employ more specific terms for grief in this discussion, and while 
Philo still has grief in mind here, it seems he connects it to the more general passions 
that abound in less controlled minds and souls (which, of course, also include lust 
and overindulgence).
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this is no longer the case. Thus he proclaims of rome: “it would therefore 
have been impossible, three generations after its construction, for there 
to be such a city with regard to its greatness and power—unless there was 
more than enough manliness and sensibility in it” (Ant. rom. 3.11.9). What 
appears to abound among rome’s founders and early rulers are the good 
qualities and virtue that lead to self-control and moderation. dionysius 
presents rome, from its foundation, as exceptional: its prominence and 
dominance stem from its abundant virtue—that is, its excessive (manly) 
ability to control excess.

Philo’s and dionysius’s uses of perisseuō are especially relevant because, 
although both authors were comparatively wealthier and of higher stand-
ing, neither was roman. Philo was an egyptian Jew; dionysius was greek. 
Philo’s writings frequently present Jewish history, figures, traditions, and 
ethics in an alliance with roman values and politics (often in distinction 
to the values and traditions of greeks and, especially, egyptians) (niehoff 
2001). similarly, in his history of rome, dionysius “hopes to reconcile his 
greek readers to their subjection to rome” (Cary 1937, xiii). By presenting 
a full history of rome, dionysius emphasizes how rome’s current domin-
ion is due not only to their present virtue (alongside their conquest via 
military might) but also to the presence of this virtue from rome’s found-
ing and throughout most of its history (i.e., the mores maiorum; see res. 
gest. divi aug. 8.13–15; horace, Carm. 3.16–20, Saec. 56–60; Zanker 1988, 
156–62; edwards 1993, 34–62). By emphasizing the abundance of roman 
virtue, dionysius continues the alignment of greek and roman values and 
implicitly encourages virtuous subjection from his audience, furthering or 
continuing their successful incorporation into roman rule. among other 
tactics, their use of perisseuō demonstrates how both dionysius and Philo 
present roman values and traditions to their greek and Jewish audiences 
by adapting them to their own histories and traditions and, ultimately, 
encouraging model subjection.

Paul’s use of perisseuō to frame 1 Thess 4:1–12 carries similar impli-
cations: be even better. Paul urges them to abound in their adherence to 
roman virtue, most notably in sexual terms that distinguish them from 
the other ethnē around them. By becoming abundantly roman, Paul and 
the Thessalonians presumably hope to gain a share in roman abundance. 
They are loyal roman subjects whose virtues both sustain rome’s rule 
and make them subjects worthy of abundant rehabilitation. Paul’s use 
of perisseuein mallon as a framework for his ethical instruction, which 
includes the sexually exceptional ethics of 4:3–5, begins to encourage a 
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homonational presentation of the Thessalonian Christ followers as being 
abundantly roman with respect to their virtue.

This homonational framework becomes more emphatic in the final 
exhortation in 4:10b–12: “We encourage you, brothers and sisters, to be 
even better [perisseuein mallon] and aspire to keep quiet, mind your own 
business, and work with your hands, just as we instructed you, so that you 
can live respectably toward those outside and not need anyone else.” Paul’s 
first exhortation to be even better (4:1) is specified by the instructions that 
follow, including those on sexual morality in 4:3–5. in 4:10b–12, being 
even better is also qualified—in this case, with encouragements to keep a 
low profile and to look respectable to outsiders.

in particular, 4:11 includes an aspiration to keep quiet, philotimeisthai 
hēsuchazein. The verb philotimeomai combines phileō (“love,” “affection”) 
with timē (“honor”), the roman virtue that already defined Christ follow-
ers’ sexual morality in 4:4. The verb’s typical meaning is to love or seek 
after honor, and it was often used to mean “to be ambitious” or “to com-
pete or vie for honor” (LsJ, s.v. “φιλοτιμέομαι”). Thus in the same section of 
his Antiquitates, dionysius describes the roman general tullus respond-
ing to Fufetius’s (the ruler of the alba Longa) objections about roman 
infighting. tullus asserts that the competition between societal factions 
in rome increases its inhabitants’ contributions to the common good. he 
says, “For we compete for the honor—the youth with the elders, and the 
settlers with those who beckoned them in—of who among us does more 
for the common good” (Ant. rom. 3.11.8). honor (and therefore greater 
status), then, belongs to those who contribute most to the common good, 
and in dionyius’s portrayal of an idealized (ancient) roman society, this 
meant that everyone (e.g., young/old, newcomer/inhabitant) could com-
pete for it on equal grounding.

When, as in 1 Thess 4:11, philotimeomai is used with a subordinate 
infinitive, it can mean to strive or aspire to do something, but given its 
more general meaning and use, the verb retains implications of com-
petition and ambition for honor and honorable status when it is used 
with an infinitive. When Paul uses the verb in 2 Cor 5:9, he speaks of a 
competitive ambition to please god: “We are therefore ambitious [phi-
lotimoumetha], whether we are at home or abroad, to be pleasing to him 
[Christ, ton kyrion].”24 alternatively, the main clause could be rendered 

24. apart from its usage here and in 1 Thessalonians, Paul uses philotimeomai on 
one other occasion—in rom 15:20.
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as “We compete for the honor … to be pleasing to him.” While Paul 
focuses on the exhortation to please Christ, the ambition to do so implic-
itly introduces a sense of competition. even if everyone wins, some will 
be better than others in their striving—that is, some will please Christ 
more honorably. similarly, when Paul uses philotimeomai in 1 Thess 4:11, 
it implies that some can be more honorable than others.

But in 1 Thessalonians, Paul’s encouragement to philotimeisthai 
hēsychazein is different: competing for honor by keeping quiet, maintain-
ing the peace, and, then, “minding your own business” (prassein ta idia) 
gives more explicit direction than the general encouragement to compete 
to be pleasing to Christ in 2 Corinthians. if, by using philotimeomai in 
general, Paul adopts and adapts the roman value timē into his ideas for 
following Christ, in 1 Thess 4:11 he parrots roman expectations for hon-
orable behavior from the ethnē it ruled: do not cause disruption. Ιf most 
ethnē drew imperial attention when they were rebellious or otherwise caus-
ing disturbances, the path to roman honor required ethnē to avoid notice 
from imperial authorities—philotimeisthai hēsychazein, vie for honor by 
keeping quiet. ironically, avoiding imperial notice really meant that those 
who remained quiet could be ignored and passed over in terms of gaining 
honor.25 Though citizenship was granted to a small number of already elite 
subjects among rome’s ethnē, the pax Romana could be maintained with 
few of the empire’s conquered subjects really rising in status.26

25. translating as “be ambitious to be quiet,” Bruce (1982, 90–91) calls the lan-
guage oxymoronic in his discussion. malherbe (2000, 246–50) discusses the term 
alongside the ideas among contemporary greco-roman philosophers (e.g., Plutarch, 
dio Chrysostom, seneca) about desiring to withdraw from public politics to quietly 
wax eloquent.

26. except for a small, praiseworthy elite among various ethnē who were able to 
rise, to a degree, in status and attain roman honor (such as Julian the Zegrensian of n. 
16). even if they were praised for their fidelity to rome and their role in not disturbing 
the peace, however, their rise in status was related to both their wealth and their politi-
cal prowess. one might reasonably inquire about Paul’s status as a roman citizen, as 
he is presented in acts (though it is decidedly unclear as to his citizenship status in 
the authentic epistles). While my essay may be making the implicit presumption that 
Paul is not a roman citizen, it should be noted that if he did have citizenship status, it 
does not affect the hopes and visions he conveys to ethnē who likely did not. indeed, 
if Paul stands with these ethnē as a citizen, his status models the exceptional promises 
of rome and reinforces the benefits of modeling their mores (potentially also reifying 
Paul’s authority as a model to imitate).
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of course, Paul imagines an empire ruled by god and Christ, not 
Caesar, so it could be said that even if his ethics largely replicate honor-
able behavior in roman terms, god’s reign will eventually reward anyone 
and everyone who can adhere to these standards. it is equally plausible, 
however, that when Paul exhorts the Thessalonians to proper (roman) 
behavior in the present, Paul also has present imperial honors and rec-
ognition in mind. indeed, Paul’s direction is reminiscent of rom 13:1–7, 
where he infamously implores rome’s Christ followers to submit to “pre-
vailing authorities,” not rebel, and to pay their taxes.27 Paul essentially 
exhorts a similar sort of submission—aligning one’s sexual behavior with 
imperial mores and therefore not behaving “like the ethnē” (4:3–5) and 
behaving exceedingly better, keeping quiet, and minding one’s own affairs 
(4:10b–12 and 4:1–2)—evincing, at least, a desire to not attract attention 
by disturbing the peace.

indeed, Paul specifies that these silent alignments are meant to curry 
favor or good judgment from human observers in the present. in 4:12, 
he states that the reason for behaving in the ways described in 4:10b–11 
is so that the Thessalonians can live “respectably (euschēmonōs) towards 
those outside.” The adverb euschēmonōs literally means “good appearance” 
and it was often used to describe respectability and decency, especially, by 
the first century Ce, in terms of honor and nobility (LsJ, s.v. “εὔσχημος”). 
respectable living was primarily associated with those who held honorable 
status. For the Thessalonian Christ followers, gaining such respectability 
requires, in part, living according to the directions in 4:1–12: adhere to 
rome’s sexual virtues, vie for honor, and be as good as possible (see also 
hoke 2017, 300).28

Furthermore, this respectability comes from the eyes of outsiders. 
Their respectable lives are specifically intended toward those outside. They 
hope that these outsiders will notice their good appearance, their confor-

27. note, furthermore, the resonances between 1 Thess 4:12 (above) and rom 
13:8: “owe nothing to no one except for loving reciprocally. For whoever loves com-
pletes a different law.” While they differ in content, the parallels between these pas-
sages point to potential connections in Paul’s development of ideas of submission to 
rome and performance of its mores and, indeed, his homonationalism. i uncover Pau-
line homonationalism in rom 13:1–14 in hoke 2017, 239–306.

28. Johnson-deBaufre and nasrallah (2011, 169) briefly call attention to this 
verse and how, in heroic Pauline interpretation, it places the community into a stance 
of accommodation while Paul emerges as the “counter-cultural persecuted hero.”
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mity to roman morality, their quiet, nonsubversive tending to their own 
affairs and judge them as respectable subjects—even honorable romans. 
These ethical alignments do more than prepare the Thessalonian Christ 
followers to excel in an empire ruled by god and Christ. By being even 
better than their competition for honor, they demonstrate how and why 
Paul’s ethical instructions align with first-century roman virtues: by living 
according to these standards, they are presenting themselves respectably 
toward those outside.

ultimately, then, these exhortations and instructions to be even 
better in 1 Thess 4:1–12 align and present Christ followers as respect-
able—as subjects worthy of rehabilitation and admittance into the upper 
tiers of roman honor in the present. respectable, silent living requires 
adhering to romosexuality and, in particular, not behaving like other 
rebellious, indulgent, sexually deviant ethnē who evoke the ire found in 
roman slander. These behavioral alignments present Christ followers 
as better, respectable romans. They win the competition for honor by 
wedding strategies of romanormativity (aligning their mores to those of 
rome) and sexual exceptionalism (they are better romans because they 
are unlike sexually deviant ethnic others)—ultimately supporting the 
imperial pax Romana. These ethical directions are ultimately strategies of 
Pauline homonationalism.

Though manifested in certain tactics and strategies, as a complex 
assemblage, homonationalism—especially in the case of Paul—is not a 
fully conscious decision. in both the us and roman contexts, those in 
power (in whose images norms are shaped) create the conditions whereby 
those subject to and oppressed by their power can seek competitive ave-
nues that might permit some to appear respectable, gain recognition, and 
gain more (but ultimately limited) inclusion among the upper sociopoliti-
cal echelons. Paul’s strategies attempt to take advantage of these conditions, 
and as they seek this avenue, they develop, both unwittingly and intention-
ally, their own version of homonationalism.

sexuality in Paul’s Political eschatology: 1 thessalonians 4:13–5:11

given the not fully realized and fragmentary nature of Paul’s homona-
tionalism, it is possible that these tactics can even be embedded within a 
sociosexual-political ethics that simultaneously resists and seeks to over-
turn rome’s power. The eschatological explanations and exhortations in 
4:13–5:11, which immediately follow Paul’s politically sexual ethics, are 
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more often seen as representative of a politically resistant Paul. if this sec-
tion of the epistle offers a political vision that imagines rome’s overthrow 
in a triumphal procession led by Jesus and directed by god (see Koester 
1997, míguez 2012), then such politically resistant rhetoric could seem-
ingly contradict the possibility of Pauline homonationalism. Though these 
verses may imagine a world over which god and Jesus (and therefore not 
Caesar) will rule, Paul continues to employ romanormative and sexually 
exceptional ideas and tactics. his political vision ultimately replicates an 
ideology of an empire that is decidedly roman—just without rome. given 
the continuation of these tactics, this vision is not incompatible with the 
homonationalism found in 4:1–12.

unfortunately, readings of 4:13–5:11 usually ignore questions of 
gender and sexuality, segmenting 4:13–5:11 as the political and/or escha-
tological section of the letter in distinction to 4:1–12, which deals with 
gender, sexuality, and ethics (Johnson-deBaufre 2010, 90–92). Just as 
the sexual ethics in 4:1–12, however, are also embedded in first-century 
roman politics (as seen in the previous section), 4:13–5:11 also stresses 
sexual ethics that align with romosexuality. For example, the language of 
romosexuality is especially apparent in 5:4–8:

You, siblings, are not in darkness, so that the day will not catch you as a 
thief. For you are all sons of light and sons of day. We do not belong to 
night or darkness. Therefore, let us not sleep away like the rest but let us 
stay awake and be sober. For those who sleep sleep at night, and those 
who get drunk get drunk at night. however, we, because we belong to the 
day, should be sober, wearing a cuirass of trust and love and a helmet, 
salvation’s hope.

Paul emphasizes the contrast between day and night and declares that his 
audience (as well as himself) belong to the day, the time of sobriety. night, 
as Paul notes explicitly, is the time when people get drunk, a vice, like that 
of sexual excess, that was indicative of a lack of self-control and discour-
aged in elite roman morality. “moderation, or self-mastery, was frequently 
discussed in terms of mastery of the passions, especially lust and anger, 
but also self-restraint in eating, drinking, and luxury in general,” writes 
Conway (2008, 24). Furthermore, lack of moderation—notably including 
drunkenness—was considered to be non-roman, the province of greeks 
and other conquered ethnē. Knust (2006, 33) observes, “some roman 
authors claimed that wasting money on prostitutes and wild drinking par-
ties was a greek trait, a characteristic of ‘greek leisure’ (otium), something 
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that had unfortunately infected rome.” in remaining awake and sober, 
those of the day demonstrate their virtuous mastery over bodily needs.

This mastery does not merely qualify them to be rewarded or saved 
on the lord’s day; it proves that they have achieved romanormativity and 
are therefore most fit to rule over and dominate others, in particular those 
less sober and alert. meanwhile, those who get drunk and sleep prove 
to be unfit to rule: their destruction is justified by their behavior, which 
befits those of subordinate status. alongside their superior sexual mores, 
as roman men touted their superior and virtuous self-control, they cas-
tigated the dangers and lack signaled by drunkenness and, more broadly, 
nighttime. roman authors, most notably tacitus, describe rome’s military 
prowess as being due to this self-control: because they remained properly 
sober, romans remain prepared and vigilant at night, while their barbar-
ian enemies (notably the germans) lack preparation due to their nighttime 
revelries (Ann. 1.50; see shumate 2006, 96–97; hoke 2017, 292–305; smith 
2007, 315). This lack of self-control and vigilance proclaims the inevitable-
ness of roman victory alongside its right to rule.

Paul’s night and day binary with respect to the behavior of Christ fol-
lowers aligns with this roman ideology of self-control as the purview of 
the day. The echoes of roman sexual morality in these binaries connect 
Paul’s sexual ethics to the project of empire and conquest. addition-
ally, the militaristic imagery of 5:8—the cuirass and the helmet—makes 
connections between self-control, preparation for battle/conquest, and 
rights to rule that are similar to those of rome.29 not only does the 
armor convey military might, but the values this armor demonstrates—
especially pistis (“trust,” traditionally translated “faith”) and sōtēria 
(“salvation”)—were also roman virtues that the emperor purported to 
bestow upon conquered ethnē incorporated into the empire (Koester 
1997; georgi 1997). This linking of imperialism and the right to rule 
with sexual control and morality draws the homonationalism of 4:1–12 
into a romanormative eschatology.

Throughout 1 Thess 4:13–5:11, Paul describes an eschatological 
vision of the parousia and hēmera kyriou (“the lord’s/master’s coming and 
day”). his description continues to employ the political, militaristic, and 

29. The cuirass was an important part of rome’s visual propaganda that displayed 
its military dominance; statues, including that of augustus, depicted roman men 
donning a cuirass, which was in turn decorated to depict his and rome’s victories over 
various ethnē; see Lopez 2008, 38–42; Janssen 2014; smith 2007, 316.
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romosexual rhetoric of the roman empire (Koester 1997; smith 2007, 
308).30 in Paul’s letters, kyrios is consistently applied to Jesus as an honor-
ific title that conveys his sociopolitical power: rome’s elite rulers were its 
kyrioi, the lords and masters of their households and, by extension, soci-
ety. as such a lord, Jesus, in 4:15–17, arrives triumphantly in what Paul 
proclaims will be a parousia announced with trumpets accompanying a 
battle cry. such an arrival marks Jesus, who follows the familiar foot-
steps of roman imperial conquerors and takes the form of a new divinely 
appointed ruler, who presumably will replace the human emperor and 
his regime.

Paul defines Jesus’s return as tēn parousian tou kyriou (4:16). Continu-
ing the language of rome’s imperium and its conquest of foreign nations, 
this recalls the arrivals of roman imperial officials who visited roman ter-
ritories, which had been incorporated into the empire through conquest 
and/or the threat of military might (harrison 2011, 56–59). For example, 
the term announced, with indications of their divine status, germanicus’s 
acclaimed arrival in egypt (18–19 Ce) and hadrian’s arrival in greece, and 
its Latin equivalent appears on coins minted for nero’s visits to Corinth and 
Patras (harrison 2011, 56–57). since these visits were celebrated and com-
memorated publicly, they simultaneously reminded inhabitants of rome’s 
rule through its military prowess and victories. These arrivals celebrate the 
stability and peace brought (or imposed) upon these territories by roman 
rule while emphasizing the original militaristic arrival of rome’s empire 
through its expansive conquest. often, as Lopez (2008, 113–17) shows, 
these triumphal processions included the bodies of captive ethnē, dressed 
and portrayed according to roman stereotypes, in ways that emphasized 
the empire’s defeat and mastery over these ethnic others, now incorpo-
rated as roman subjects. These triumphal imperial visits participated in 
the broader project of roman propaganda that reinforced its ideologies 
and secure rome’s rule, ensuring that all subjects knew and performed 
their place vis-à-vis rome.31

30. This does not mean that it does not also draw from ideas found in the hebrew 
Bible and other Jewish texts (which were also written in imperial contexts), as empha-
sized in malherbe 2000, 290–91; Bruce 1982, 109–11.

31. These embodied processions complement the message conveyed in visual 
and written media from the first century. in these depictions, roman rule is further 
conveyed through a gendered hierarchy in which men—in reality, only Roman men—
were on top. Lopez (2008, 49–50) notes that most frequently the victorious roman 



 Be even Better subjects, Worthy of rehabilitation 105

Jesus’s parousia in 1 Thess 4:15–17 conveys a similar ideology of con-
quest. The language of battle cries and trumpets in 4:16 emphasizes these 
aspects and implies that Jesus’s arrival signals a military victory that was 
the imperial norm. The most frequent usages of both battle cry (keleusma) 
and trumpet (salpinx) can be found in descriptions of battles and territorial 
conquest—that is, the language of roman expansion (LsJ, s.vv. “κέλευμα,” 
“σαλπιγγωτός”). in these terms, Jesus’s return replaces the emperor and his 
elite advisors with a new kyrios, one who is presumably loyal to a different 
divine power—namely, god. such a replacement can be read to have anti-
roman implications, as it hopes to establish true peace and justice, most 
notably for loyal devotees of god and followers of Christ (Koester 1997; 
míguez 2012, 133–55; oakes 2005, 315–18). By replicating the language 
of imperial conquest, however, Paul retains rome’s imperial ideology, 
especially in terms of its establishment of peace through conquest and its 
gendered ideals of domination and control.32

Paul’s use of imperial imagery continues in chapter 5: “Whenever they 
say, ‘Peace and security,’ then sudden destruction is set upon them, like 
labor pains upon a pregnant woman, and they certainly will not escape” 
(5:3). Following helmut Koester’s (1997, 162; see also Weima 2012) sug-
gestion, many scholars acknowledge that this “peace and security” was 
likely a political slogan, equivalent to the Latin pax et securitas, that is “best 
ascribed to the realm of roman political propaganda.”33 Thus the “they” 
who speak in 5:3 (and upon whom sudden destruction will later fall) refers 
to rome’s rulers, especially the elite kyrioi (“masters” or “lords”) at the 
apex of imperial society. according to Paul’s eschatology, this empire that 
proclaims peace and security is unaware of just how insecure its borders 
are; imperial conquest merely established a fragile peace through military 

emperors and armies, always male, lord over the defeated nations, usually imagined 
as female. For an especially poignant visual example, see her discussion of emperor 
Claudius subduing the nation of Britannia in a relief from the sebasteion at aphrodi-
sias in Lopez 2008, 1–3.

32. Though moss and Baden (2012) do not fully dispel these roman connections, 
they emphasize the similarities of these verses to the rabbinic tradition and Jewish 
apocalypticism in the first centuries Ce. of course, these concepts were also grounded 
in experiences of empire for rabbis, Paul, and Thessalonian wo/men.

33. White (2013, 2014) is skeptical that “peace and security” was an actual 
roman slogan, but he does admit that both terms have roots in greco-roman politi-
cal traditions (however he attributes eirēnē/pax to rome and asphaleia to the hel-
lenistic tradition).
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might that placed many nations and peoples under its control. When read 
as foretelling the destruction of the pax Romana and the downfall of its 
rulers and their sociopolitical security, Paul’s politicized eschatology in 1 
Thess 4:13–5:11 is typically seen as containing a message of liberation that 
resists rome and its imperial domination (míguez 2012, 133–55; smith 
2007, 310–11; Koester 1997, 166).

in 5:3, Paul depicts as vulnerable the roman peace and security that 
was portrayed and typically seen as inevitable and impenetrable. Paul’s 
language of imperial conquest, however, replicates rome’s kyriarchal 
structure, just as his ethics, which do not stop at 4:12, repeat romosex-
uality. Casting this fragile peace and security in feminized terms, Paul 
retains the hierarchal gendered ideology of roman rule: to be feminine 
is to be more vulnerable and less powerful than the masculine ideal. The 
male kyrioi rule the household and the empire, and it is masculine virtue 
that permits a peaceful, secure, and invulnerable rule. in 5:3, however, 
when the peaceful and secure rulers are defeated, they are depicted as 
women, echoing roman representations of male emperors standing over 
defeated women who represented the ethnē they conquered (see Lopez 
2008, 42–45). according to Paul, rome is about to become the conquered 
female, under the more masculine and self-controlled authority of god 
and Jesus, the true kyrios.

still, the parousia of 1 Thess 4:13–5:11 is effectively and entirely 
roman—just without rome. in Paul’s imagination, Jesus’s coming may 
change who rules, but, since he replicates the moral language of roman 
conquest, his vision does not shift the sexually exceptional status of those 
in power who rule over deviant others. reading 4:13–5:11 in isolation, 
Paul’s ideas can appear resistant—at least, discontent enough to hope for 
a power shift. When it is set alongside 4:1–12, more complex negotiations 
and alignments with rome and its rule emerge. Politics and sexuality 
inseparably influence both of these passages, not to mention the entire 
epistle and beyond. homonationalism, furthermore, develops and mani-
fests in diverse, fragmentary, and sometimes contradictory ways. its tactics 
can be sensed in isolated passages, but its complex assemblage of mean-
ings, affects, and effects are best sensed when traditionally separate units 
are considered together. indeed, while this essay limits itself to the span 
of 4:1–5:11, it is highly probable that even more complex dimensions of 
homonationalism could be developed with a reading of 1 Thessalonians 
from “Paul” (Paulos), at the start of 1:1, to “with y’all” (meth’ humōn), the 
final words of 5:28.
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ultimately, the fact that 1 Thess 4:1–5:11 can simultaneously rehabili-
tate Christ followers as moral roman subjects and imagine rome’s demise 
reveals more ways that homonationalism operates, in the first century as 
well as today. some first-century Christ followers and some twenty-first-
century gays may imagine themselves taking over and running the world, 
but, in their present, they employ tactics that align their sexual mores as 
participants in the political project of the prevailing nation/empire so as to 
become rehabilitatable subjects: homonationalism. These homonational 
strategies rehabilitate the systems they hope to replace, allowing kyriar-
chal power to perpetuate practices at the expense of persons whom these 
tactics exceptionalize and exclude.

Pauline homonationalism and Queer Vessels in thessalonica

We can never assume that any text or author plays easily into any binary of 
domination or resistance (sexual, imperial, social, etc.). as biblical schol-
ars working with theories of intersectionality have already begun to point 
out, questions of sexuality, gender, race, class, and empire are always con-
nected, and one must be especially aware and cautious when any one factor 
is either privileged or ignored (e.g., Johnson-deBaufre 2010; Johnson-
deBaufre and nasrallah 2011; marchal 2008; Lopez 2008). Puar’s work 
with the concept of assemblages conceives of identities in fluid terms and 
considers the ways different aspects of identity are shifting, moving, and 
melding as diverse bodies (human and nonhuman) interact (Puar 2007, 
211).34 These porous conglomerations—a term that could also describe 
first-century ekklēsiai—can impel those who engage biblical texts and 
contexts to consider how empire, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality interact 
together in spaces where some of these issues bubble up to the surface 
while others are less apparent (hoke 2017; see also marchal 2011, 393–94; 
2014, 171–74).

traditionally, the segmentation of 1 Thess 4:1–12 and 4:13–5:11 has 
allowed for the isolation of questions of empire and conquest from those 
of gender and sexuality. such treatment prevents a more assemblaged, 
queer reading that can reveal how both sets of questions can and should 
be considered throughout 1 Thess 4–5 and, by extension, throughout the 

34. Puar 2012 clarifies this distinction and elaborates on the relations between 
intersectionality and assemblage.
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epistle. By treating these two passages together, my analysis demonstrates 
how considering the relationships between empire, ethnicity, gender, and 
sexuality reveals ways in which Paul’s tactics aligned with and reinforced 
ideologies of the imperial elite, especially the ethnic and sexual hierar-
chies that perpetuated its kyriarchy. similarly, Puar aptly demonstrates 
that, through homonationalism, certain brands of modern queer rhetoric, 
though attempting to resist certain norms, participates in an overarch-
ing nationalistic/imperial project that accepts certain persons within its 
group boundaries while violently dispelling others. Likewise, Paul’s sexual 
morality and eschatology participate in their own homonationalism that 
weds most closely the values of the believing communities with those of 
the roman imperial elite.

ultimately, Puar’s identification of homonationalism and her concep-
tualization of identity as assemblage is framed as a project within queer 
theory: her purpose is to think alongside other queer bodies struggling 
to unravel kyriarchy.35 Though Christ followers who participated in 
Thessalonikē’s ekklēsia (and Paul alongside) can be called nonnormative 
(as having come from the ethnē), does this necessarily make them into 
queer subjects susceptible to the allures of homonationalistic stratagems 
yet open to the possibility of shattering gendered/sexual/ethnic binaries? 
“Queerness,” as Puar (2007, xv) asserts, “irreverently challenges a linear 
mode of conduction and transmission: there is no exact recipe for a queer 
endeavor, no a priori system that taxonomizes the linkages, disruptions, 
and contradictions into a tidy vessel.” Perhaps just as the ambiguous skeuos 
(“vessel”) of 1 Thess 4:4 is difficult to control, so also participants gathered 
in the Thessalonian ekklēsia cannot be contained within a tidy vessel of 
queer/nonqueer, ethnē/elite, or pro/anti-empire. although Paul’s ethical 
and eschatological ideas attempt, through an ancient form of homonation-
alism, to make Christ followers less queer vis-à-vis romanormativity and 
sexual exceptionalism, these ideas were not the only ways that Christ fol-
lowers thought, moved, acted, and reacted in their gatherings. Paul’s letters, 
particularly those written to Corinth and galatia, bear witness to the fact 
that some wo/men expressed other opinions, embodied diverse expres-
sions of sexuality, claimed authority and leadership, and acted in ways that 

35. Likewise, the Christ followers in Thessalonikē are clearly struggling against 
some form of oppression, i.e., thlipsis (1 Thess 1:6; 3:3, 7); see Johnson-deBaufre 2011, 
95–98.
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deviated from Paul’s ideals. Paul is just one voice and body among many in 
Thessalonikē’s ekklēsia (Johnson-deBaufre and nasrallah 2011).

although there is less direct evidence of the debates and contestations 
that moved through the ekklēsia in Thessalonikē, we know that these Christ 
followers gathered together and raised questions (such as the question of 
what will happen to those who have died prior to Jesus’s parousia, which 
seems to have compelled Paul to write). Furthermore, based on material 
evidence, we know that wo/men were there, and we can assume that this 
ekklēsia held together a gathering of diverse bodies with different ideas 
and experiences that affected how and why they followed Christ (Johnson-
deBaufre 2010, 91–103). While these wo/men’s reactions to Paul’s words 
(whether voiced or gestured) have been lost to history, the fact of their 
presence serves as a reminder that, if ekklēsia-l bodies were queer vis-à-
vis rome, then this queerness could have allowed some Thessalonians 
to dissent and move away from Paul’s homonationalism. it is possible, to 
differing and even miniscule degrees, that some experienced following 
Christ as a means of exceeding, breaking free of, or relinquishing control 
over the tiny, tidy vessels imposed by rome and its sociosexual-political 
dominance.

reading 1 Thess 4:1–5:11 through the lens of queerness opens space 
for understanding this community as one with layers of multiple identities 
that affect their (and our) experiences of the gendered, sexual, and impe-
rial language of Paul’s letter. This lens continues to emphasize the overlaps 
between biblical interpretation and queer theory in ways that spill issues of 
empire, ethnicity, race, gender, sexuality, ancient history, and the modern 
world out of their separate vessels. in so doing, this spilling and mixing has 
revealed strategies of homonationalism in Paul’s letter to Thessalonikē in 
order to warn of the ways that even countercultural spaces and uncontain-
able identities can still (sometimes) easily become a space for empire.
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monstrous Bodies in Paul’s Letter to the galatians

Valérie nicolet

monsters in our Closets

Various monsters populate the closets of our imagination. There are the 
monsters of literature and cinema, various vampires, freaks, and creatures 
that scare and scar us. These all reveal something about popular concep-
tions of monstrosity and beg the question: what is a monster? Various 
authors help delineate features and characteristics of the monstrous.

often, monsters display some physical deformity. The classic example 
here might be Frankenstein’s monster. in mary shelley’s novel (Fran-
kenstein or the Modern Prometheus, 1818), it is the monster’s body that 
functions as the “locus of fear” (halberstam 1995, 28). For Frankenstein’s 
monster, life among human beings is rendered impossible because of his 
external aspect. The most powerful dimension of physical deformity lies in 
the presupposition that it reflects some inner flaw.1 The monster’s expres-

a heartfelt word of thanks is due especially to the editor of the volume, Joseph 
marchal, as well as to the reviewers of semeia studies for their thorough comments 
on earlier versions of this article. They have helped me develop this into a much better 
piece. all shortcomings are due to my own limited means. i also gratefully recognize 
the key insights of mikael Larsson at the university of uppsala in discussing monsters 
and their potential. i dedicate this article to the queer students at my teaching institu-
tion. Their courage humbles and inspires me, and i am grateful for the community 
they embody.

1. This aspect is present in new testament texts, where deformities and handi-
caps are often associated with sin. see, for example, how John 9:2 has Jesus’s disciples 
ask after the origin of a man’s blindness: “his disciples asked him, ‘rabbi, who sinned, 
this man or his parents, that he was born blind?’ ” This perspective is also reflected 
in miracle stories where Jesus’s healing is presented as bringing salvation. see, for 
example, the dialogue between Jesus and the woman with a flow of blood as narrated 
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sion of its self-identity has no value, cannot be trusted, does not correctly 
reflect the interiority of the individual, because its outside appearance con-
tradicts the monster’s self-analysis. as Judith halberstam highlights, even 
language that typically conveys humanity is rendered distrustful by the 
physical aspect of the monstrous creature (44; see also sullivan 2006). The 
monster cannot be trusted, not even about what it might say about itself. 
Thus no matter what the monster might express or declare, the legitimacy 
of its discourse is discounted. susan stryker notes that, “through the filter 
of this official pathologization, the sounds that come out of my mouth 
can be summarily dismissed as the confused ranting of a diseased mind” 
(2006, 249). Yet it can also be reclaimed. stryker, for instance, reacts to the 
ways she and other trans people have been cast as monstrous by taking 
up the term to perform a critique and an ambivalent identification, even 
reclamation, of the term and of trans identity.

in this essay i proceed in three steps to show how reflections on mon-
sters can dialogue with a reading of galatians. First, i develop elements 
that define monsters, their functions, and their queering potential. second, 
i identify the traces of monstrous bodies in galatians, focusing on four 
types: uncircumcised bodies, female and maternal bodies, Paul’s stigma-
tized and pregnant body, and finally the new body of the Christ believers. 
The essay concludes with a reflection on the queer possibilities of critique 
and reclamation of monsters. Through my analysis of galatians, i show not 
only how monsters highlight the fragility of constructions of normalcy but 
also how they make us think about the possibilities of communities made 
up of different types of bodies stitched together, challenging the notion of 
ideal bodies and perfect communities.

halberstam shows that physical deformity alone does not a mon-
ster make. her analysis of shelley’s Frankenstein, which inaugurates her 
history of the gothic, identifies several features of monstrosity, which 
i briefly present here. halberstam (1995, 36) insists that the monster 
“can never be one thing, never represent only a singular anxiety.” on 
the contrary, the monster is formed out of a great many things, “bits and 
pieces of life and death, of criminals and animals, animate and inani-
mate objects,” and the danger is for it to break down “into his constitutive 
parts” (36–37). in this potential for breaking down, for decomposition, 

in matt 9:21–22: “indeed she said to herself: ‘if i only touch his cloak, i will be saved.’ 
and Jesus turned around and seeing her he said: ‘take heart, daughter! Your faith has 
saved you. and from that hour, the woman was saved.”



 monstrous Bodies in Paul’s Letter to the galatians 117

halberstam sees the monster as escaping identity and as the motor that 
makes modern readers want to fix the monstrosity down to one dimen-
sion. When readers can pinpoint the monstrosity to some features, or 
even to a single aspect, of the monster, they are also in the position to 
construct what is truly human in contrast. But, as halberstam says, in its 
refusal to be pinned down to one dimension only, “the monster, in fact, 
is where we come to know ourselves as never-human, as always between 
humanness and monstrosity” (37). The monster exemplifies how all 
identities are constructed (38).

This constructed aspect of both monsters and humans highlights 
another dimension of how monsters function (as in gothic novels such 
as Frankenstein). The monster in Frankenstein lives on the margins and 
breaks boundaries. his dwellings stress how he can only survive on the 
edge of humanity. When the monster and his creator encounter one 
another for the first time again after the creation of the monster, it is in 
the alps, a wilderness that seems outside of time and space. similarly, 
when the creator pursues his creature to the bitter end, he finally glimpses 
the monster at what seems like the end of the world, the southern pole. 
Yet monsters not only roam at the boundaries, in the wilderness; they 
also challenge the limits drawn by human beings. halberstam (1995, 44) 
writes: “in Frankenstein the complexity of the monster—it walks, it talks, 
it demands, it pursues, it rationalizes and shows emotions—confuses the 
politics of purity in which every dirty thing is marked and will pollute if 
not eliminated.” Boundaries concerned with what it means to be physically 
human, to live with others, to show appropriate emotions for each gender 
collapse in Frankenstein’s creation (44).

This crossing of boundaries is perhaps made even clearer in another 
gothic novel, robert Louis stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. 
Hyde (1886). here identity is double and unstable: “each one depends upon 
the hidden presence of the other and each must perform and inscribe the 
doubleness and instability of the identity they share” (halberstam 1995, 
60). monster and human are no longer separated; they belong to the same 
person. Thus halberstam indicates how these works are “narratives that 
produce ideological and interpretive strategies for readers to recognize the 
human and distinguish between human and monster” (56). monsters, by 
breaking boundaries, highlight the same boundaries and discipline read-
ers in seeing what are the appropriate racial, social, familial, sexual and 
gender norms. Beyond the differences between various incarnations of 
the monstrous, “the monster, therefore, by embodying what is not human, 
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produces the human as a discursive effect” (45). The monstrous contrib-
utes to normalization.

With the notions of normalization and disciplining, classic concepts 
and targets for queer critique, we have already moved from the features of 
monsters toward their functions. What do monsters do? of course, each 
monster works differently depending on its story and its setting. When 
stryker (2006, 247) writes her own letter to Frankenstein, reflecting on 
her transsexuality and the response in gay and lesbian communities, she 
presents herself as a monster and insists that “monster” came “to refer to 
living things of anomalous shape or structure, or to fabulous creatures like 
the sphinx who were composed of strikingly incongruous parts, because 
the ancients considered the appearance of such beings to be a sign of some 
impending supernatural events.”2 monsters, then, could, serve a warning 
function. They alert “fellow creatures” that the “seams and sutures” found 
in Frankenstein’s monster and in the transsexual body might well be dis-
covered in every creature (247). in this way, they warn and scare, but they 
do much more. indeed, stryker here connects monsters to creatures more 
familiar to readers of Paul’s letters: “monsters, like angels, functioned as 
messengers and heralds of the extraordinary. They served to announce 
impending revelation, saying, in effect, ‘Pay attention; something of pro-
found importance is happening’ ” (247). monsters are angelic—perhaps 
prophetic—figures requiring, even demanding, greater attention.

in shelley’s Frankenstein, these functions are intensified because the 
monster escapes the control of his master. independently of his master, 
he constructs an identity and a purpose for himself, which “exceeds and 
refutes the purpose of the master” (stryker 2006, 248). as stryker notes, 
Frankenstein’s success in creating a live creature also precisely marks his 
failure; he is unable to control it. halberstam insists that monsters contrib-
ute to normalization, yet, as she also suggests, this process of normalization 
and disciplining can never be total. This approach resonates with Judith 

2. her article appeared first in 1994, in GLQ. she documents the violence expe-
rienced by transsexuals in the gay community at the time. see, for example, stryker 
2006, 245 and 246. one would hope that in twenty or so years, the situation for trans-
gender and transsexual people inside the gay community has improved (the inclusion 
of the t, in the LgBtQ acronym might be a small indication of this evolution). in the 
2016 “marche des fiertés” in Paris, the rights of trans people were the main theme. see 
the poster for the 2016 pride at https://tinyurl.com/sBL0699j. in any case, stryker’s 
point about the function of monsters remains valid.
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Butler’s analysis of the creative and subversive potential of abjection and 
particularly repetition. if the repetition of norms creates spaces where sub-
jects are formed, where we find “bodies that matter,” the repetitions “are 
never simply replicas of the same” (1993, 172). rather, they create spaces 
where other bodies, abject beings, can be produced, “those who are not 
yet ‘subjects,’ but who form the constitutive outside to the domain of the 
subject” (xiii). monsters have the capacity to escape and break the limits 
created by their own masters.3 Frankenstein experiences it painfully.

Butler insists that this process of reiteration and repetition calls into 
question the existence of norms, of the law itself. Law does not exist out-
side or before its repetition. Law is only the reiteration of principles of 
laws, of norms of conduct, that then creates the law and gives it its author-
ity (Butler 1993, xxii–xxiii; see also marchal 2012, 209–27). Butler, of 
course, is building upon michel Foucault’s (1980, 1982, 1990, 1995) con-
ceptualization of power, through his analysis of discourse in particular. 
discourse can have a repressive dimension; it limits what can be said and 
who can speak, and yet it also produces spaces where one can resist. as 
“a multiplicity of force relations” (1990, 93), power is dynamic, circulates 
between people, and can be used to resist power itself.

Queerness exposes this disciplinary process of repetition, the artificial-
ity of the law, and creates spaces to repeat the norms differently. as Joseph 
marchal (2012, 210) notes, queer is not only an identity (and perhaps it 
should never be an identity [see for a discussion Brintnall 2013]), but it 
can be “more of a disposition, a mode of examining the processes that 
cast certain people and practices into categories of normal and abnormal 
and then of interrogating the various effects of such processes.” in their 
ability to exceed and refute the purpose of the master, monsters provide a 
critique of normalization and create spaces of resistance and improvised 
repetition. as halberstam (1995, 27) argues, “the monster always repre-
sents the disruption of categories, the destruction of boundaries, and the 
presence of impurities and so we need monsters.” This need for monsters 
also questions the way we relate to our embodied being. Critique or dis-
gust toward the monstrous implies that we construct a proper way to relate 
to our body, our embodied self. There is an ideal form to which we aspire 

3. For Butler (1993, 169–85), this is what takes place with the term queer, which 
has been reclaimed with a positive signification. This also comes close to homi 
Bhabha’s (1994) understanding of mimicry.
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that the monster challenges. monsters have the potential to question the 
desire for an ideal body.

tracing monstrous Bodies in galatians

While i am not saying that Paul employs characters as obviously and imme-
diately monstrous as Frankenstein’s creature or mr. hyde, i am reading 
galatians with an attention to finding who the monsters are, as halber-
stam, stryker, and Butler help us to think about them. i also want to see 
how these identified monsters in galatians function and for whom they 
are monsters. i suggest one can identify (at least) four types of monstrous 
bodies in galatians, deployed differently according to Paul’s rhetorical 
purpose. indeed, as monsters do, these types burst out of neat category 
boundaries, since circumcised bodies are often imagined as or alongside 
female bodies, Paul’s body is described like a feminized body (though he 
was among the male circumcised), and each of these kinds of bodies were 
among the baptized bodies in Christ.

First, we encounter, throughout the letter, the bodies of those cir-
cumcised and those who are uncircumcised. toward the end of the letter, 
Paul even alludes to the castrated body (gal 5:12). in his discussion of 
circumcision and foreskin, Paul eventually reverses the traditional Jewish 
distinction, which he seems to uphold at the beginning of the letter (2:15) 
and which sees the nations, those with a foreskin, as outside the bounds of 
the covenant. at the end of gal 4, those who make it inside the covenant are 
the Christ believers with a foreskin; those who are perceived as monstrous 
and need to be thrown out in the wilderness are the non-Jewish Christ 
believers who are thinking about circumcision. here those traditionally 
outside of the normative boundaries of god’s people (uncircumcised poly-
theists) gain access to the god of israel. Those uncircumcised bodies who 
are now part of the people of god threaten the boundaries of israel, its 
purity. traditionally perceived as occupying the peripheries of the people 
of god, roaming with the monsters that are kept there, they now move 
to the center of the people of god.4 Paul, and those with whom he is in 
conflict in galatians, must negotiate this move from periphery to center. 
Paul, in insisting that the non-Jews remain uncircumcised, emphasizes the 

4. For an analysis of monsters as threatening god and the order that god estab-
lishes at creation, see angelini 2013.
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non-Jews’ abnormality, their deviance from the norms. Thus he has some 
work to do in the letter in order to make this monstrous insertion of uncir-
cumcised non-Jews into the people of god acceptable and even desirable. 
one of the ways in which he attempts to normalize the monstrous char-
acteristic of his uncircumcised polytheists is through his use of the female 
enslaved body, our second type of monstrous body.

second, inside this broader frame of subject and abject, female, and 
specifically maternal, bodies function in a powerful way to define mon-
strosity. in gal 4:22–31, Paul constructs the body of the slave woman as a 
repellent for those of the nations who would consider becoming circum-
cised. here Paul finds support in the traditional hierarchical organization 
of the roman empire, which would have placed the body of a slave woman 
and her illegitimate offspring on the lowest rung of the social structure. Yet 
in two other places, Paul seems instead to upset this traditional hierarchy: 
when he presents the barren woman as invited to rejoice (4:27) and when 
he refers to himself as a birthing mother (4:19). Who is the monster now?

Third, in an apparent destabilization of patriarchal structures, Paul 
presents himself as both a maternal and an otherwise stigmatized body. 
two chapters after depicting himself as a mother in labor, he points to 
his own branded, stigmatized body (6:17). This can be further associated 
with Paul’s reference to his weakness in gal 4:13, which had the poten-
tial to elicit disgust in those who saw him (4:14). here we come closest 
to an explicit description of Paul’s physical aspect as monstrous: his out-
side appearance has the potential to provoke scorn and contempt, and it 
puts the galatians to the test. i reflect on the way these apparently belit-
tling self-references might function for our understanding of Paul in this 
epistle, especially when these self-references are put in dialogue with pas-
sages that violently attack those who are perceived by Paul as opposing his 
gospel (1:7–10; 2:4, 11–13; 5:12; 6:12–13).

Fourth, and finally, in gal 3:27 Paul talks of those who have been bap-
tized as having clothed themselves in Christ. They are one in Christ (3:28). 
This language is developed more explicitly around the notion of the body 
in 1 Cor 12:12–13: “For just as the body is one and has many members, 
and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with 
Christ. For in the one spirit, we were all baptized into one body—Jews 
or greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to drink of one spirit.”5 

5. i use the nrsV for biblical quotations, sometimes with my own modifications.
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one can wonder what this new hybrid and recreated body is and how 
this body would have functioned for those usually experiencing exclusion 
from a society privileging free, adult males. in terms of the monstrous, 
when unprivileged members of the ancient mediterranean world (slaves, 
females, but also—for Jews—greeks, if one listens to gal 3:28) don Christ, 
they acquire characteristics normally reserved for a specific elite, like free-
dom and masculinity. in this crossdressing, those usually constrained to 
the abject cross the line and enter subject space, where their bodies matter. 
Their integration has the potential of queering the composition of the 
community itself, bringing in “bits and pieces of life and death” (halbers-
tam 1995, 36) and challenging the normativity of the group.

reading for monsters in galatians challenges traditional under-
standings of Paul as the champion of universalism and identifies this 
universalism as geared first and foremost toward free adult males in the 
ancient world. tracing monsters exposes this apparent universalism and 
uses queer interpretations to challenge the normalizing effect of present-
ing some people as monstrous and to reflect on what it would be like to 
occupy the place of the monster in Paul’s letter.

Circumcising Bodies

as Paul reflects in gal 2:15 (“we are Jews by nature, and not sinners from 
among the nations”), Jews often cast the nations as unclean and impure 
because of their moral status (see Fredriksen 2002, 237). Their position 
outside the people of god highlights more clearly the privileges of those 
within the boundaries of the people: the adoption, the glory, the cove-
nants, the giving of the law, the worship, the promises, the patriarchs, and 
the messiah (see rom 9:4–5). nations remain “inherently profane” (Kla-
wans 1995, 292) because they worship idols (Fredriksen 2002, 237). in 
terms of boundaries, their race keeps nations outside of the people of god 
and makes them at best guests in the temple.6

Part of what is at stake with the non-Jews, to whom Paul specifically 
addresses himself (he presents his mission as “bringing the good news of 
the son to the nations”; 1:16), is thus a redrawing of the boundaries of the 
people of god to include the nations. This inclusion signifies a change of 

6. For a discussion of Jewish-polytheist relationships, see Fredriksen 2002; Cohen 
1989; rajak 1992.
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identity for the nations, which means they will no longer so clearly violate 
the limits of the people of god. Before the advent of Christ, the nations 
were perceived as marginal entities outside the boundaries of the people 
of god, abject entities from which Jews had to be separated in order to 
preserve their status as god’s chosen people. Through Christ’s faith and 
obedience, the nations are rendered holy and separate and identified as 
god’s elect. Their previous monstrous essence, which kept them outside 
of the people of god, is erased because Christ shows perfect obedience 
to god on the cross and inaugurates the eschatological age by reconcil-
ing polytheists to god (gal 2:16). all that is asked of them is that they put 
their trust in the figure of Christ (gal 2:16), as they know that for them the 
path to the god of israel is through the eschatological impact of the faith 
of Christ.

still, the nations are not freed from their ethnic belonging and thus 
are not freed from their ethnic monstrosity. on the contrary, it might be 
reinforced by what Paul demands. Paul asks that they turn away from 
polytheistic worship but not abandon their ethnic identity: they remain 
nations, now associated with the promises made to israel, but as nations. 
as Paula Fredriksen (2010, 244) puts it, they are indeed part of the people 
of god, but not of the people of israel. in his inclusion of the non-Jews, 
Paul remains particularistic and maintains ethnic differences within the 
people of god (Johnson hodge 2005, 2007; Fredriksen 2002, 2010). in 
terms of race, the non-Jewish Christ believers in galatia are abnormal. 
They bring something of their previous monstrosity, lived on the periphery 
of the people of god, directly within the chosen people, thus threaten-
ing the purity of the people. at the same time, they could potentially also 
appear monstrous to roman authorities in the province. indeed, if the 
Jews had their own way of participating in the emperor cult (rajak 1984), 
those uncircumcised polytheists who abandoned their ethnic gods would 
also cross religious and cultural boundaries for the romans. if they under-
went circumcision, they would join a recognizable, and recognized, group 
“that participated (via the Jewish community) in the public veneration of 
the emperor” (hardin 2008, 112) and would thus abate the threat of per-
secution from roman authorities, normalizing their status and identity. 
in addition, they would no longer bring their abject nature into the midst 
of the people of god. Through circumcision and thus through ethnic 
assimilation within the people of god, their status would be normalized. 
it would no longer be a case of monstrous periphery suddenly invading 
the center, but it would simply be marginal individuals being assimilated, 
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ritually enculturated, within god’s people, occupying a normal place 
inside the divine economy. This is precisely what Paul rejects (Kahl 2010; 
hardin 2008), to the point that in gal 2:7, Paul even presents himself as 
entrusted with the gospel of the foreskin.7 in terms of the categories of 
monstrosity we have evoked before, Paul’s eschatological polytheists do 
not fit the traditional ethnic demands of the people of god. Their ethnicity 
should keep them on the margins of the people of god, but they have now 
penetrated the boundary and are fitted within the people of god without 
being assimilated to the Jews. What lay outside the boundaries, the abject, 
is now part of the subject space and has access to its privileges. inside the 
subject space, the polytheists can embody the new identity given to them, 
can repeat the norms of being in Christ, but in their repetition, if we follow 
Butler and halberstam, they will modify and change the subject space; 
they might exceed the master’s purpose.8 When the peripheral monsters 
move into the center, they might have the potential to queer the space 
traditionally defined as god’s people. in antiquity—and we see examples 
of this being discussed in other letters in the Pauline corpus—they might 
modify not only the group’s eating habits (1 Cor 8), but perhaps also the 
shape of marriage in the community (1 Cor 7), the right to speak and 
prophesy (1 Cor 11:2–16), and even the relationship between slaves and 
master (Philemon).

The presence of these marginalized expolytheists has an impact on 
the circumcised; in addition, or to be more precise, it has an impact on 
those who would advocate circumcision for the polytheists. The distinc-
tion is important for Pauline scholarship: galatians does not have much 
to say about the role and destiny of israel (the word Israel is used once in 
6:16) or of the Jews as a community (in contrast to rom 9–11).9 The letter 

7. The nrsV translates “gospel for the uncircumcised”; akrobustia literally des-
ignates the foreskin, the prepuce. By extension, those who have a foreskin are the 
uncircumcised. in this expression, though, it seems that Paul plays with the bodily 
dimension associated with circumcision and uncircumcision.

8. one can see that concern in the way in which Paul attends to the sexual immo-
rality he attributes to the polytheists. For Paul, polytheist sexuality, which he con-
structs (accurately or not) in terms of immorality, impurity, prostitution, homosexual-
ity, needs to be erased and replaced with virtues previously inaccessible to polytheists 
(rom 13:12–13; 2 Cor 6:6–7; gal 5:22–23; Phil 4:8–9).

9. Ioudaios is used only four times in galatians, in the context of the discussion 
with Cephas (gal 2:13, 14, 15) and in 3:28 to affirm the uselessness of the distinction 
Jew-greek to enter in the people of god.
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is concerned primarily with those who propose that polytheists should 
be circumcised in order to belong to the people of god, thus eliminating 
(or at least removing) the physical mark of the non-Jews’s monstrosity, 
making them more normal. This group, which is not easily identifiable, is 
strongly criticized by Paul, but it is not israel or the Jews.10 if they are first 
introduced, it seems, as pseudobrothers in gal 2:4 (where they are distin-
guished from the leaders of the community in Jerusalem), they are further 
discussed and criticized in the allegory presented in gal 4:21–31 and at 
the end of the letter, in chapters 5 and 6. The bodies seeking to circumcise 
(themselves or others) are imagined as a specific kind of monstrous female 
body, one that Paul will use to make the monstrosity of the uncircum-
cised Christ believers less repelling. interestingly, Paul can thus embrace a 
certain kind of marginality—symbolized by the uncircumcised, formerly 
polytheist Christ believers—while also constructing his own monsters in 
order to convince his audience of his own position.

maternal Bodies

in the allegory found in gal 4:21–31, one woman is portrayed as frighten-
ing by Paul. This woman is hagar (4:24). she is introduced as the paidiskē 
(4:22), the young female slave with whom abraham had a child accord-
ing to the flesh (4:23). Both indications, slavery and flesh, associate this 
mother of one of abraham’s sons with realities that Paul criticizes in gala-
tians and place hagar firmly on the margins of what is deemed acceptable 
and desirable by Paul. in the previous section (4:1–7), Paul emphasizes 
the contrast between being a slave and being a son (4:7) and affirms the 
identity of free sons of god for his addressees. Flesh is also often criticized 
by Paul. For example, at the beginning of the section where Paul directly 
turns to the galatians (3:1), he reminds them that ending with the flesh 
now would be denying the work of the spirit (3:3). Later, in gal 5 and 6, he 
associates flesh with negative desires and behaviors, paralleling what one 
also finds in rom 8. Thus there would be no positive association with the 
first two attributes—slavery and flesh—describing hagar in gal 4.

The slave girl is then presented as one of the two covenants, the one 
bearing children for slavery (gal 4:24). she is named for the first time. she 

10. J. Louis martyn (1997, 118–20), for instance, calls this group “teachers.” Fredrik-
sen (2002, 256–57) reconstructs their position as “a Jewish mission to the gentiles.”
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is hagar, the present Jerusalem, in slavery with her children (4:25). at the 
end of the allegory she is presented as the one thrown out, with her son, 
the one whose son will not inherit with the son of the free woman (4:30). 
This expulsion of hagar is enacted through a quote of gen 21:10 (LXX), 
which gives it added significance and impact. The destiny of hagar, as the 
slave mother, excluded from the covenant with her slave children, makes 
it clear that those who feel a solidarity with her will not participate in the 
inheritance promised to the sons of god (gal 4:7). in addition, they will 
be returned to the wilderness, the space where monsters are kept, and to 
the margins from where they have just escaped. here too, categories of 
center and periphery play an important role in defining what should be 
considered acceptable or not by Paul’s addressees. one can read the alter-
native created by Paul in the following manner: the non-Jews can remain 
uncircumcised and be nontraditional participants in the people of god, 
potentially perceived as profane by circumcised Jews, or circumcise and 
join the marginal hagar in the wilderness. i imagine that Paul hoped that 
the monstrous aspects of hagar would be sufficient to discourage those 
who might think of getting circumcised. Who are those whom Paul asso-
ciates with hagar? They are those, as Paul indicates at the beginning of the 
analogy (4:21), who want to be under the law, those who want to pursue 
circumcision as a way of being further integrated into the people of god. 
They are, then, those who would compromise their non-Jewish ethnicity 
by becoming Jews. These, Paul insists, far from taking part in the promises 
reserved for the son of the free woman, will share in the destiny of the 
slave girl, hagar, thrown into the desert and excluded from participating 
in the inheritance.

set up by Paul as the monster, hagar is supposed to discourage those 
who might be tempted to regularize their abnormal ethnic status through 
circumcision. as stryker indicates, as a monster, one of her functions is 
to warn and discourage the would-be circumcised. she is the scare figure 
that should dampen the resolution of those who want to avoid persecu-
tion by becoming Jewish. ironically, she is now associated with Jewishness, 
symbolized in the ritual of circumcision, even though she is precisely 
understood as representing the alien, the non-Jew. in Paul’s allegory, it is 
the free woman, the one whose son is born according to the promise, that 
is associated with those who will inherit. This categorization is in keep-
ing with biblical tradition. sarah is the mother of isaac, through whom 
the people of israel will be formed. But she is now also the ancestor of the 
non-Jews, who are taking part in the promises reserved for israel. Faced 
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with this allegory, the galatians can either associate—in a counterintuitive 
move—with sarah and isaac but without practicing circumcision, or they 
can be thrown in the desert with hagar and miss the promises and the 
inheritance. in the allegory set up by Paul, circumcision has the reverse 
effect that it should normally have. Far from associating the circumcised 
with sarah, it connects them with hagar, the alien slave woman thrown in 
the wilderness.

For the galatians, it is better to remain uncircumcised within the 
people of god than follow the monster hagar into the wilderness! Those 
who advocate circumcision are presented as inviting the galatians down 
the path of hagar. hagar—and the path of circumcision—is presented as a 
monster created to discourage non-Jewish Christ believers to circumcise. 
This monster is intended to make the abnormal case of the uncircumcised 
male participant in the people of god more acceptable by associating him 
with the traditional path to membership in the people of god—namely, 
inheritance and genetics. We do not know if this strategy of the scare 
figure was successful for Paul. But we do know that the monster expelled 
in the wilderness by Paul has unleashed a terrible history of reception, det-
rimental to the relationships both between Judaism and Christianity and 
between Christianity and islam (trible and russell 2006).

in addition to being associated with hagar and her descendants, those 
advocating circumcision and those considering circumcision are further 
criticized. immediately following the allegory (and thus confirming the 
identification of hagar with those advocating circumcision [and not with 
israel]), Paul warns those who would let themselves be circumcised that 
they render Christ useless (gal 5:2). in exasperation and, it seems, out 
of reasonably argued explanations, Paul exclaims ten verses later: “i wish 
those who unsettle you would castrate themselves!” (5:12). having con-
nected those advocating circumcision with slavery and flesh, he further 
challenges the masculinity of the pseudobrothers by voicing his desire for 
their castration. The status of those advocating circumcision is moved even 
further from the pole of maleness and thus rendered even less desirable 
for Paul’s male audience.11 This association with lesser males contributes 
to marginalizing the advocates of circumcision, pushing them toward 
periphery and abjection. Finally, in 6:12 and 6:13, Paul accuses those 
who try to compel circumcision of hypocrisy and boasting. They do not 

11. For gender construction in antiquity, see Burrus 2007.
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advocate circumcision out of respect for the law but because they fear per-
secution.12 Furthermore, they themselves do not obey the law (suggesting 
in fact that these pseudobrothers might not even be Jewish); they merely 
want to boast in the flesh of those who would have let themselves be cir-
cumcised. Paul’s construction of his opponents has succeeded in making 
them hypocritical, boastful, and effeminate, and thus less desirable. in this 
construction, the female body, particularly the penetrated slave body of 
hagar, is used to insure the success of Paul’s argumentation.

hagar proves useful in constructing the advocates of circumcision 
in galatians as undesirable, effeminate bodies, rendering them in fact 
monstrous for antiquity. hagar’s body, in antiquity, as the body of a slave, 
subjected to rape by her masters, is characterized by a lack of control and 
passivity. There would be no benefit in associating oneself with this body.13 
in his use, Paul agrees with the ideology surrounding the body of slave 
women in antiquity (see marchal 2012, 221). if one identifies hagar as 
a monster, then one of the effects of Paul’s use of her body is to delineate 
what kind of body is acceptable and recognized in the community: the free, 
male, unpenetrated, and uncircumcised body of those in Christ. Bodies 
that do not correspond to these characteristics are relegated to the margins 
of the community, or even to the wilderness. as marchal writes, any other 
way of thinking about the bodies of those in Christ is “akin to slavery” 
(222). These bodies, however, particularly the female and enslaved bodies, 
as we will see below, might have a way of coming back into the community 
when they are offered a new identity in putting on Christ (gal 3:27).

Paul also presents two other mothers, seemingly in a more positive 
manner. in gal 4:27, through a quote from isa 54:1 (LXX), Paul introduces 
the figure of the childless woman, the desolate woman, who will rejoice 
because her children will be numerous.14 as is already clear from the story 
of sarah and abraham, the hebrew Bible evaluates sterility negatively, a 

12. This fear of persecution accords well with hardin’s 2008 and Kahl’s 2001 
hypothesis that a fear of roman reprisals lies behind the will to circumcise in gala-
tians.

13. elizabeth Castelli (1991, 32) quotes Philo, QE 1.8 as an example of the female 
gender’s undesirability: “For progress is indeed nothing else than the giving up of the 
female gender by changing into the male, since the female gender is material, passive, 
corporeal, and sense-perceptible, while the male is active, rational incorporeal, and 
more akin to mind and thought.”

14. gal 4:27 reads: “For it is written: ‘Rejoice, you childless one, you who bear no 
children, burst into song and shout, you who endure no birth pangs; for the children of the 
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view one also finds in later second temple Jewish literature.15 here Paul, 
following isaiah, reverses the curse experienced by the barren woman, and 
he makes her the better of the two women. marchal (2012, 221) rightly 
notes that this use of the two women reduces them to the maternal and 
to their function as “receptacles for male seed.” in addition, as it opposes 
two paths of access to the god of israel (a covenant marked by the flesh 
and a covenant characterized by the promise), Paul’s allegory also opposes 
the two women and renders any solidarity between them impossible. in 
theory, hagar and sarah have more in common with one another than 
with abraham, and yet the story in both genesis and Paul’s retelling of it 
pits them against one another, to the advantage of the male figure (rein-
hartz and Walfish 2006, 117–20). The retrieval of the desolate body of the 
barren woman is not sufficient to bring the female body back from the 
margins. hagar, as the enslaved, alien woman, is rejected in the wilder-
ness, a wilderness she can escape only (and at this only partially) in the 
history of reception.16 in gal 4, the treatment of hagar reinforces the nor-
mativity of the free male as the correct embodiment of being in Christ, 
thus problematizing Paul’s universalism often deduced from gal 3:28.

Paul’s maternal and stigmatized Body

even Paul’s application of maternal imagery to himself does not quite 
do the trick of making the female body acceptable. The third mother in 
galatians is thus Paul himself: “my little children, whom i am birthing 
again until Christ is formed in you” (4:19). The image of Paul as a birth-
ing mother is startling, at least for readers of the twenty-first century 
informed by gender-critical analyses of the ancient world, where a male 

desolate woman are more numerous than the children of the one who is married.’ ” The 
quotation of isa 54:1 (in italics) corresponds to the LXX text (at least to rahlfs’s edition).

15. For example, Protevangelium of James records anna and Joachim’s despair 
upon not having children (ch. 1 for Joachim’s distress, and chs. 2 and 3 for anna).

16. The history of reception of hagar is a good example of how monstrous bodies 
can signify. she has been represented negatively in Christian usage, as well as by rabbis 
(where she is associated with the dangers of sex with a foreigner) but she has received 
a positive story in muslim reception, and has been used powerfully in womanist inter-
pretations as an ally for the cause of african-american women, showing how the 
monster in this case escapes its master (be it Paul or sarah and abraham). For more 
details, see trible and russell 2006 and, more recently, Kartzow 2013, sherwood 2014, 
and englard 2018.
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embodying female characteristics would move down in the patriarchal 
hierarchy (see mcneel 2014, 169). interpreters argue about whether it 
was indeed so. margaret aymer (2009, 187) sees Paul as embodying the 
roman matron who “cries out against the impiety of her children—who 
owe her their very lives—because they are ‘putting her through childbirth’ 
all over again.” as Jennifer houston mcneel (2014, 166) summarizes, for 
aymer and others (like mcKinnish Bridges 2008) “Paul’s maternal meta-
phors” in the end serve to “reinforce the androcentrism of the letters and 
Paul’s domination of his churches.” mcneel also remarks, however, that 
when one views Paul instead as collaborative, “his maternal metaphors 
can be understood as highly relational, affectionate illustrations of Paul’s 
countercultural views” (169).17 mcneel highlights that this interpretive 
dilemma cannot be solved precisely because images of maternity in Paul 
occupy a middle ground between egalitarian and authoritarian (171). For 
her, they reflect the ambiguous power contained in the cross (171). From 
a perspective informed by Foucault’s understanding of power, Paul’s dis-
course has a repressive dimension; it limits what can be said and what 
can be done, and yet it also produces spaces where one can resist pre-
cisely some of the patriarchal implications of Paul’s disciplining. maternal 
metaphors and the power they carry reflect this understanding of power 
as dynamic, both disciplining and empowering. in this ambiguity, Paul’s 
self-presentation as a pregnant mother, and thus as a transgendered body, 
holds monstrous potential.

For the first century, the maternal body of Paul may or may not have 
been perceived as countercultural. in the male maternal body, transgres-
sion occurs because the male is associated with femininity, and yet the 
maternal body, especially in roman imperial culture, marked the femi-
nine power of upper-class roman women who “became matronae and 
expressed their civil obedience through the act of childbirth” (nelson 
2016, 20). today, as in antiquity, the monstrous maternal body of Paul 
might function in ways that go beyond its disciplining effect, beyond the 
warning it sends to the community whom Paul is controlling. The mater-
nal body creates a potential space of identification for those who do not 
correspond to the normalized male body of antiquity and of the contem-
porary world. one might desire to step into the feminized, pregnant body 

17. she mentions as representatives of the collaborative interpretation of Paul: 
schüz 2007; hooker 1996; ehrensperger 2007. marchal (2012) notes a similar ambigu-
ity in the way the maternal image is interpreted (and in the image itself).
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of Paul and occupy the place of the monster. its use will then go beyond 
Paul’s rhetorical move in embodying motherhood. if one becomes the 
monster that Paul is for but a few moments in the letter, one must think 
of the power and influence afforded to bodies that mainstream occidental 
culture often finds difficult to classify and accept, including trans, drag, 
and intersex people. marchal indicates that occupying the space of the 
monster might give an opportunity to create a new kind of community, 
precisely because of the solidarity experienced in sharing traumatic expe-
riences. he even sees this community of solidarity embodied in the way 
the galatians received Paul’s stigmatized body when he first visited them 
(gal 4:13–14) (marchal 2010, 176). embracing weakness and physical dif-
ference from the norms might be one of the powers afforded to those who 
occupy the space of the monstrous.

Paul indicates that he visited the galatians because of a weakness 
in the flesh (gal 4:13) and that this weakness represented a trial for 
those who welcomed him (4:14). in alluding, even fleetingly, to his own 
monstrosity in his self-presentation, Paul can positively remark on the 
welcome of the community. The members of the community could have 
despised him and even spit him out in disgust (ekptuō), but that is not 
what they did. in addition, Paul’s flirting with monstrosity, when he 
uses terms that evoke physical deformity, allows Paul to reflect on his 
own self-worth, which might explain why the galatians did not reject 
him. in 6:17, he notes that he himself carries the stigmata of Jesus in his 
body. Paul seems to be playing with practices that transform the body, 
whether it be religious tattoos that would identify him as belonging to 
Jesus, reference to the troubles caused by his missions, or slavery marks 
(Betz 1979, 323, 324). This marking of the body could call into ques-
tion Paul’s own explanation of it, making it a mere attempt to rationalize 
something that scripts him as vulnerable and irrational. many insist that 
the monster cannot make sense of its own deformity. The ancient con-
text might go against this explanation: stigmata here identify Paul as 
the one who physically embodies Christ and who can represent him in 
a Christophany, wherein weakness reveals the true nature of the person 
(gal 4:13–14). in his “self-description as a representative of the crucified 
Christ,” Paul is able to show his “worth, his manly pursuits, the scars 
from wounds received in battle” (Betz 1979, 323–24).18 This is not so 

18. Quoting Quintilian, Inst. 6.1.21.
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much humiliation as it is showing off, and his addressees would have 
perceived it as such (323). in contrast to those he opposes, who are pre-
sented as pseudobrothers (gal 2:4), hypocrites (2:11–13), potentially 
castrated (5:12), and ashamed of the cross (6:12), Paul is not afraid of 
wearing Christ on his own skin, thus demonstrating his valor and man-
hood. as a result, Paul reinforces the fact that his own way of embodying 
the gospel is the only one acceptable. he represents masculinity, while 
his adversaries are feminized.

as marchal (2010, 177) points out, the galatians might have 
“negotiat[ed] their communal embodiment differently (as likely indi-
cated by their nonaggressive treatment of the strange visitor [gal 
4:13–14]).” They welcomed Paul as a “messenger of god, like Christ Jesus” 
(gal 4:14), despite his monstrous appearance. Thus they recognized in 
the deformed figure of Paul precisely what Paul says he represents: an 
incarnation of Christ Jesus. one might ask whether this was due, as Paul 
seems to suggest, to his own exceptional value as “apostle not by humans 
or through a human, but through Jesus Christ” (1:1) or due to the gala-
tians’ own interpretation of the message that Paul presented to them—in 
particular, the baptismal formula found in 3:28 and the conviction that 
they are now clothed in Christ (3:27). i suggest that the polyvalence of 
monstrosity makes both explanations possible. The queer body of the 
person wearing Christ now allows for the welcoming of the monster. Yet 
a reflection in terms of monstrosity also opens up another interpreta-
tion: when Paul presents himself as the ideal messenger, the one who 
represents Christ, he can also attribute to himself the angelic qualities of 
some monsters, as stryker has identified them. in that case, Paul would 
appear as a “herald of the extraordinary” (stryker 2006, 247) and alert 
the galatians to the potency of his message and his person. There was 
but one wise choice for this community when confronted with this pow-
erful angelic being: to welcome him, despite his unorthodox, monstrous, 
appearance.

Bodies Clothed in Christ

Paul describes the newly baptized Christ believers as having put on Christ 
in gal 3:27. a similar image is found in 4:19, a verse i already discussed in 
relation to birthing imagery. i highlight the purpose of Paul’s birth pangs: 
to have Christ be morphed in the galatians. here it is as if the body of 
the galatians is transformed in a new form, corresponding to the Christ 
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ideal. in connection with Butler’s reflection on repetitions and norms, 
one touches here on the creative potential of the monstrous body to resist 
norms and use the interstice of repetition to create ways of embodying 
Christ that diverge from the norm established by Paul. indeed, for Paul, to 
get out of childhood (4:1), one must become a male heir (4:6–7). For Paul, 
the normative Christ believer is the free, adult male, described in 4:28–5:1 
(see Punt 2012, 2013, 2014).

Yet putting on Christ opens the possibility to repeat queerly. in light 
of the clothing imagery and the categories in the baptismal formula 
quoted in 3:28, it is hard to resist thinking of the Christ believers as some-
how embodying Christ in drag, sublimating their identity through the 
vestments of Christ, and thus revealing their true essence and identity as 
sons of god, an identity that might not have corresponded to what Paul 
wanted. Jeremy Punt warns against seeing too much space for resistance 
in this alternative embodiment of Christ. Because Paul’s use of family 
language “[replicates] the reigning sociocultural values…, opportunities 
for serious counter-cultural and other deviations from socially accept-
able practice were limited” (Punt 2013, 165). nevertheless, even if the 
actualization of these deviations is historically unlikely, their possibility 
remains. The disciplining and reiteration of the norms with which Paul 
engages indicate that the materialization of the proper Christ body (to 
use Butler’s [1993, xii] language) is never a given: “bodies never quite 
comply with the norms by which their materialization is impelled.” Thus 
there is potential instability, which might turn the norms against them-
selves and produce “rearticulations that call into question the hegemonic 
forces of that very regulatory law” (xii). even the community of baptized 
bodies might function as this new hybrid and recreated body, since it 
mattered to Paul to have a community composed of both Jews and non-
Jews, slaves and free, males and females. Baptism produces a community 
of composite people stitched together. When females, slaves, and chil-
dren put on Christ, the results might have looked different from what 
Paul expected. This cross-dressing of baptized bodies opens up the pos-
sibility—a possibility that Paul (and tradition after him) will want to shut 
down in privileging more traditional-looking communities—of a body 
of Christ in transition, with feminized bodies potentially accessing privi-
leges usually reserved for males. There are traces of these transgender 
bodies, for example, in the story of Thecla, who dresses as a male to start 
her own mission, or in the passion of Perpetua, who becomes male when 
she has a vision of her combat in the arena on the eve of her martyr-
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dom.19 such nonconforming bodies and “moments of slippage” (Castelli 
1991, 49) recall that monsters might arise and question Paul’s disciplining 
power. They warn us not to imagine that we know what Christ-like com-
munities should look like.

to briefly go back to the monstrous categories identified previously, 
cross-dressing and cross-dressed Christ believers now have bodies made 
of different parts, parts that do not necessarily belong together. in terms of 
the ancient world, we find females dressed as male figures, slaves embody-
ing free persons, and polytheists belonging to the people of the god of 
israel. halberstam noted that monsters threaten to decompose into their 
various parts (think of Frankenstein’s monster in particular) and use the 
different components of their identities in ways that can challenge the 
norms. The cross-dressed Christ believers own that same possibility in 
their new identities, and, in embodying Christ in their own way, they 
destabilize the norms upheld by ancient societies. Paul’s efforts in disci-
plining their embodiment of Christ aim at stabilizing the boundaries that 
the galatian Christ believers question.

Queering monsters: Possibilities for Critique and reclamation?

given the potential for a queer embodiment of Christ, this last section 
offers some reflections on what it would mean to occupy the place of the 
monster in Paul’s letter, taking to heart halberstam’s (1995, 27) exhortation: 
“We need to recognize and celebrate our own monstrosities.” Yet it also 
proceeds more ambivalently around the monster as a figure of reclaimed 
perversity, as stryker (2006, 246) did when she explored “the dark power 
of [her] monstrous identity without using it as a weapon against others or 
being wounded by it [herself].” The four overlapping types of monsters i 
trace in galatians could function in a variety of ways: they could celebrate, 
wound, resist, or reveal like other monsters do, like angelic “messengers 
and heralds of the extraordinary” (247).

in their warning function, they might be repulsive precisely because 
they indicate the fragility of constructions of normalcy. if not careful, any 

19. in acts Paul 4.15, Thecla arranges her tunic like a man’s mantle to go find 
Paul. in Pass. Perp. 10.7, Perpetua sees herself becoming a man to fight an egyptian. 
one could also mention the end of gospel of Thomas (logion 114), where Jesus indi-
cates that he will make mary male, making her like male spirits. For gos. Thom. 114, 
making women male guarantees access to the kingdom of heaven.
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human body might well step over the line and find itself on the side of the 
monstrous. to make sure that this does not happen, Paul sets up a high price 
to pay: he threatens the ones who proclaim another good news with anath-
ema (gal 1:8–9) and separation from Christ (gal 5:4), and he underlines 
their hypocrisy (gal 6:13). Precisely this discourse designed to warn and 
scare might be used to underscore the porosity of the boundaries that Paul 
is trying to preserve. The letter to the galatians reflects Paul’s own anxieties 
about nature and flesh, as indicated by the monstrous figures he deploys but 
cannot quite shake. he tries to use monsters to create or maintain bound-
aries, but monsters can subsist on the margins, frequently threatening to 
cross or decompose these boundaries, particularly those around identity.

We do not have the evidence necessary to determine whether the 
galatians might have recognized the artificiality of Paul’s rhetoric to 
circumscribe monsters and humans. today, though, a queered reading 
engaging stryker’s self-identification with the monstrous suggests a few 
possibilities. Where Paul tried to normalize and discipline his audience 
by using hagar as a monstrous symbol for the circumcisers, one can rec-
ognize that these and other monstrous bodies in galatians (including 
other maternal bodies, Paul’s own stigmatized body, and the baptized 
body of the community) escape the control of their masters and refuse 
to be pinned down to any one dimension of these claims to a separate 
and pure identity. indeed, when all of these bodies are stitched together 
in the letter, especially where they already overlap and assemble with each 
other, the community itself, baptized as different bodies into one collective 
body, begins to look monstrous, formed out of a great many things. These 
monsters could just reveal how constructed Pauline and other ancient 
arguments about bodies and communities were.

Critical readings of Paul’s language of grace are thus necessary to 
avoid reproducing a language that ends up excluding hagar, the enslaved, 
alien woman (and others monstrously aligned with her). The presence of 
monsters at the outskirts of biblical texts highlights the need for a critique 
of the Bible’s participation in the creation of a patriarchal society and 
culture. standing next to hagar allows the interpreter to produce a story 
of god standing with the monsters against the dominant readings of the 
white middle and upper class.20 standing in the place of the monsters 

20. see, for example, the use of hagar in womanist readings, Williams 1993. For 
a critical reading of Williams, see harrison 2004.
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shows that the strict boundaries that Paul aims to produce are intended to 
protect the new communities from the monsters. ironically, these strict 
boundaries are needed precisely because society, by trying to defend its 
values, produces the monsters against which one needs to defend one-
self, thus upholding the boundaries that produced the monster in the 
first place.

The monster’s potential lies in the fact that it can make disciplin-
ing strategies explode and threaten boundaries. as stryker (2006, 253) 
indicates, “transgender rage furnishes a means for disidentification with 
compulsorily assigned subject positions…. Through the operation of 
rage, the stigma itself becomes the source of transformative power.” once 
the monster has done the hard work “of constituting [itself] on [its] own 
terms, against the natural order,” the monster is no longer indebted to its 
master and is free to transform the world (254). halberstam (1998, 59), 
however, underscores that occupying the space of the monster can be a 
dangerous and hurtful strategy, especially outside of theoretical and aca-
demic approaches. There is a risk—especially for white, heterosexual, 
cisgender, able persons—of idealizing and romanticizing the position of 
the monster and continuing to function with the assumption that mon-
sters are the other, that they can in some ways be fixed or saved through 
faith. miracle stories in the new testament exemplify this position. They 
present Jesus as fixing and healing sick and disabled bodies, setting up a 
strong preference for able and healthy bodies (for example, mark 5:25–34 
and 10:46–52, where faith leads to salvation after Jesus’s healing act; mark 
2:17 // matt 9:12 // Luke 5:31, the logion about Jesus as physician coming 
to call the sinners; and mark 2:1–12 // matt 9:1–8 // Luke 5:17–26, where 
healing and pardon of sins are closely connected). This preference is also 
found in the Levitical instructions preventing anyone with a defect from 
serving as a priest (Lev 21:17–23; see solevåg 2016, 92). Perhaps one can 
question this desire for health and ideal forms of embodiment and use 
Paul’s disabled and stigmatized body as an entry way to problematize our 
relationship to an ideal body.

to idealize the theological potential of monsters is treacherous. one 
cannot claim to speak for those experiencing otherness or marginaliza-
tion. Perhaps all i can do is problematize the notion of the ideal body 
and reflect upon ways that allow me to see all forms of embodiment as 
“transmogrifications,” within a “process of (un)becoming strange and/or 
grotesque, of (un)becoming other” (sullivan 2006, 561). i can become the 
other as well. The stigmatized body of Paul, as well as the body of the 
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Christ believer in drag, might invite us to step out of the binary process 
that associates the making of humans with the making of monsters. These 
bodies, as well as the broken body of Christ on the cross, question the 
notion of the ideal, able body. Who can tell what the body of the Christ 
believer clothed in Christ should look like? The body could be an androg-
ynous, transgender, cross-dressed body, with practices that “cross over, 
cut across, move between, or otherwise queer socially constructed sex/
gender boundaries” (stryker 2006, 254, n. 2). monsters question the belief 
in the possibility of inhabiting one’s body without tensions and difficulties. 
monsters underline the distance and foreignness one might experience 
toward one’s body and render one particularly attentive to the “(im)pos-
sibility of such an ideal form of embodied being” (sullivan 2006, 555). 
monsters expose this desire for the utopian body, and they thus might 
reduce the distance between what is qualified as valid or invalid bodies, 
normal or abnormal bodies.

With stryker and halberstam, through the approaches of Butler and 
Foucault, we could come to see monsters not only as figures of reclaimed 
perversity but also as figures that critique normalizing arguments about 
nature and flesh, identity and community. monsters remind us of the dan-
gers associated with the creation of norms and of the need to acknowledge 
and critique the frailty of the boundaries that we keep building and eras-
ing. in galatians, the community accepted the deformed, maternal, and 
stigmatized body of Paul “like an angel” (4:14). monsters, these “heralds 
of the extraordinary” (stryker 2006, 247), encourage us to work toward 
stitched-up communities that skillfully disassemble and reassemble vari-
ous bits of the identities that Paul desperately seeks to bound together. as 
“patron saints of our blissful imperfection,” monsters have the potential to 
liberate us from knowing what perfect communities should look like and 
how they should function.21 They revel in the decomposition of identity 
and stand as ambiguous and even queer figures of reclamation and cri-
tique, to which we should attend in our community building and in our 
reading of biblical texts.

21. Quote from guillermo del toro’s acceptance speech for Best director at the 
2018 golden globes (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ykv23hpruCo).



138 nicolet

Works Cited

angelini, anna. 2013. “méthodes taxinomiques comparées: dan sperber 
et mary douglas à propos des animaux hors catégorie.” Yod 18:http://
yod.revues.org/1834.

aymer, margaret. 2009. “ ‘mother Knows Best’: The story of Paul revis-
ited.” Pages 187–98 in Mother Goose, Mother Jones, Mommie Dearest: 
Biblical Mothers and Their Children. edited by Cheryl a. Kirk-duggan 
and tina Pippin. semeiast 61. atlanta: society of Biblical Literature.

Betz, hans dieter. 1979. Galatians: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the 
Churches in Galatia. hermeneia. Philadelphia: Fortress.

Bhabha, homi. 1994. The Location of Culture. London: routledge.
Brintnall, Kent L. 2013. “Queer studies and religion.” CRR 1:51–61.
Burrus, Virginia. 2007. “mapping as metamorphosis: initial reflections 

on gender and ancient religious discourses.” Pages 1–10 in Map-
ping Gender in Ancient Religious Discourse. edited by todd Penner 
and Caroline Vander stichele. Leiden: Brill.

Butler, Judith. 1993. Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex.” 
London: routledge.

Castelli, elizabeth. 1991. “ ‘i Will make mary male’: Pieties of the Body 
and gender transformation of Christian Women in Late antiquity.” 
Pages 29–49 in Bodyguards: The Cultural Politics of Gender Ambiguity. 
edited by Julia epstein and Kristina straub. London: routledge.

Cohen, shaye J. d. 1989. “Crossing the Boundary and Becoming a Jew.” 
HTR 82:13–33.

ehrensperger, Kathy. 2007. Paul and the Dynamics of Power: Communica-
tion and Interaction in the Early Christ-Movement. Lnts 325. London: 
t&t Clark.

englard, Yaffa. 2018. “The expulsion of hagar.” RelArts 22:261–93.
Foucault, michel. 1980. “two Lectures.” Pages 78–108 in Power/Knowl-

edge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972–1977. edited by 
Colin gordon. new York: Pantheon.

———. 1982. “The discourse on Language.” Pages 215–37 in The Arche-
ology of Knowledge. translated by alan sheridan smith. new York: 
Pantheon.

———. 1990. An Introduction. Vol. 1 of History of Sexuality. translated by 
robert hurley. repr. ed. new York: Vintage.

———. 1995. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. translated by 
alan sheridan smith. repr. ed. 1995. new York: Vintage.



 monstrous Bodies in Paul’s Letter to the galatians 139

Fredriksen, Paula. 2002. “Judaism, Circumcision, and apocalyptic hope: 
another Look at galatians 1 and 2.” Pages 235–60 in The Galatians 
Debate: Contemporary Issues in Rhetorical and Historical Interpreta-
tion. edited by mark d. nanos. Peabody, ma: hendrickson.

———. 2010. “Judaizing the nations: The ritual demands of Paul’s gospel.” 
NTS 56:232–52.

halberstam, Judith. 1995. Skin Shows: Gothic Horror and the Technology of 
Monsters. durham: duke university Press.

———. 1998. “Between Butches.” Pages 57–66 in Butch/Femme: Inside Les-
bian Gender. edited by sally munt. London: Cassel.

hardin, Justin K. 2008. Galatians and the Imperial Cult: A Critical Analy-
sis of the First-Century Social Context of Paul’s Letter. Wunt 2.237. 
tübingen: mohr siebeck.

harrison, renee K. 2004. “ ‘hagar ain’t Workin,’ gimme me Celie’: a her-
meneutic of rejection and a risk of re-appropriation.” USQR 58.3–
4:38–55.

hooker, morna d. 1996. “a Partner in the gospel: Paul’s understanding 
of his ministry.” Pages 83–100 in Theology and Ethics in Paul and His 
Interpreters: Essays in Honor of Victor Furnish. edited by eugene h. 
Lovering Jr. and Jerry sumney. nashville: abingdon.

Johnson hodge, Caroline. 2005. “apostle to the gentiles: Constructions of 
Paul’s identity.” BibInt 13:270–88.

———. 2007. If Sons, Then Heirs: A Study of Kinship and Ethnicity in the 
Letters of Paul. new York: oxford university Press.

Kahl, Brigitte. 2010. Galatians Re-imagined: Reading with the Eyes of the 
Vanquished. PCC. minneapolis: Fortress.

Kartzow, marianne Bjelland. 2013. “on naming and Blaming: hagar’s 
god-talk in Jewish and early Christian sources.” Pages 97–119 in In 
the Arms of Biblical Women. edited by mishael m. Caspi and John t. 
greene. Piscataway: gorgias.

Klawans, Jonathan. 1995. “notions of gentile impurity in ancient Juda-
ism.” AJSR 20:285–312.

marchal, Joseph a. 2010. “Bodies Bound for Circumcision and Baptism: 
an intersex Critique and the interpretation of galatians.” ThS 16:163–
82.

———. 2012. “Queer approaches: improper relations with Pauline Let-
ters.” Pages 209–27 in Studying Paul’s Letters: Contemporary Perspec-
tives and Methods. edited by Joseph a. marchal. minneapolis: For-
tress.



140 nicolet

martyn, J. Louis. 1997. Galatians. A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary. aB 33a. new York: doubleday.

mcKinnish Bridges, Linda. 2008. 1 and 2 Thessalonians. macon: smyth & 
helwys.

mcneel, Jennifer houston. 2014. Paul as Infant and Nursing Mother: Meta-
phor, Rhetoric, and Identity in 1 Thessalonians 2:5–8. eCL 12. atlanta: 
sBL Press.

nelson, Brooke. 2016. “a mother’s martyrdom: elite Christian mother-
hood and the Martyrdom of Domnina.” JFSR 32:11–26.

Punt, Jeremy. 2012. “He Is Heavy … He’s My Brother: unravelling Frater-
nity in Paul (galatians).” Neot 46:153–71.

———. 2013. “Pauline Brotherhood, gender and slavery.” Neot 47:149–69.
———. 2014. “masculinity and Lineage in the new testament in roman 

times.” Neot 48:303–23.
Quintilian. Quintilian II: Books IV–VI. translated by h. e. Butler. LCL. 

Cambridge: harvard university Press, 1966.
rajak, tessa. 1984. “Was There a roman Charter for the Jews?” JRS 

74:107–23.
———. 1992. “The Jewish Community and its Boundaries.” Pages 9–28 in 

The Jews among Pagans and Christians in the Roman Empire. edited by 
Judith Lieu, John north, and tessa rajak. London: routledge.

reinhartz, adele, and miriam-simma Walfish. 2006. “Conflict and Coex-
istence in Jewish interpretation.” Pages 101–25 in Hagar, Sarah, and 
Their Children: Jewish, Christian, and Muslim Perspectives. edited 
by Phyllis trible and Letty m. russell. Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox.

schüz, John howard. 2007. Paul and the Anatomy of Apostolic Authority. 
sntsms 26. Louisville: Westminster John Knox.

sherwood, Yvonne. 2014. “hagar and ishmael. The reception of expul-
sion.” Int 68:286–304.

solevåg, anna rebecca. 2016. “no nuts? no Problem! disability, stigma, 
and the Baptized eunuch in acts 8:26–40.” BibInt 24:81–99.

stryker, susan. 2006. “my Words to Victor Frankenstein above the Village 
of Chamounix [sic]: Performing transgender rage.” Pages 244–56 in 
The Transgender Studies Reader. edited by susan stryker and stephen 
Whittle. new York: routledge.

sullivan, nikki. 2006. “transmogrification: (un)becoming other(s).” 
Pages 552–64 in The Transgender Studies Reader. edited by susan 
stryker and stephen Whittle. new York: routledge.



 monstrous Bodies in Paul’s Letter to the galatians 141

trible, Phyllis, and Letty m. russell eds. 2006. Hagar, Sarah, and Their 
Children: Jewish, Christian, and Muslim Perspectives. Louisville: West-
minster John Knox.

Williams, delores s. 1993. Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Wom-
anist God-Talk. maryknoll, nY: orbis.





a Little Porneia Leavens the Whole: 
Queer(ing) Limits of Community in 1 Corinthians 5

midori e. hartman

This is one side of the story: the ekklēsia (Christ community) at Corinth 
has a recurring habit of courting porneia (sexual immorality).1 The com-
munity’s members were once ta ethnē (the nations) of a cosmopolitan city 
famed for its embrace of the cult of aphrodite and its associated sexual 
practices.2 in following Christ, they supposedly gave up the primacy of 

i extend my gratitude to the following people, without whom this essay could not 
have been realized in its present state: melanie Johnson-deBaufre for her pedagogy 
and support in the course from which the first version of this essay originated; ste-
phen d. moore for his help with further developing the material several years later; 
tat-siong Benny Liew for his response paper feedback on an earlier version of this 
essay presented at the 2016 annual meeting of the society of Biblical Literature, espe-
cially for his push for more attention to race and ethnicity; steed V. davidson for his 
editorial insights and changes; and, finally, Joseph a. marchal for his invitation to the 
“Queering Pauline epistles and interpretations” panel at the 2016 annual meeting of 
the society of Biblical Literature and this volume, as well as for his help with the revi-
sion process. any infelicities are mine and mine alone. all translations come from the 
nrsV and the JsB unless otherwise noted.

1. The nrsV translates ekklēsia as “the church,” which has distinctly established 
Christian connotations for a community that is still undergoing processes of self-
definition and does not call to mind the term’s root notions of public “assembly” or 
“congregation.” i offer “Christ community” above as a means of both attending to the 
root of the term and acknowledging their focus on Christ. There are, however, more 
radically inclusive translations that highlight the democratic potential behind ekklēsia, 
for example elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza’s (2016) “congress of wo/men.”

2. i translate ta ethnē as “the nations” instead of the nrsV’s “pagans” for two 
reasons: it subverts the connotations of the latter translation, and “the nations” better 
aligns the conversation with the topic of ethnicity. here i acknowledge that modern 
associations of the nation-state may affect how the translation “the nations” for ta 

-143 -



144 hartman

that cosmopolitan identity and its standards in exchange for becoming 
members of the corporate body of Christ. This transfer was made possible 
only at a great price—Christ’s own crucifixion—which requires a present 
obligation to intracommunal policing in order to keep the ekklēsia pure by 
keeping porneia out. First Corinthians 5 reveals the failure of this commu-
nal obligation in allowing an unorthodox relationship of a son taking up 
with his father’s gynē (“woman”), which makes him and the relationship 
ponēros (“wicked”). Chastisement and correction toward a purified unity 
are the necessary cure to prevent divine wrath; the history of israel speaks 
to the imminence of this truth.

This could be the other side of that story: the ekklēsia at Corinth is 
not unified over what it means to live their new lives in Christ, especially 
when it comes to membership limits and behavior. The issue stems from 
the fact that one of their guides is an absent-yet-present figure, one who 
has a particular preoccupation with what he says is porneia, but he is not 
so forthcoming with the details about what that exactly means (gaca 2003, 
120). First Corinthians 5 reveals a conflict of interpretation over what lib-
eration from one’s past can mean when it comes to sexual expression. if 
the community has been invited to imagine themselves as no longer ta 
ethnē, could that also mean that they are no longer beholden to that old 
identity’s morality? Perhaps some envision true liberation from the world 
as a queer embrace of the opposite of the status quo, as seen in the reported 
relationship between the son and the woman. What could a rejection of 
normative paradigms of propriety mean for a people who are invited to 
reject the world that taught them such paradigms? What are the limits of 
community here?

a queer reading of Paul’s rhetoric of intracommunal policing in 1 Cor 
5 provides the chance to explore the radical possibility of the ekklēsia’s 
interpretation of the Christ message. While Paul’s interests and anxieties 
drive the first perspective above, this essay embraces the second perspec-
tive, which considers queer possibilities for imagining what a new life in 

ethne is received and that these associations do not correspond to the first-century 
Ce conceptualization of ta ethnē. i understand ta ethnē as functioning in exclusionary 
terms within the new testament context, namely, as a collective noun for those who 
are not Jewish or part of the Christ community, i.e., gentiles (LsJ, s.v. “ἔθνος,” 2b). i also 
use “greco-roman society/context” as an approximate synonym within this essay, 
which is a sign of the extremely broad function that it serves for Paul in his naming of 
the specific nature and obligations of the Christ community.
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Christ means, even willfully against Paul. as i suggest that we read it, the 
racial-ethnic reasoning of being ex-ethnē opens up the interpretive space 
to embrace new ways of being and relating to others that could involve 
what wider society considered porneia, as witnessed in the tolerance of the 
ponēros relationship. This is contrary to Paul’s imperative that the commu-
nity should consider its gift of a new identity as making them accountable 
to an ethic of purification out of obligation to Christ’s crucifixion. in 1 Cor 
5, Paul justifies his ethic of purification by inviting the community to 
imagine its present role in history as mirroring the history of israel that 
has been ritualized in the language of festivals marking liberation (the 
Feast of unleavened Bread and Passover).

This essay, then, is a queer reading of the intersection(s) of animality, 
sexuality, and racial-ethnic logic that Paul introduces in his exhortation 
to communal self-policing against porneia in 1 Cor 5. i argue that the 
community’s division over the ponēros relationship and Paul’s command 
to excise the man like yeast (zumē) reveals rather than suppresses the 
embedded potentiality of porneia within the multiplicity that is the body 
of Christ. although Paul justifies communal self-policing by connecting 
it to the Christ event in the language of paschal sacrifice (5:7b), his invo-
cation to imagine porneia elimination in the terms of ritual purification 
language also introduces its inability to be (completely) erased. Porneia, 
in its sense as an ambiguous and anti–status quo possibility, animates the 
community’s imagination of what being ex-ethnē can mean, including a 
potential embrace of what the ethnē would reject.

Queer theory at the intersection(s) of  
animality, sexuality, and racial-ethnic Logic

to queer is to “disrupt heteronormative knowledges and institutions, and 
the subjectivities and socialities that are (in)formed by them and that (in)
form them” (sullivan 2003, v). important in this definition is the emphasis 
on the critique of normative knowledges and institutions. When we con-
sider what this means for the study of Paul as a figure entangled in empire, 
marchal (2012, 210) reminds us to lean into queer as a verb, in which we can 
challenge “an arrangement of power and privilege, or … interpret queerly 
by attending to certain dynamics.” in the case of 1 Corinthians, Paul’s exhor-
tation of the ekklēsia to keep the communal body of Christ pure appears to 
strive for a queer resistance to the status quo of imperial life by challenging 
dominant systems of relationships and values. Consider, for example, Paul’s 
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support of nonnormative behavior such as celibacy (1 Cor 7:1, 7–8, 25–26, 
29) or his subversion of social mores in favor of addressing the needs of the 
“weak” versus the desires of the “strong” (1 Cor 8).

if, however, queering invites the (self-)questioning of the deep and 
unspoken presuppositions about what is normal, then Paul’s rhetoric 
misses much of the mark when it comes to addressing sexuality and gender 
performance.3 This is because his perspective on sexual relationships rein-
scribes the power and privilege of normative marriage as established by 
roman standards, if the requirements of chastity cannot be met (see 1 Cor 
7:2–5, 9–16, 36–40). This invites the question of who is left out of such 
paradigms and who stands the most to benefit from their exclusion.

race and animality can help us address the exclusions of the queer. 
as a range of queer of color scholarship has highlighted (Ferguson 2004; 
somerville 2000; muñoz 1999), claims of sexual and gender difference 
have long been deployed to pathologize and police racially minoritized 
groups. as Cathy J. Cohen’s (1997) critique of the frameworks used for 
queer theory has stressed, the radical potential of queer’s interrogation of 
normativity can be met when it grapples with the ways that marginalized 
people, including african americans, have been cast as pathologically 
estranged from proper kinship and marriage practices. one clear lesson 
from these exclusions and omissions is that for queer approaches to be 
queer, they must be intersectional.

animality studies resonates with and elaborates on these intersec-
tional aims. as matthew Calarco frames it:

much like the critique of essentialism in feminism, queer theory, and race 
studies, theorists in animal studies seek to track the ways in which the 
concept of “animality” [i.e., the being of animals] functions to demarcate 
humans clearly from animals and establish homogeneities among what 
appear to be radically different forms of animal life. (2008, 2–3)

as a theoretical lens, animality forces us to confront the nonhuman other 
that troubles our normative anthropocentric perspectives and presump-
tions of rationality-based subjecthood in the world.4 in bringing together 
the queer and the nonhuman, we can ask, with dana Luciano and mel Chen 

3. For critique of Paul’s rhetoric concerning gender performance in 1 Corinthi-
ans, see Wire 1990 and townsley 2017.

4. influential works include derrida 2002 and haraway 2008. For examples of 
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(2015, 186), “has the queer ever been human?” in other words, how does 
the queer problematize normative demands to perform a certain kind of 
humanity? as a result, Chen (2012, 11) stresses that “ ‘queer’ refers, as might 
be expected, to exceptions to the conventional ordering of sex, reproduc-
tion, and intimacy, though it at times also refers to animacy’s veering-away 
from dominant ontologies and the normativities they promulgate.”

in considering this, we ought to remember that there are subtle ways 
that animality can be used to assert both the human and the normative. 
take, for example, the fact that animalized language is used to dehuman-
ize minorities out of their humanity, or that we uncritically accept and 
apply heteronormative gender and reproductive narratives of humans to 
animals.5 animality becomes referential to the human, either as a lack of 
humanity or mimicry of its normative standards. This is seen most strongly 
in how dehumanization and minoritization become one and the same 
through an ethos of speciesism, which reinscribes the system of exclusion 
and oppression by forcing people to argue for their humanity (see Peter-
son 2013). There remains a hierarchy to who/what can claim to be the 
most normative, thus most human. as seen in Paul’s use of the nonhuman 
in 1 Cor 5, animality is used to demarcate certain people from the com-
munity within an ethnoracial logic of boundary making and maintenance.

animality and racism intersect at the point at which the dehuman-
ization of people is justified through a logic of speciesism—namely, our 
treatment of animals as wholly other to us. in treating certain people—for 
example, slaves—as unequal in their humanity to others, this abuse creates 
a resonance with our treatment of animals, a point that marjorie spiegel 
(1983) calls “the dreaded comparison.” We avoid confronting the similari-
ties between the abuse of animals and the abuse of certain people because of 
the intense dissonance it causes within us; to acknowledge it would demand 
that we confront our justification of systematic abuse of other beings, both 
in the past and in the present.6 attempts to resist such dehumanization 

the intersection between animality and biblical studies, see moore and Kearns 2014; 
Koosed 2014; stone 2016a, 2016b; moore 2017.

5. on such interconnection(s) between animality, race, and/or gender, see har-
away 1990; Birke 1995; elder, Wolch, and emel 1998; Peterson 2013; and Kim 2015.

6. alexander g. Weheliye (2014, 10–11) raises an excellent critique to this point 
in showing how scholars replicate a particular pattern: often, they do not explain how 
it comes to be that blackness and chattel slavery have become connected, why the 
desire to claim human freedom necessarily leads to the dehumanization of nonhuman 
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through an insistence on humanity “can only reinscribe the speciesist logic 
that initiates their exclusion” in the first place (Peterson 2013, 2).

demanding one’s humanity does not change a social system that pri-
oritizes certain human groups and attributes over others. The demand of 
the individual on behalf of (a) community must become a critique of the 
larger system’s categories that uphold its biopolitics. This includes paying 
attention to how value-imbued notions of ethnicity and race are wielded 
to categorize beings as “full humans, not-quite-humans, and nonhumans,” 
as seen in alexander g. Weheliye’s (2014, 3) theory of categorization via 
“racializing assemblages” and achille mbembe’s (2017) theory of how the 
creation of blackness as a racial category equates with the nonhuman in 
the logistics of exclusion. These insights help us to consider the ways in 
which certain people can be made nonhuman through communal rejec-
tion of their subjectivity and how using fear about being drawn into the 
web of exclusion concretizes communal boundaries.7

This relationship between racial-ethnic exclusion, sexual immorality, 
and the creaturely is present in 1 Cor 5, especially in how Paul invites the 
Corinthians to imagine themselves as inhabiting a new corporate identity. 
his choice to use the ethnē to shame the ekklēsia is a form of self-definition 
that denise Kimber Buell (2005, ix) calls “ethnic reasoning,” in which a 
group may conceptualize their identity through comparison and contrast 
with large corporate collectives. The Corinthian ekklēsia is populated by 
members who were once ta ethnē; they were supposed to renounce their 

others, or why black subjects “must bear the burden of representing the final frontier 
of speciesism.”

7. as illustrations of the stakes of this threat, recent films such as Get Out (2017), 
Advantageous (2015), and Transfer (2010) invite us to think about the commodifica-
tion of black and other minoritized bodies as upgrades for dying or old bodies of the 
elite, which signifies the decimation of nonwhite personhood within a system that 
already marginalizes postslavery blackness, refugees, and other minorities. While 
these films are pointing to the racist and capitalist system that commodifies the same 
bodies it rejects from equality, they also invite us to consider how certain people can 
be made nonhuman through a communal rejection of their subjectivity. in 1 Cor 5, 
Paul demands that the son (the ponēros) be sent to his own “sunken place” (cf. the 
void where the conscious souls of black people are put when their bodies are taken 
in Get Out) outside of the ekklēsia, as he is no longer truly part of ta ethnē; neverthe-
less, if the community follows Paul’s command, he has served as an embodiment of 
the kind of porneia that can no longer be tolerated, a kind of teachable moment for 
the community.
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cosmopolitan identity in exchange for the benefits of being in the ekklēsia. 
Paul reminds them of this fact in 1 Cor 12:2: “You know that when you 
were ethnē, you were enticed and led astray to idols that could not speak.” 
as Cavan W.  Concannon (2014, xi) puts it:

The ethnē, constructed in Paul’s rhetoric as people characterized by 
idolatry, have become not-ethnē by changing their cultic practice. Paul’s 
reasoning assumes a connection between cultic practice and ethnic 
identity: to change one’s cultic practices and allegiances is also a means 
of changing one’s ethnicity, becoming no longer ethnē but now some-
thing else.

in terms of Paul’s ethnic reasoning, the ekklēsia is different from the 
ethnē, but the community has somehow become “worse” than before 
they received this new identity because they allowed a relationship that is 
beyond the pale for roman social and legal norms (1 Cor 5). We can see 
the rhetorical extension of this logic with tat-siong Benny Liew (2008, 
93), who observes that “Paul’s ‘reversed condemnation’ of the Corinthi-
ans makes him, though a diasporic and colonized Jew, come across as 
more greco-roman than the greco-romans when it comes to matters of 
sexual ‘purity.’ ”

This present reading of Paul’s call to sexual purity against porneia sug-
gests that the Corinthian embrace of the ex-ethnē identity became a queer 
interpretation beyond Paul’s imagination of what “new lives in Christ” 
could be. Paul’s use of biblical precedent and rituals of Jewish history to 
justify his exclusion of the man uses animality in such a way that it reveals 
the inability to completely erase the potentiality of porneia.

Porneia: new Lives in Christ

it is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of 
a kind that is not found even among the nations; for a man is living with 
his father’s woman. and you are arrogant! should you not rather have 
mourned, so that he who has done this would have been removed from 
among you?

—1 Cor 5:1–2 (nrsV, modified)

according to Paul, those within the ekklēsia who support the son who 
takes up relations with his father’s “woman” introduce a problem of dis-
cord in the community by allowing porneia. The man is a ponēros, one 
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of the pornoi (the sexually immoral) that Paul has warned them not to 
allow within their own community (5:9–11). Paul frames the communi-
ty’s allowance of the man as an act of arrogance and pride, since it defies 
biblical and legal prohibitions against adultery and incest.8 The unnamed 
woman is not the son’s biological mother and we have no account of the 
father’s position on the relationship, although by roman legal standards, 
his property rights were being infringed.9 if the family was elite, perhaps 
this relationship reflects Pauline concerns over the strong being stum-
bling blocks for the weak in the community, similar to the letter’s concerns 
about the pride of eating habits (see 1 Cor 8).10

8. see deut 22:22, “if a man is found lying with another man’s wife, both of 
them—the man and the woman with whom he lay—shall die. Thus you will sweep 
away the evil from israel,” and 23:1, “no man shall marry his father’s former wife, so as 
to remove his father’s garment.” according to roman law, this relationship was pros-
ecutable because it constituted adultery and incest, the seriousness depending upon 
whether the father was alive or not. richard a. horsley (1998, 78) presumes that the 
father is dead. given, however, that the relationship would have been legally permis-
sible if the father had been dead, Paul’s point that this relationship was extreme even 
for the ethnē implies that the father is most likely alive (Winter 2001, 46–49). We can 
presume Paul’s use of gynaika (gynē) and not mētēr means that she was not the man’s 
biological mother, yet this still would have been considered incest by roman legal 
standards (Winter 2001, 49). C. h. talbert (1987, 19) attributes Paul’s problem with 
the relationship to the fact that allowing incest would offend the wider world to the 
point of preventing their possible salvation.

9. note that while Paul is invested in promoting the settling of intracommunal 
problems within the community itself (see 1 Cor 5:9–13; 6:1–8), from a legal stand-
point, involved parties were still held accountable to roman law. take, for example, 
the father, who could be charged with pimping if he chose not to divorce his wife 
and prosecute her, as adultery became a public offense with the Lex Iulia of augustus 
(edwards 1993, 39).

10. given the number of high-status individuals that Paul could convert in 
Corinth—which was a problem, as seen through the examples of unequal eating prac-
tices in the community (1 Cor 8)—there is a chance that the status of the men of 1 
Cor 5 contributes to this issue of power and the privileges of high versus low status, 
as Paul consistently emphasized that the strong had to model good behavior for the 
weak (see 1 Cor 8, 10). more informative for this issue of intracommunal conflict may 
be the woman’s status, as she appears to be the object of contest between the rights 
of the father versus the rights of the son in the community’s eyes. scholars presume 
that she is an outsider to the community because there is no command to exile her, as 
exists for the son, which would be the roman punishment for adultery in this period, 
along with loss of citizenship and property. see horsley 1998, 79; Winter 2001, 46, 52; 
rosner 1994, 61 n. 4.
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While we cannot know the details, one thing is clear: some in the 
community felt that this relationship was not the appropriate way to live 
their new lives in Christ as a community, and Paul agrees by stating that 
it is an act of porneia beyond the pale, even for greco-roman society 
itself (the ethnē). This marks the community as less than that which they 
were supposed to be transcending: their past as the ethnē. Thus, to Paul, 
it is an affront to the divine gift to include them within god’s people, as 
suggested by the language of a unified and hierarchal body of Christ (see 
1 Cor 12).

We can unpack why Paul chose to frame the ponēros relationship as 
a communal threat. Kathy L. gaca (2003, 119–20) has shown that the 
attention that the Pentateuch and Paul give to forbidden sexual activity 
is marked by how it directs god’s people away from full devotion to god, 
in comparison with “permissible sexual conduct [that] shows strict devo-
tion.” moreover, the threat is more than the individual’s act of misconduct: 
allowing individuals who engage in actions that amount to rebellion 
against god’s will bring about divine abandonment or destruction of the 
community (127). here we may read Paul’s quotation of an injunction to 
expel the ponēros—“drive out the ponēros from among you” (1 Cor 5:13b; 
see also deut 13:5; 17:7)—as such a warning. But because this is not the 
first time that Paul has had to warn the ekklēsia about porneia (1 Cor 5:9), 
it seems that the community does not have the same sense of apocalypti-
cally driven moral threat that compels Paul, which causes him to bring his 
argument back to biblical language and imagery (albeit perfunctorily brief 
in nature).

against Paul, we may ask how his language presumes malignant intent 
in the community’s behavior because it challenges his own interpretation 
of how to live new lives in Christ. his reading of the reported situation: the 
couple’s relationship signals a sexual immorality that is not even approved 
by Paul’s foil for the ekklēsia, the ethnē, about which some in the community 
seem to be overly boastful (5:1–2). as a setup to an ethnoracial argument 
of exclusion, we can see that the ponēros in this reading represents “the 
constitution of the other not as similar to oneself but as a menacing object 
from which one must be protected or escape, or which must simply be 
destroyed if it cannot be subdued” (mbembe 2017, 10).11 Liew (2008, 79) 

11. Paul’s focus on the deviance and threat of the ponēros son fits with other roman 
discourses on sex, which skinner (1997, 5) notes are “engrossed with departures from 
established norms, chiefly because they employ putative anomalies in gender role and 
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offers that the gentile Corinthian community’s anxiety over their conver-
sion and new status in the world would have given them incentive to “try 
to separate religious affiliation from racial/ethnic filiation,” as embodied in 
Paul’s own “stigmatized racial/ethnic body as colonized Jew.” The ponēros 
therefore marks an event of the colonized—Paul and the Corinthian 
ekklēsia—trying to navigate the “absent presence of the roman coloniza-
tion and racialization” over inclusion that, when taken with subsequent 
cases of porneia in the letter, “ends up duplicating and reinforcing a larger 
ideological imperative to establish and eschew abject bodies” (97, 96).

Yet there is another reading, on the other side of the coin from the 
one Paul offers: one person’s idea of pride might in fact be excitement, joy, 
and liberation. What if the ponēros relationship is one interpretation of the 
new freedom to live outside societal constructions determined by a world 
that already minoritizes and excludes them on the basis of their affilia-
tions to the Christ movement? such an approach is a community-focused 
extension of richard a. horsley’s (1998, 79) suggestion that “perhaps … 
the enlightened fellow had achieved a freedom from restrictive traditional 
patriarchal norms such that an alliance of love was now possible.” to read 
for aspects of communal acceptance is a challenge to Bruce W. Winter’s 
(2001, 53) point that “given the criminal nature of the act, it seems unlikely 
that church members flaunted or glorified in the son’s activity as some 
misplaced example of Christian freedom that allowed even incest.” While 
we ought to be skeptical of Paul’s interpretation of boasting, why not con-
sider the existence and tolerance of the ponēros as a positive rejection of 
the legal standards and procedures of their social milieu?12 to read the 
case of 1 Cor 5 this way is to suggest that while Paul’s rhetoric is an attempt 
to close the window on sexual expression and relations within the com-
munity, it is not a given that all would see or agree with his version of 
sexuality, nor that they would see that as the most pressing matter in living 
their new lives as ex-ethnē.13

moral irregularities as symbolic frameworks for identifying and denigrating alterity in 
class, ethnicity, lifestyle, and political agenda.”

12. skepticism is especially warranted considering that Paul delegitimizes the power 
of lawsuits and the courts in 1 Cor 6 as the means and place to solve their problems.

13. take, for example, the sexual ethics of 1 Cor 7, which posits marital sexuality 
as a concession to prevent worse forms of porneia outside the normative and legally 
bonded pair—like the son and his father’s woman in 1 Cor 5.
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Furthermore, the relationship signals disunity in the communal body 
of Christ in that there are factions, but factionalism seems to be a major 
factor in the ekklēsia’s interbody politic (see 1 Cor 1:10–17). Casting out the 
ponēros, the willful subject and avatar of the community’s tendency toward 
porneia, is not the panacea Paul hopes it will be (or at least is suggesting 
to his audience). it certainly could help with inter- and intracommunal 
optics of what the ekklēsia represents in Corinth, as they are still working 
out how to be mixed up with the world (kosmos) from which they so long 
to leave. Paul’s drive to make sure the community limits itself as a means 
of protection against divine wrath by using terror quotations from hebrew 
scripture can be read as a sign of a man who is no longer in control of his 
message as it is being interpreted by the community. This one example 
of living new lives in Christ queers what the wider greco-roman soci-
ety deems to be appropriate social relations by embracing behavior that is 
typically understood as its opposite—namely, the presence and allowance 
of what the social milieu would deem porneia.

in what follows, i examine how Paul frames and justifies his ethic of 
communal policing with biblical festival metaphors, especially how he 
uses the creaturely aspects of yeast as contagion and Christ the paschal 
lamb as gift and obligation to do so. he seeks to help the community see 
that the history and ritual of israel’s liberation matches their present proj-
ect of making history: honoring Christ’s gift of liberation (crucifixion as 
pascha) by communal policing of the purity of the ekklēsia. The efficacy, 
however, of marrying the two histories to signal the limits of the commu-
nal body of Christ is questionable, as Paul feels he has to keep reminding 
them of the danger of porneia, tied to god’s wrath. Porneia can and will 
persist. What if we are to read the ponēros relationship as an example of 
communal exploration against Paul’s anxiety over divine retribution and 
his own attempts to assert authority over the contentious and multiplici-
tous ekklēsia in Corinth?

Yeast: Contagion or Constitutive impurity?

Your boasting is not a good thing. do you not know that a little yeast 
leavens the whole batch of dough? Clean out the old yeast so that you 
may be a new batch, as you really are unleavened.… Therefore, let us 
celebrate the festival, not with the old yeast, the yeast of malice and evil, 
but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.

—1 Cor 5:6–7a, 8
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The members of the ekklēsia of Corinth are invited to imagine themselves 
as active participants in an ongoing, history-making process of purifying 
a corporate body that exceeds them and their own motivations as indi-
viduals. in 1 Cor 5, Paul uses exod 12:17’s divine command to excise yeast 
(zumē) from one’s house for the Feast of unleavened Bread as a guide for 
the ekklēsia’s own project of purifying the community of porneia.14 since 
the former is a ritual act of honoring god’s liberation of israel, Paul wants 
his audience to see that the rejection of the ponēros would be a similar act 
of honoring the divine liberation of the ex-ethnē via Christ’s crucifixion. 
The moral imperative moving forward is framed as intracommunal polic-
ing to prevent other individual motivations from threatening the entire 
project of keeping the community pure enough so that it is not judged by 
god and found wanting in the end (see 1 Cor 5:12–13a).

a queer reading of Paul’s invitation here involves a rejection of the 
idea of purity itself. as a modern theory against purity offers, “purism is a 
de-collectivizing, de-mobilizing, paradoxical politics of despair” (shotwell 
2016, 9). Purity is presented as a single-trajectory, teleologically driven 
project, one without compromise because it is strengthened by an ethos of 
repetitive rejection of whatever is considered an impurity at the moment. 
indeed, in more recent settings, claims about pollution and toxicity oper-
ate in raced, classed, and queered ways (Chen 2012, 159–221). Purification 
can be made to imply finitude and homogeneity, even as it can only deliver 
repetition and heterogeneity within collective multiplicity.

although Paul sees the ponēros as a sign that the community must 
continue to self-police against porneia, implying that he is aware that 
this is not a one-time deal, he still imagines a stable trajectory toward 
becoming a community that god will not forsake if they follow his 
direction only. The language of ritual introduced by the feast implies 
repetition that is also an acknowledgment of the inchoate potential of 
porneia that can never be completely excised, periodically bubbling up 

14. exod 12:17–20: “You shall observe the [Feast of] unleavened Bread, for on 
this very day i brought your ranks out of the land of egypt; you shall observe this day 
throughout the ages as an institution for all time. in the first month, from the four-
teenth day of the month at evening, you shall eat unleavened bread until the twenty-
first day of the month at evening. no leaven shall be found in your houses for seven 
days. For whoever eats what is leavened, that person shall be cut off from the commu-
nity of israel, whether he is a stranger or a citizen of the country. You shall eat nothing 
leavened; in all your settlements you shall eat unleavened bread.”



 a Little Porneia Leavens the Whole 155

to feast like the yeast that makes its home in aging batches of dough. 
Paul connects nonnormative relationships and prideful creaturely idola-
try, using them to define humanity’s history elsewhere.15 Thus it follows 
that Paul would interpret this ponēros relationship through the lens of 
pride. he calls the community “puffed up” (pephysiōmenoi), echoing 
the observation of the rising process of bread as yeast feeding off sugar 
and expelling carbon dioxide in the baking process. Whether or not the 
community was boasting in their allowance of this case of porneia, the 
issue remains for Paul that action must be taken to remove this pollut-
ing factor from the lump of dough (phyrama), lest it ruin the corporate 
body and inspire similar acts that are beyond the pale of both Pauline 
and greco-roman propriety.

given that this is not the first time Paul has had to teach them about 
the problem of porneia (see 1 Cor 5:9), it seems that the ponēros is not 
a bug but a feature of the community’s imaginative potential of what 
it means to live as ex-ethnē in Christ. What would it mean to read the 
ever-present porneia-yeast connection as an invitation to deconstruct 
the limitations of defining communal ethics according to societal norms 
of behavior that reify the status quo? What if the ekklēsia is not wrong 
for its pride but is rather engaging in a responsive ethic of inclusion 
of the heterogeneity of queerness—an ethnic that did not need to be 
considered a stumbling block, but a liberative reading of new life and 
possibility?

Julian Yates (2017) would direct us to think about how yeast is one 
of many nonhuman figures that have helped us in co-making our reality 
as we have known it. Yeast is copartner in the basic processes of bread 
making by humans, such that its excision became part of a core hebrew 
tradition that marks a people as set apart by god, honored in ritual repeti-
tion of their history, able to be used as a metaphor of communal policing. 
That Paul can use yeast in such a way reveals its lasting impression—per-
haps even its inevitability to be a constant figure in the dough. in this way, 
we can think about how Paul’s call to excise the human equivalent of yeast 
in the ekklēsia, the ponēros, cannot represent the once-and-for-all end to 
the problem of porneia in the community. regardless, Paul would have 
the community imagine this to be their ethical responsibility to the Christ 
event by framing it as pascha.

15. see rom 1:18–32. For more, see moore 2000 and Brooten 1996.
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Paschal Lamb: ethical obligations of the ex-ethnē

For our paschal lamb, Christ, has been sacrificed.
—1 Cor 5:7b

as scholars have noted, this sacrificial metaphor is not a reference to atone-
ment theology (stowers 1994, 211), but it does follow common convention 
by describing sacrifice as “gift or service or thank-offering” (ullucci 2011, 
76). Yet it is not a simple metaphor or a throwaway line; Christ the pascha 
hēmōn exceeds normal expectations of sacrifice as gift giving because 
Christ becomes both the one who sacrifices (himself) and the one who 
is sacrificed.16 This is no ordinary gift; there can therefore be no ordinary 
response by the ekklēsia, according to Paul. his purpose in emphasizing 
this sacrifice par excellence is to hold the community accountable to his 
version of communal ethic as a form of reciprocal gratitude. Jane Lancaster 
Patterson (2015, 123) offers that the “metaphors of the Passover unite this 
gentile community to the historical people of god.… This identification 
is important not only for defining the community in relation to outsiders 
… but for establishing defining principles within the community.”17 even 
if Christ the Passover lamb is not the ekklēsia’s “moral model” (123), he is 
the focal point of obligation in the Pauline framework of ethical behavior, 
one that favors Paul’s version of living one’s life in Christ.

note that Paul presents this reference to Christ the sacrificed (etuthē) 
paschal lamb in the middle of a larger conversation inviting the commu-
nity to imagine his call to self-police as mapping onto the ritual of Feast 
of unleavened Bread. First Corinthians 5:7b equates Christ’s crucifixion 
with a key ritual of Passover sacrifice as it is described in exodus, yet its 
lack of detail produces more questions than answers here and elsewhere 
in the letter.18 even if the metaphor merely reflects the “knowledge that 

16. While it may be argued that Christ’s agency in this line is too ambiguous to 
make the above claim, it can be further supported by the resonances between this pas-
sage and the language of Phil 2, in which Paul exhorts that Christ’s self-lowering to the 
form of a slave and subsequent crucifixion as an act of humility is a mindset that the 
community should imitate.

17. For an extensive review of scholarship on Passover references and for expli-
cation of Paul’s layering of metaphors throughout 1 Corinthians, see Patterson 2015, 
117–57.

18. if the sacrificial meat of the pascha hēmōn is eaten, then who “ate” Christ? The 
limitations of this essay mean that more work can and should be done concerning the 
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Christ’s death occurred during Passover” (Keck 1988, 39), the purpose of 
the sacrifice for Paul’s rhetoric ascribes more weight to it than a throw-
away metaphor or reference. This is because the ekklēsia’s new identity is 
dependent upon the community understanding that it must animalize that 
which they are not or that which they are no longer part of (the ethnē, the 
kosmos), as defined by who can and cannot be in the community (e.g., the 
ponēros). This logic echoes Paul’s overt rhetoric of negatively animalizing 
his opposition elsewhere.19 The potency behind this rhetoric follows Paul’s 
point that animals are not considered to be within the community—that 
is, the body of Christ.20

Paul justifies his exhortation to clean out members that make the 
ekklēsia disordered, in this case “unleavened” (azumos). The Christ event 
is reintroduced as a means of excluding those within the ekklēsia who 
would pollute it. after all, Paul says “i wrote to you in my letter not to 
associate with sexually immoral persons (pornoi)—not at all meaning the 
immoral of this world” (5:9–10), but the ones that come from within the 
community itself (5:11). They must self-regulate, for god will take care of 
the kosmos (5:12–13). This essay asks: aside from the relationship between 
the ponēros and “his father’s woman” who else falls into this category of 
sexually immoral persons who must be excised? or, perhaps more worry-
ingly, who might find themselves slotted into this category at some later 
date, given Paul’s reticence to define porneia?

in this way, anyone who is identified as pornos within the community 
functions as the nonhuman—they cannot be part of the ekklēsia, especially 
if they will be unaccepted by the larger greco-roman world. By locating 
the ponēros relationship outside the limits of society broadly and of the 
ekklēsia in particular, Paul seeks to dehumanize the man out of his ability 
to claim multiple communities, or even personhood within a biopolitical 
framework. Within the framework of ethnoracial reasoning, Paul would 

implications of this in other portions of 1 Cor, especially when it concerns eating meat 
sacrificed to idols (1 Cor 8 and 10), as well as portions that concern the Lord’s supper 
(1 Cor 11).

19. For example, “beware of the dogs” (Phil 3:2). Consider also, perhaps, “if with 
merely human hopes i fought with wild animals at ephesus, what would i have gained 
by it?” (1 Cor 15:32) as a metaphor for his opposition at ephesus, when brought 
together with the reference in 1 Cor 16:8 to Paul’s “many adversaries” in ephesus.

20. see in 1 Cor 15:39 the genesis-driven point that the differences between 
the flesh of humans and the flesh of other creatures explicate the importance of the 
embodiedness of the resurrection (Ketchum 2013).
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say that the pornoi are like the ethnē (again): peopleless, defined by their 
aberrance and not kinship. The community’s only path forward is to kick 
such deviants out in order to preserve the community’s claims to their 
identity as humans and as followers of Christ, which he can justify through 
the animalizing metaphor of Christ the paschal lamb.

Conclusions

if 1 Corinthians as a whole is an attempt to transform factionalism into 
unity, then it is Paul’s attempt to tamp down diversity in favor of a lim-
ited range of approved and status quo–informed ways of being in and in 
relation to the body of Christ. interpreters who see themselves aligned 
with the latter ethic of communal policing on behalf of a (homogenized) 
unity most likely interpret the diversity and queer potentialities of porneia 
that 1 Cor 5 introduces as threatening. to read with Paul is to control 
the options and possibilities of others that threaten his understanding of 
proper behavior, which is predetermined by his own acceptance of the 
morality of those whom he is resisting: the ethnē.

Yet Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians reveals that the limits of the 
corporate body of Christ are in constant negotiation and that what con-
stituted porneia was one marker for exclusion. as Liew (2008, 95) notes, 
Paul “is building community on the backs of those whom ‘everyone’ can 
agree to marginalize and stigmatize.” The unanswerable question that 
remains is whether or not everyone agreed. a more answerable ques-
tion—and a more relevant approach—is to ask how we might use this 
text today in a way that acknowledges the queer possibility within the 
ekklēsia when reading against Paul’s prescriptive rhetoric in his attempts 
to center himself as an authority figure, positioned between yeast and 
the lamb.

This essay explores how Paul sought to connect Christ’s crucifixion 
with an obligation to perform a limited and normative set of behaviors 
concerning sexuality in the ekklēsia. in highlighting the connection 
between the Christ event and being not-ethnē, Paul’s rhetoric leans into 
an idea that this one act of sacrifice defines their communal identity, 
for which the Corinthian ekklēsia must give thanksgiving in the form 
of policing its boundaries against porneia. When criticizing the people 
and behaviors that he ascribes to porneia in 1 Cor 5, Paul’s vision of the 
communal body of Christ purposefully reflects the same valuation of the 
imperial system that it is rejecting. Queer possibilities are closed and dis-
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avowed, rejected from the body of Christ as less human than even their 
wider greco-roman context would afford them.

This essay, however, offers that Paul’s choice to frame his exhortation 
to self-police in terms of ritual cleansing (Feast of unleavened Bread) 
and obligatory thanksgiving (Passover) reveals a queer potentiality of 
porneia in spite of Paul’s teleological goal of creating a clean communal 
body of Christ. rather than reading the ponēros relationship as destruc-
tive, this essay imagines its acceptance—whether a partial tolerance or an 
embrace—in an already factionalized community to be a queer interpreta-
tion of imagining what being ex-ethnē could mean.

The rhetoric of Paul’s letter pits different nonhuman creatures against 
each other in order to pit different members of the Corinthian ekklēsia 
against each other. The yeast and lamb, then, are juxtaposed, urging the 
audience to sacrifice and expel one because the other was already sacri-
ficed. These differences are not only animalized, for the yeast carries a 
racialized association of people who are too much like the ethnē. What 
would it mean to try to reanimate an ekklēsia of both yeast and the lamb? 
What if they or what if just we refuse the terms of how Paul builds com-
munity through stigmatization and marginalization, racialization and 
animalization? This could mean tracing the alternative rising from within 
the batch of arguments he has mixed.

This reading does not insist upon the respectability of these ekklēsia 
members, or ourselves, but it does recognize that claims of sexual immo-
rality and impropriety have often, even persistently, been racialized and 
animalized. indeed, even Chen (2012, 14, 89–126) describes how notions 
of “wrong marriage” and “improper intimacy” characterize queer animal-
ity, terms that well describe Paul’s arguments about the man tainted by a 
contaminating porneia. For Paul, the ponēros relationship signals such an 
improper intimacy: between the dehumanized son and a(n all but erased) 
female human, and between this yeast and the ekklēsia. in resisting these 
rhetorics, we can imagine not only the inclusion of the previously dehu-
manized but also a larger reconsideration of the communal systems that 
Paul’s letters and so many of their interpreters try to enforce.

The task of queer interpretation, then, is to think in creative crea-
turely ways about the racializing and animalizing elements of sexuality 
and embodiment. indeed, these arguments already queer the human-
animal difference by imagining the redemptive function of a human 
transformed into a creature (see also moore 2017). The sacrificed lamb 
rises; it survives and persists and then some. But here another human 
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has been transformed into yeast, a creature that doubles as a rising agent 
too. if one follows Paul’s arguments, one might be inclined to imagine a 
roasted fate for this yeasty man (in the company of satan, 1 Cor 5:5). But it 
appears that Paul must convince at least some members of the ekklēsia to 
make this association. Could they—can we—imagine the yeast that also 
nourishes as also rising, as a lamb once roasted rose? some saw the pres-
ence of this yeast in their community differently, or perhaps just more 
lightly, or leavenly. But rethinking a community of both the yeast and the 
lamb reflects just some of the potential of porneia, beyond contamination 
and impurity.
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“a slave to all”: the Queerness of Paul’s slave Form

tyler m. schwaller

There is pleasure in reading history for its slippages, for the cracks through 
which dominant discourses might have been resisted and performed oth-
erwise. imagining the possibilities for oppressed subjects of the past to 
act creatively over and against the forces of marginalization and subjuga-
tion can likewise inspire and empower individuals and communities in the 
present. i was unfamiliar with queer historiographical work underscoring 
these sorts of affective links across time when i began my study of slavery 
and early Christianity, but i felt it.1 i felt it as i wondered, following the 
lead of Jennifer a. glancy (1998), whether enslaved persons would have 
been counted as full members of the ekklēsiai in Christ when they had no 
control over the sexual uses of their bodies, being denied the sort of self-
control with which Paul was so deeply concerned. i felt the urgency of such 
critical analysis being animated, in no small part, by debates raging within 
contemporary Christian churches over the inclusion, or not, of LgBtQ+ 
Christians. The question of who can count authentically as Christian, then 
or now, is not merely an academic or historical exercise.

in turn, for Paul to call himself a “slave of Christ” (gal 1:10; rom 
1:1; Phil 1:1) and “slave to all” (1 Cor 9:19), and especially for Christ to 
be figured as a slave (Phil 2:7), suddenly felt ripe with radical potentials. 
Whatever Paul meant, might those who were enslaved have been able to 
understand and recognize themselves as exemplary, as uniquely identi-
fied with and representative of Christ? We do not have firsthand accounts 
from enslaved persons themselves, but asking the question poses possi-
bilities, for instance, of exposing the inadequacy of Paul’s injunction to 
shun porneia and excise its perpetrators from the body of Christ (1 Cor 

1. now, of course, i am informed by the influential work of dinshaw 1999, among 
others, especially Freeman 2010.
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6:12–20).2 if the enslaved, who could be and frequently were prostituted, 
could be a model for Paul—“slave of Christ” and “slave to all”—as well 
as for the form of Christ, then enslaved persons could stand ever ready 
to queer Pauline teaching on sex, to slip beyond and even to critique its 
repressive, myopic strictures.3 and if paying attention to the enslaved of 
antiquity can show us how Paul’s writing on sex two millennia ago was 
problematically exclusive, perhaps contemporary queers can teach some-
thing similar today. There is pleasure and power in queer historiography, 
in alliances forged across time with those who resist and exist beyond 
dominant ideals.

in this essay, i read this Pauline discourse of slavery—in particular, 
Paul’s self-identification as a slave to all in 1 Cor 9:19—for its queerness.4 
But rather than celebrating queerness in terms of resistance, as readers 
might expect from my introductory paragraphs and as much queer schol-
arship and political organizing importantly do, here i follow Jasbir Puar 
(2005, 2007) in elaborating also the complicity of queerness in propping 
up dominant material and discursive practices. my reasons are twofold.

First, it is too easy to dismiss Paul’s self-representations as a slave as 
merely metaphorical or rhetorical.5 slavery was a thoroughgoing element 
of roman society, essential to social, political, and economic life. The 
banality of slavery in turn can make the enslaved appear mundane, their 
use both for physical labor and philosophical thought a rather obvious, 

2. on the meaning of porneia and the shift from the morally neutral classical 
greek sense of sex that does not violate a free woman’s honor, generally with a prosti-
tute or enslaved person, to a catch-all for condemned sexual behavior in Paul’s writing 
and second temple Jewish texts, see harper 2012, 2013, 86–93. on the problem of 
porneia for the enslaved, see glancy 1998. see also hartman’s essay in this collection.

3. For a thorough treatment of the sexual use of the enslaved and its implications 
for understanding early Christian writings, see glancy 2002. see also marchal 2011; 
Briggs 2000.

4. i am deploying the term queer to function not as a descriptive category of 
identity but as an analytical tool aimed at investigating the terms by which any person 
or group is marked as standing outside prevailing ideals and values, as shamefully 
other. as stephen d. moore explains, “ ‘queer’ is a supple cipher both for what stands 
over against the normal and the natural to oppose, and thereby define, them, and what 
inheres within the normal and the natural to subvert, and indeed pervert, them—this 
opposition and subversion privileging, but by no means being confined to, the mercu-
rial sphere of the sexual” (2001, 18).

5. For a survey of slavery metaphors, see Byron 2003b.
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uncritical extension of elite prerogative.6 Yet while slavery was persistent 
and pervasive, the rendering of certain bodies as existing so far outside 
elite, free ideals as to be regarded as entirely unfree is not unremark-
able. reading the material-discursive production of slavery as a form of 
queering can foreground how ostensibly banal discursive uses of slaves 
participate in the production of enslaved bodies. That is, the attention that 
queerness as an analytic draws to fleshly bodies reminds us that discourses 
of slavery are not merely metaphorical, abstracted from the materiality of 
enslavement, but they shape and are shaped by the bodies and lives of the 
enslaved. This, in turn, can be generative for reimagining how enslaved 
persons may have navigated the constrictive but ever-constructed (hence 
prone to being reworked) constraints of enslavement.7

second, i propose a method of interpreting queerly that expands the 
scope of when and how we can read for the enslaved in, or behind, extant 
early Christian literature, with a particular focus here on the Pauline tra-
dition. it is not, i argue, that we only see “real” enslaved persons when 
the enslaved are directly addressed, as in 1 Cor 7:21–22. nor is it that the 
ability to see the enslaved as actors depends upon reading against the 
grain of injunctions toward obedience, implying actual enslaved resis-
tance, as in 1 tim 6:1–2. it is certainly important to highlight evidence 
of enslaved persons’ capacities to resist their master’s authority, and such 
interpretive strategies have been indispensable for undermining rhetorics 
of domination (e.g., schüssler Fiorenza 2009). at the same time, there is 
the danger that agency and subjectivity may be reduced to one’s ability 
or desire to resist, valuing certain modes of action and being over oth-
ers.8 By analyzing the queerness of slavery underlying roman discourses 
of enslavement, and their particular reiterations within early Christian 
texts, in terms not only of resistance but also of complicity, i leave open 
the possibility for recognizing enslaved persons’ roles and responses to 
their circumstances as multiple, multivalent, and not always directed 
toward freedom, which is not to discount strategies aimed toward one’s 

6. see the critique of Callahan, horsley, and smith 1998.
7. on the idea that, short of inflicting death—a power that must certainly be 

taken seriously—domination is never quite absolute, see Butler 1993.
8. see saba mahmood 2001 on the privileging of Western secular-liberal articula-

tions of freedom, especially within feminist discourses. mahmood argues for recog-
nizing forms of agency that are not necessarily synonymous with resistance to rela-
tions of domination.
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own advantage or basic survival.9 moreover, i work to make sense of how 
it is that Paul’s self-identification as a slave does not eschew queerness (as 
if it were only imaginable that Paul would call himself a slave if doing so 
were indeed banal) but rather deploys the queerness of slavery toward 
ends that demonstrate Paul’s freedom as exceptional. By reading queerly, 
it is possible to bring the influence of enslaved people’s lives and activi-
ties on Pauline slavery discourses, and vice versa, more clearly into view.

the Queerness of roman slavery

i follow Puar’s elaboration of a critical queer framework that “resists 
queerness-as-sexual-identity (or anti-identity) … in favor of spatial, tem-
poral, and corporeal convergences, implosions, and rearrangements” 
(2005, 121). Puar explains that “there is no entity, no identity to queer, 
rather queerness coming forth at us from all directions, screaming its defi-
ance” (127). in this way, queerness is not a thing but a doing. it is not that 
the enslaved are inherently queer, as if inhabiting a fixed identity to be 
recognized and named as such. instead, to echo Puar’s language for the 
ways certain subjects are prefigured as queer, “queerness is always already 
installed in the project of naming” the slave, insofar as the enslaved are 
construed as ever potentially disruptive to the social-material reification 
of elite ideals (127). enslaved persons do not simply occupy a status oppo-
site that of free persons but are characterized fundamentally as bearing 
capacities to undermine the interests of free elites, socially, materially, and 
philosophically (Joshel and Petersen 2014, 13–17).

aristotle named the slave in terms of lack. slaves are “naturally” ruled 
over (Pol. 1254b21–24), since they have just enough virtue, in inverse pro-
portion to the virtue of the master, to be obedient and diligent in their 
tasks (Pol. 1260a33–b5). For many romans, though, slavery was not natu-
ral but a consequence of fate, of the ability for some to conquer and rule 
over others (dig. 1.5.4.1; gaius, Inst. 1.3.2). enslaved persons are made, 
not only through physical constraints but through their discursive con-
struction and legal categorization as akin to animals, rightfully owned 
and necessarily brought under control (Bradley 2000; harrill 2013; gard-
ner 2011, 415–19, 423). even upon manumission, freedpersons carried 

9. on reading archaeological remains for the multiple roles and tactics of resis-
tance and survival among the enslaved, see Joshel and Petersen 2014.
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the macula servitutis, or “stain of slavery,” suggesting that an element of 
queerness—that conspicuous otherness and lack—remained, making 
freedpersons always somewhat morally suspect (mouritsen 2011, 10–35). 
a recurrent discursive strand from aristotle to predominant roman 
thought, then, is the idea that the enslaved are queerly human, marked 
as outside the bounds of ideal humanity—things, instruments, and ani-
mals. The enslaved person is not only one who is subject to the control of 
a master but one whose supposed natural lack of control is a threat to the 
ideals of the free and of kyriarchal rule.10 There is an apparent need for vig-
ilant surveillance and the ability to delineate status, lest the uncontrolled 
enslaved body become capable of infecting the communal body.11 This is 
demonstrated by debates in the roman senate over whether enslaved per-
sons should be marked with clearly identifiable clothing (seneca, Clem. 
1.24.1; see Bradley 1994, 87–89, 95–99). The idea was ultimately rejected, 
since it would be too great a threat if the enslaved could readily identify 
one another and so act together to resist and potentially overthrow the 
ideals of freedom constructed by elites.12

But this does not tell the whole story of the queerness installed in 
the project of naming the slave. here again i take cues from Puar, who 
expounds queerness in a way that moves away from “queerness exclusively 
as dissenting, resistant, and alternative (all of which queerness importantly 
is and does) [and] underscores contingency and complicity with dominant 
formations” (2005, 122). We ought not to look for queerness in slavery 
only where the enslaved are shown especially as shameful or as resisting. 
in fact, we should be attentive both to social-material practices aimed at 
constraining the always potentially disruptive bodies of the enslaved, as 
well as to the ways enslaved persons themselves could negotiate the coer-
cive terms of enslavement.13 The roman practice of manumission held 
out the promise of freedom, so there were incentives for the enslaved to 
do enslavement well (hopkins 1978, 99–132). By this, i do not suggest 

10. Conversely, effective mastery over the enslaved exemplifies the ideals of free 
elites. see harrill 2006, 22–25.

11. We find a clear example in 1 Cor 6:14–20, with its particular implications for 
the enslaved in light of the lack of enslaved persons’ control over their own bodies.

12. on resistance to slavery in the roman world and yet the general stability of 
the slave system, see Bradley 1989, esp. 18–45.

13. For the idea that resistance can be measured by the constraints placed upon 
the enslaved, see shaw 1998, 49.
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primarily absolute obedience but also savvy maneuverings that may not 
have radically undermined institutional slavery but could work toward an 
enslaved person’s own advantages or at least survival. as such, the queer-
ness of slavery inheres in the dynamic between how enslaved bodies are 
prefigured as potentially disruptive and yet also as capable of being mas-
terfully controlled, or at least appearing to be.

under this logic, then, there is an ideal slave: one whose queerness is 
kept in check and whose obedience proves quite useful. By understanding 
queerness as not only resistant but also complicit in reiterating elite ide-
ologies, it is possible to understand Paul’s representations of his enslaved 
form as simultaneously productive for his argumentation and potentially 
disruptive to it. such contingency highlights the text’s openness to a vari-
ety of responses.

“a slave to all”

Writing to the Corinthians, Paul declares dramatically, “i made myself a 
slave to all so that i might gain the greater number” (1 Cor 9:19).14 The 
enslaved, ideal and otherwise, would have been well known at Corinth. 
after the city was razed by the romans in 146 BCe, Julius Caesar refounded 
Corinth in 44 BCe, and the colony came to be populated by a significant 
number of freedpersons and traders (spawforth 1996). as an important 
port between east and west, Corinth was a key site for trade (millis 2010; 
slane 2000; Concannon 2014, 47–74). Benjamin W. millis (2010, 33) has 
argued that the city “was made attractive to a group of colonists who 
could make it a viable and successful commercial enterprise.” alongside 
a relatively elite stratum of freedpersons who were likely quite adept at 
negotiating economic exchanges, we should assume also that enslaved 
persons’ integral role in trade was commonplace in Corinth (nasrallah 
2014b; horsley 1998, 103).15 The Corinthians would have been intimately 
familiar with the roles of the enslaved, especially in commerce.

This socioeconomic background is generally not taken into account 
when reading Paul’s language of self-enslavement, with attention given 

14. translations are my own unless otherwise noted.
15. Paul’s letter itself gives indications of the usefulness of enslaved persons for 

undertaking tasks on behalf of free persons, including communicating across long 
distances, mentioning the coming of Fortunatus and achaius (possible slave names) 
to refresh Paul’s spirit (1 Cor 16:17–18).
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instead to philosophical tropes.16 discussion of 1 Cor 9 has centered largely 
around Paul’s rhetoric and how the chapter functions in the broader out-
line of Paul’s argumentation.17 his assertion of freedom and apostleship, 
with particular concern for the rights of an apostle, comes between treat-
ments of food sacrificed to idols (1 Cor 8) and idolatry (1 Cor 10). some 
scholars have considered chapter 9 to represent a disjuncture (Weiss 1910, 
xxxix–xliii, 211–13; schmithals 1973), but it is possible to view continu-
ity in terms of rights that might be claimed, such as eating food offered 
to idols (ch. 8), paying for apostolic efforts (ch. 9), or the lawfulness of all 
things (10:23), but which should nonetheless be avoided lest weaker per-
sons be led astray (Chow 1992, 107–12, 130–41; marshall 1987; mitchell 
1991, 130–38; Theissen 1982, 121–43). under this scheme, Paul is paradig-
matic of restraint that serves the interests of the whole community. Paul’s 
concern in ch. 8 that certain practices might prove an obstacle to the weak, 
such as eating food offered to idols, finds resolution in the way Paul sets 
himself up as an example of what is required to gain the weak (martin 
1990, 77–80; mitchell 1991, 246–48).18

against the backdrop of asserting his free status in the first half of 1 Cor 
9 (“am i not free? am i not an apostle?” [9:1]), in 9:19 Paul makes the claim 
that he has made himself a slave to all (“For being free from all, i made 
myself a slave to all so that i might gain [kerdēsō] the greater number”). ear-
lier in the letter, Paul had already identified himself generally with manual 
(i.e., slavish) labor (e.g., 1 Cor 4:12) and here goes further by declaring his 
slave status.19 many scholars read this passage without giving particular 
attention to Paul’s slave form, suggesting that his enslavement primarily 
stands as evidence of humility and love for others in service of the gospel 
(e.g., Thiselton 2000, 701; see also nasrallah 2014a, 566). in contrast, dale 

16. Laura s. nasrallah (2014a) foregrounds the material context of the letter and 
reads 1 Cor 9 in light of temple practices, including issues of pay and the use of the 
enslaved as ritual experts (on enslaved people as ritual experts, see shaner 2018). see 
also Cavan W. Concannon’s discussion of Paul’s malleable self-representation, not only 
in terms of rhetoric and philosophy but as embedded in the social-material setting of 
roman Corinth (2014, 27–46).

17. For the basic contours of scholarly debate, see Thiselton 2000, 661–63.
18. scholars debate the structural integrity of 1 Cor 9, but mitchell (1991, 249–

50) asserts that it sensibly follows upon 1 Cor 8 as a “digress” or, in mitchell’s terms, 
an “exemplary argument.”

19. on Paul’s discussion of “strong” and “weak” as operating primarily in terms of 
status, see Theissen 1982, 121–43; martin 1990, 119.
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B. martin (1990, 87–108, 127–28) foregrounds Paul’s slavery language in 
order to argue that Paul’s rhetoric, particularly his self-representation as a 
slave, sets forth a model of leadership opposed to the apparent “benevolent 
patriarchalism” of at least some Corinthian leaders—that is, their assertion 
of social hierarchy as essential, elites being morally superior.20 Paul instead 
identifies his authority as coming from his master, Christ, and finds power 
from below by gaining popularity with the masses, following the greek 
demagogic model of the leader as a kind of slave to all.21

martin (1990, 92) identifies the model of the enslaved leader as recur-
ring frequently enough in greco-roman political rhetoric to be termed a 
topos. The general concept holds that an effective leader assumes a servile 
position so as to accommodate the needs of the people (91–100). invec-
tive against leaders who would call themselves slaves to the many often 
included charges that the true motives were selfish gain, but “someone 
could defend any populist by asserting that he acted purely in the interests 
of the public” (99; see also Finley 1962). martin reads Paul as develop-
ing this concern for the common good, culminating in Paul’s assertion 
that he makes himself a slave to all. While Paul makes this claim of self-
lowering explicitly, he sets it up in the first part of 1 Cor 9 by saying that 
he proclaims the gospel out of necessity (anagkē; 9:16), not of his own will 
(hekōn) but out of constraint (akōn; 9:17). martin (1990, 71–77) identifies 
these terms as markers of slave status: “it is clear … that in both popular 
understandings and moral philosophy, slavery was linked with compul-
sion and involuntary behavior. Words appearing in such contexts include 
ones used by Paul: anagkē, akōn, hekōn” (74). in these ways, Paul con-
structs himself as quintessentially enslaved and as a leader.

martin importantly highlights the vocabulary of manual labor, espe-
cially under compulsion, in order to demonstrate the image of Paul’s 
enslavement as central to Paul’s argument. Verse 17 is key: “For if i do this 
[proclaim the gospel] of my own free will [hekōn], i have a wage (from 
hire) [misthon], but if unwillingly [akōn], i am entrusted with management 
[oikonomian].”22 The force is twofold. Within elite discourses, working 

20. see also glad 1995 on the tradition of educators exhibiting flexibility to adapt 
themselves to the weak.

21. against the idea that Paul is Christ’s slave in 1 Corinthians, but instead that he 
positions himself as a “freewill servant of Christ,” see Byron 2003a.

22. on the comparison between working for a misthos and being entrusted with 
an oikonomia, see martin 1990, 80–85; see also malherbe 1994; Byron 2003b, 245–53.
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for a wage, a misthos, often carried unfavorable connotations; though a 
misthos would not always be compensation specifically for manual labor, 
working out of need to receive pay similarly signaled inferiority (george 
2011, 403). Paul’s claim to work under compulsion, and more precisely 
as a slave, hardly seems any more admirable, but the crucial distinction 
is that Paul says he receives not standard wages but an oikonomia. effec-
tively, Paul is set up as Christ’s oikonomos, or household manager. Though 
working under the legal and social constraints of slavery, a slave-manager 
could command a great deal of respect, in proportion with the prestige of 
the slave’s master.23 hence, as martin argues, Paul’s entrustment with an 
oikonomia, presumably that of Christ, is superior to the compensation of 
a wage laborer, if not monetarily then almost certainly in terms of philo-
sophical cachet.24 The logic goes that Paul appeals to the lower class by 
becoming a manual laborer. at the same time, he invites those who find 
manual labor distasteful, yet who may also know the topos of the enslaved 
leader, to follow his example of self-lowering.

using the enslaved to gain the greater number

martin’s argument is compelling for expounding some of the text’s pos-
sible resonances, but there is an even more proximate context for Paul’s 
argumentation than philosophical rhetoric. i expand the scope to consider 
also the real economic advantages of using the enslaved to make gains in 
the roman world. notice Paul’s repeated use of the verb kerdainō, which 
means literally “to gain or derive a profit or advantage”:

For being free from all, i made myself a slave to all so that i might gain 
[kerdēsō] the greater number. to the Jews i became as a Jew so that i 
might gain [kerdēsō] the Jews. to those under the law i became as one 
under the law—not being under the law myself—so that i might gain 

23. an oikonomos was often but not always an enslaved person, as martin (1990, 
16–14, 74–75) acknowledges. see also Byron 2003b, 243–44.

24. arzt-grabner et al. (2006, 353–57) read oikonomia in light of anagkē, which 
finds widespread use in documentary papyri for a variety of actions that people are 
compelled to perform. in the papyrological record, oikonomia appears often as a 
public office for which one might be expected, or compelled, to carry out services 
without a wage. it may be that Paul refers to a common social practice whereby he 
pursues unpaid labor as a matter of fulfilling the duties of an office with which he has 
been entrusted, in this case by god.
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[kerdēsō] those under the law. to those without the law i became as one 
without the law—not being without god’s law but keeping within the 
law of Christ—so that i might gain [kerdēsō] those without the law. i 
became weak to the weak so that i might gain [kerdēsō] the weak. to all 
people i have become all things so that i might in all ways save some. (1 
Cor 9:19–22)

Commentators have tended to generalize the sense of kerdēsō to mean 
something like “to win over” (Thiselton 2000, 701–3; Fitzmeyer 2008, 368–
69; daube 1947; see also mitchell 1991, 243–49). But taking into account 
both the context of the letter and roman practices of using enslaved per-
sons to make gains, we ought to give a more literal reading.25

Considering the context of Corinth as a freedperson’s colony and its 
significance as a site for trade, it is important to note that commercial 
enterprises in the roman world relied heavily on the enslaved. enslaved 
persons were valued primarily for their production, for the profits that 
could literally be gained through their use. in urban centers, enslaved 
and freedpersons often carried out business transactions on behalf of 
their masters, acting not as independent agents but as extensions of the 
master (Bodel 2011, 316; gardner 2011, 415–16; nasrallah 2014b, 60–61). 
enslaved persons also performed skilled labor in workshops to produce 
a variety of wares (Kehoe 2007, 563; Bradley 1994, 58–64; Joshel 1992). 
The economics of slavery centered largely on the profits of slave labors 
with gains going primarily to slaves’ owners (Jongman 2007, 595). alan 
Watson (1987, 107) explains the particular efficacy of enslaved labor in 
trade: “What is immediately striking [about roman regulations for eco-
nomic exchanges] is that the configuration of the rules means that in 
commerce a slave can do much more for his master than an extraneous 
free person could.” The reason, quite simply, is that anything that came 
into an enslaved person’s possession, with few exceptions, would be pos-
sessed by that slave’s owner, since the enslaved themselves could not 

25. to be sure, LsJ, s.v. “κερδαίνω,” includes “win” within the primary sense of 
gaining or deriving a profit. still, i contend that the argument of Paul’s apologia in 1 
Cor 9 is chiefly articulated in terms of economic exchange, with Paul’s enslavement 
as the central image. That Paul concludes by making clear his motivation to save or 
keep (sōsō) what is gained further underscores the materiality of the discourse. i am 
grateful to Quigley (2018), whose dissertation examines the pervasiveness of theoeco-
nomic rhetoric in the letters of Paul, for calling my attention to the primary economic 
use of kerdainō.
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legally hold property of any kind.26 This is spelled out in gaius’s Institutes, 
compiled in the late second century Ce and an important source for ear-
lier roman laws:

Whatever children in our power and slaves in our ownership receive by 
mancipatio [formal process for transferring certain types of property, 
including slaves] or obtain by delivery, and whatever rights they stipulate 
for or acquire by any other title, they acquire for us. For a person who is 
in our power can have nothing of his own. (Inst. 2.87 [Watson])

The gain of the slave is ultimately the gain of the master.
This begs the question: Who is the master of the slave Paul? to whom 

would all this gain accrue? elsewhere in his letters, Paul introduces him-
self a slave of Christ (Phil 1:1; gal 1:10; rom 1:1), but in 1 Cor 9:19, he is 
more broadly a slave to all. if we consider Paul as a slave of Christ on loan 
to the Corinthians, the concerns and argument of chapter 9 are legible 
within the parameters of roman rules for making acquisitions through 
enslaved persons. roman law allowed the right of a usufruct (gaius, Inst. 
2.91–92). a usufruct was a kind of temporary borrowing; one (in this case 
“all”) would be granted the right both to use and to enjoy the fruits of 
another person’s property, including the products or effects of the labor of 
that person’s slave. during the period of usufruct, any gains made in con-
nection with the enslaved person’s own work or the affairs of the borrower 
would accrue to and be enjoyed by the borrower (Watson 1987, 103–8). 
Paul is the property of Christ, loaned to the Corinthians, and the Corin-
thians enjoy the fruits of Paul’s slave labor. he provides an inventory of his 
own gains: Jews, those under the law, those outside the law, and the weak. 
These so-called gains are the product of a man who is “slave to all,” and 
thus, according to the logic of roman law regarding usufruct, they pre-
sumably accrue to the community of Christ followers at Corinth.

26. enslaved persons could, however, maintain a peculium, or assets available 
for them to manage, though the peculium was technically still under the power of 
the slaveholder. This may have proved especially useful for commerce, since the mas-
ter’s liability could be limited only to peculium funds whenever it was made clear that 
transactions were based on the peculium. on the benefits of using the peculium in 
commerce, and so also the usefulness of employing the enslaved to carry out eco-
nomic transactions, see Kirschenbaum 1987, 31–88; de Ligt 2007. evidence for this 
practice, however, is scant and debated; see esp. andreau 2004.
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a free person, contrary to a slave, could claim the gains for himself. 
Paul is emphatic that he could claim the privileges of freedom, but he does 
not do so in order to “gain the greater number.” he becomes a slave to 
fulfill the logic that his labor profits not only Christ but the Corinthians. 
Paul is on the defensive in 1 Cor 9, offering an apologia for his freedom 
and apostleship. he does so by defending his value to the Corinthians on 
the basis of his self-enslavement. against apparent contestation over his 
authority, Paul uses the efficacious role of the enslaved person in trade—
something quite familiar to the Corinthians—to claim that, of all who 
might call themselves apostles, he is most advantageous to the Corinthians 
because he is slave to all.

Paul’s slave form here is one that seems to eschew queerness, not 
exemplify it. This slave Paul does not seem concerned that he might be 
confused with someone lacking self-control. he is the idealized slave. such 
a representation, though, is not novel. Literary depictions of the enslaved 
sometimes functioned to demonstrate elements of self-mastery. in the Life 
of Aesop, whose fables go back as far as the fifth century BCe, with extant 
versions dated to around the turn of the common era, the enslaved aesop 
is shown to be extraordinarily wise.27 aesop typifies a literary pairing of 
enslaved person and philosopher (Fitzgerald 2000, 26–27). he frustrates 
his owner, Xanthos, with cunning misunderstandings of instructions. 
When Xanthos finally commands aesop to do nothing more or less than 
precisely what he is told, aesop responds in the most literal ways possible, 
to comic, and pointed, effect. asked to “cook lentil” for a dinner party, 
aesop prepares just a single lentil. his cleverness demonstrates not only 
that the enslaved are not automatons, but a slaveholder should not even 
desire such, since the enslaved person’s initiative is necessary for order to 
be maintained (27).

aesop’s ingenuity serves to teach about proper mastery (hopkins 
1993; daly 1961, 53–54; harrill 2006, 22). in an ironic twist, the one 
figured as requiring control shows how a master must manage potential 
chaos through proper understanding of human relationships, something 
the enslaved person is equipped to do well. The wise master responds 
deftly to dynamic circumstances, recognizing that short of guarantee-
ing absolute obedience, mastery over others begins with self-mastery. 

27. on the multiple versions of fables about aesop, dating, and comparison with 
the gospels, see Wills 1997, 23–50.
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The second-century physician galen likewise makes this case, also in 
relationship to the enslaved but from the reverse perspective. in his trea-
tise The Diagnosis and Cure of the Soul’s Passions, galen cautions against 
responding to an enslaved person’s perturbing actions, or inaction, with 
fits of rage, urging that sufficient time be taken to hold the passions in 
check (galen, Aff. dig. 4 [harkins 1963, 37–41]). a master’s response 
should be well reasoned rather than impulsive. While such discourses 
have as their primary concern the ways free men are philosophically 
self-controlled, they depend upon what the enslaved do or do not do. 
The discursively inscribed slave body is not wholly descriptive of the 
enslaved in the social-material world, but it is also not abstracted from 
real anxieties over the dynamic, contingent relations between enslaved 
and free(d)persons.

to emphasize the queerness of slavery is to keep in mind the ever-
present potential for disruptions to the ideal. Queerness threatens to spill 
past the edges of Paul’s carefully circumscribed rhetoric. Paul, like aesop, 
is a resourceful slave who knows how to navigate his circumstances to his 
gain, and both Paul and aesop reflect something of the responsibilities 
entrusted to the enslaved in the world.28 at the same time, there is danger 
that their activities as enslaved persons will provoke disorderly, undesir-
able responses. What if those Corinthians who receive Paul’s letter, or who 
know Paul, do not understand Paul’s slave form to perform the relatively 
respectable duties of the managerial slave he projects himself to be? after 
all, slave-managers would not have been the only enslaved persons tra-
versing the streets of Corinth. Prostitutes were often enslaved persons 
pimped out by their owners, and we know from 1 Cor 6 that Paul is con-
cerned over prostitution at Corinth (glancy 1998). Paul’s rhetoric in 1 Cor 
9 puts on display a desirable, even exceptional slave body. But an enslaved 
person could not choose her or his own work (Joshel 1992). What if Paul’s 
enslaved body were put to different kinds of uses? What effect might it 
have had to receive these words among myriad forms of enslaved bodies, 
both living bodies and those represented in art and literature?29

28. Paul is like aesop in another respect: aesop is described as having a hideous 
physical form, something against which Paul also contends and that he works to his 
best advantage in 2 Corinthians, as discussed below.

29. here i follow the example of david L. Balch (2003). Balch reads Paul’s discus-
sions of suffering—Christ’s and his own—alongside artistic depictions of scenes of suf-
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the Queerness of Paul’s slave Form

Paul might have been careful to control his rhetoric, but he could not con-
strain the responses to it. he puts himself forward as an ideal slave, one 
capable of accruing great gains to the benefit of all, over and against those 
who would work for a wage. in this way, Paul shows forth an exceptional 
queerness.30 Though he labors, the perfect obedience exhibited in his well-
trained, malleable body brings successes untainted by the perversion of 
freedom associated with the need to be paid. and yet Paul’s performance 
as a slave to all is convincing to the extent that he cannot control how his 
enslaved form is both perceived and put to use.31 The queerness of slavery 
cannot be perfectly contained, and keeping in mind its disruptive potential 
helps to make sense of the way Paul re-presents his body in 2 Corinthians.

From 2 Corinthians, it seems, that at least some in Corinth mocked 
Paul for slavishness signaled by his corporeal vulnerabilities. Paul moves 
from defending his apostleship on the basis of his value as a slave to all (1 
Cor 9) to defending himself against the invective of opponents by boast-
ing, ironically, of his apparently slavish weakness (2 Cor 10–13). in a long 
list of the hardships he has endured (2 Cor 11:23–28), it is particularly 
striking that Paul begins by recounting his toil and suffering, including 
countless blows, lashings, and beatings by rod (11:23–25). The remainder 
of Paul’s catalogue of adversity—highlighting danger in travel, hunger, 
and immense daily pressures (11:25–28)—might well have been read as 
showcasing heroic endurance (harvey 1996, 99). Yet as glancy (2004) 
argues, Paul’s whipped body would likely have been read as servile. in 
the context of the first-century Ce roman world, battle wounds signi-
fied manly persistence and achievement (Leigh 1995), but scars on one’s 
back from repeated lashings heralded a whippable body, which was a 
dishonorable body (glancy 2004, 107–13). While enslaved persons were 

fering in greek and roman myth, asking what might have been the effects of reading 
Paul’s words in spaces that may have been decorated with such images.

30. Puar (2007, esp. 2–11, 48–49) underscores the complicity of queerness with 
dominant ideologies by arguing that queer narratives in the united states have func-
tioned at times in the service of nationalism, what she terms homonationalism: “That 
is, queerness is proffered as a sexually exceptional form of american national sexuality 
through a rhetoric of sexual modernization that is simultaneously able to castigate the 
other as homophobic and perverse, and construct the imperialist center as ‘tolerant’ 
but sexually, racially, and gendered normal” (2005, 122).

31. on the dynamics of controlling enslaved bodies, see Bradley 1984.
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not the only ones to experience corporal punishment, the violability of 
one’s body was a distinctly slavish quality, certainly unbefitting a free man 
(Bauman 1996).

as albert J. harrill (2006, 37–44) has shown, making physiognomic 
distinctions between enslaved and free bodies was common in writings 
from aristotle through the roman imperial period. associating moral 
characteristics with the form and appearance of particular bodies served 
to reinforce social hierarchies, especially the difference between slave 
and free (mouritsen 2011, 10–35). as such, invective against opponents 
frequently included charges of failing to live up to the standards of ideal-
ized masculinity (i.e., free, self-controlled, inviolable, and authoritative; 
see gleason 1995). harrill argues that this sort of invective is deployed 
against Paul by competing teachers, facetiously dubbed “superapostles” by 
Paul, who mock his dishonorable body in order to undermine his stand-
ing among the Corinthians. Paul’s weaknesses signal his lack of capacity 
to exercise authority over others (auctoritas). instead of working to over-
turn this representation outright, Paul follows a Cynic-socratic tradition 
of rejecting such physiognomic logic by underscoring the value of humil-
ity (harrill 2006, 53–54). in addition, harrill follows abraham malherbe 
(1983) in reading Paul’s valorization of his beaten body as akin to homer’s 
odysseus flagellating himself and appearing like a slave to gain entry into 
troy (Od. 4.240–250). in this way, “Paul defends himself by taking the 
tag of the slave schēma that connects his struggle to that of odysseus, a 
famous counterexample of the danger that confidence in outward appear-
ance brings to strongholds under siege” (harrill 2006, 56).

harrill makes a compelling case for reading Paul’s self-representation 
in 2 Cor 10–13 as drawing upon and participating in competing philo-
sophical discourses over the significations of (enslaved and free male) 
bodies. in terms of his beaten body, it is plausible that Paul had odys-
seus in mind as a model for undermining the reliability of physiognomic 
assumptions.32 even so, it not entirely necessary to turn to philosophi-
cal and literary works to consider the force of Paul’s argumentation in its 
social-material context. Whatever rhetorical tactics Paul had in mind, the 
Corinthians would not have needed to be familiar with physiognomic 
handbooks or the tale of odysseus’s self-flagellation to read the scars on 

32. Yet glancy (2004, 129, n. 113) makes the key point that Paul does not flagel-
late himself as odysseus does. still, harrill (2006, 55–56) contends that this is in line 
with the ways Paul regularly overlooks and changes details of source material.
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a person’s back. Within an ekklēsia that included both enslaved persons 
and masters and a city accustomed to the buying and selling of humans as 
chattel, dishonorable associations with the marks of whips and rods would 
have been poignant (glancy 2004, 134).

For Paul to boast of his beatings, as glancy argues, is not to assert 
valor but to identify with Christ. Paul owns up to the beatings his body 
has taken and imbues them with deeper meaning. as he has said to the 
Corinthians, he is “always carrying in the body the mortification/death 
(nekrōsis) of Jesus” (2 Cor 4:10).33 Paul’s response to the criticisms of the 
superapostles is thus both strategic and theological (glancy 2004, 135). 
Whether or not Paul has odysseus in mind when working to undercut 
the physiognomic invective of the superapostles, there is a more obvious 
and relevant connection to make. The scars on Paul’s body re-present a 
narrative presumably held in common by the whole ekklēsia, namely, the 
passion of Christ, which itself has slavish associations (Phil 2:6–7).

in the comparison between Paul’s self-representation as slave to all 
in 1 Cor 9 and his beaten body in 2 Cor 11, we can see something of the 
queerness inscribed in slavery—both its potentially disruptive effects as 
well as its repetition of slaveholding ideologies. as a slave to all, Paul shows 
himself to be the most respectable sort of slave, one who performs signifi-
cant functions on behalf of a prominent patron, or patrons, and does so 
thoughtfully and effectively.34 he is even exemplary, modeling service that 
is to the advantage of all. The queerness of slavery—that is, that which is 
conceptualized as outside the prevailing ideals of the free elite—is man-
aged in such a way as to “gain the greater number,” which works to shore 
up Paul’s own social standing. as Puar observes, complicity with domi-
nant material-discursive arrangements can be constitutive of queerness, 
not just resistance.

at the same time, to insist upon queerness as constitutive of slavery, 
even where it seems most contained or even effaced, is to insist upon 
the potential for queer disruptions, for the perversion of the ideal. This 
has historiographical implications, particularly toward recognizing that 
discourses of slavery, inasmuch as they perpetuate the queerness of slav-
ery, are never quite stable. That is, what Paul intends by invoking slavery 

33. Bearing marks (stigmata) of Christ is a recurring theme for Paul (glancy 
2004, 131–34).

34. on the link between the power of the enslaved and that of the owner, see 
martin 1990, 56–57.
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discourses is too narrow a scope to account for the meaning, implica-
tions, and provocations of his writing. We must also consider how such 
discourses interface with the social-material circumstances of enslave-
ment, since Paul both draws upon and engages a world in which there are 
enslaved persons and masters.

no matter how carefully circumscribed the conception of slavery and 
the enslaved body, as with Paul’s self-representation as a dutiful slave to 
all, the slave form carries with it the queerness installed in the naming 
and constraining of the enslaved. This is evident in the dramatic shift from 
Paul’s self-representation as a slave in 1 Cor 9 to the superapostles’ mock-
ing of his weak, slavish body in 2 Cor 10–12. not only is Paul unable to 
control the response to his claims to apostleship, as if any author could 
ever guarantee singular interpretation, but the queerness of his slave form 
has spilled into the open, its monstrous marks of violability on full display. 
granted, to deride Paul’s whipped and beaten body would not necessarily 
have depended upon him first calling himself a slave, only then opening 
himself up to this sort of invective. But the uneven deliberation over the 
value, or not, of Paul’s body and work as related to his apostleship and 
authority is tied up with the discursivity and materiality of enslavement.35 
What is said about slaves and how slaves’ bodies are (re)presented, regu-
lated, and active in the world come to bear on Paul—slave of Christ, slave 
to all, and beaten apostle.

even so, some might be inclined to say that Paul empties slavery of any 
queerness by deploying slavery rhetorically and philosophically, abstracted 
from the lives of those who are enslaved in the world, from those who are 
marked as queer. indeed, harrill (2006, 37; see also gleason 1995, xxviii) 
makes such a claim regarding “the roman physiognomic polarity of free 
and slave,” proposing that it “has little to do with actual slaves, but only 
between free men and slavish free men.… in other words, the reference is 
literary, not social, description.” While this is an important caveat insofar 
as Paul’s perspective should not stand as sufficiently describing the lives 
of the enslaved, it is also insufficient insofar as it dislodges discourses of 
slavery from the social-material realities of enslavement. The machina-
tions of enslavement are simultaneously discursive and material.36 The 

35. This is intrinsically connected with the ways that discourses of power in 
1 Corinthians more broadly are played out on and through bodies (Castelli 1991).

36. my understanding of the mutual constitution of discourse and materiality is 
significantly informed by Barad 2003.
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bodies and lives of the enslaved are regulated in accord with slavehold-
ing ideologies made manifest through particular material arrangements 
and practices (Joshel and Petersen 2014).37 in turn, enslaved persons act, 
often in dynamic relation to free(d)persons, in ways that may provoke a 
response, such that the social-material enactments of the enslaved inform 
and shape discourses of slavery.38

said more simply, without enslaved persons in the world, whose bodies 
are acted upon but who also act, there can be no legible discourses of slav-
ery.39 For Paul to call himself a slave of all does not make sense, especially 
in a way modeled on the role of the enslaved in accruing gains for their 
masters, if there are no enslaved persons who do this work. Philosophical 
debates over physiognomy, as well as rhetorical invective in physiognomic 
terms, may take distinctions between free men as their primary aim, but 
they are meaningful insofar as discursive delineations between slave and 
free have real effects in the world. When the superapostles impugn Paul’s 
slavish body, this is not abstracted from the repetitive lashings that regu-
larly mark certain bodies as ever suspect and dishonorable.

reading Paul Queerly

to underscore the queerness of enslavement when reading ancient slav-
ery discourses is to insist that representations of the enslaved and slavery 
should not be disentangled from the bodies and lives discursively and 
materially figured as queer, as nonideal. Paul might not literally have 
been enslaved nor interested in describing the lives of the enslaved. Yet 
in identifying as a slave and defending his slavish body, he re-presented 

37. more generally, on the ways discourses shape social-material practice, which 
in turn constrains people’s lives to varying degrees, see rivera 2014.

38. on the potentials for interpellations to be resisted, see Butler 1997, esp. 10–16. 
The responses provoked belie elite fantasies of absolute control, evincing the contin-
gencies inhering in dynamic human relations.

39. one might argue that language of slavery can still be meaningful today even 
where there is no chattel slavery (though we ought to interrogate the tactics of making 
such language “relevant,” such as by substituting “servant” for “slave,” as often happens 
in english translations of the Bible). Yet especially in the united states, with its own 
history of enslavement, we see how ideologies of slavery are not relegated to the past 
but persist in new forms, continuing to circumscribe and mark certain bodies as ever 
vulnerable to constraint, abuse, and exploitation, as poignantly underscored by Kim-
berly Juanita Brown (2015).



 “a slave to all”: the Queerness of Paul’s slave Form 183

material-discursive practices that shaped and were shaped by dynamic, 
contingent relations between enslaved and free(d)persons in the social-
material world. Likewise, these discourses were informed by the presence 
and activities of the enslaved, whose so-conceived potential to undermine 
elite ideals could never be wholly restrained, always leaving open possibili-
ties for the disruption of slaveholding logics.

Paul may have set himself up as an exemplar, but he did so by imitating 
enslaved and freedpersons. even as his rhetoric evinces a level of unease 
over the perception of his labors, neither Paul’s hedging nor the elite dis-
courses that degrade manual work stand as fully representative. enslaved 
and freedpersons themselves regularly took a different view of their labors 
(martin 1990, 124). This is best evidenced by monuments and inscriptions 
of freedpersons. While distinct from the enslaved in terms of status, freed-
persons, as formerly enslaved, demonstrated that the skills cultivated and 
put to use in both slavery and freedom could be a source of pride (Petersen 
2006, 114–17; george 2011). in some places, the disproportionately high 
representation of freedpersons in epigraphic and visual evidence might 
be attributed to the desire to avow status, and it is not insignificant that 
this was often done by identifying with work, not concealing it (mourit-
sen 2011, 127–28; Petersen 2006, 114). Thus even though “Paul uses his 
manual labor as an example in chapter 9 of his social self-lowering,” recog-
nizing this as fundamentally degrading is not the only interpretive option 
(martin 1990, 123). Paul may have perpetuated discourses that functioned 
to shore up the mastery of free persons, but his exploitation of the slave 
form can also be read differently through a framework rooted in the value, 
and perhaps values, of the enslaved and freed.

Paul’s writing and logic is embedded in a particular slavish corpo-
ral idiom bound up with material-discursive practices of enslavement.40 
emphasizing also the queerness of slavery opens up consideration of how 
Paul’s complicity with the dominant ideology of slaveholding simultane-
ously poses potential for disruptions as his words reverberate through 
the social-material world. Just as the discursive construction of slaves as 
“rightly” brought under control could not ensure the absolute control of 
the enslaved in the social-material world (see, e.g., Joshel and Petersen 
2014, 140–42), so, too, the rhetorical invocation of the slave form would 

40. on this point, i take inspiration from glancy’s (1998, 2002, 2004) insistence 
on the corporeality of slavery discourse.
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be subject to contingency and unpredictability in its reception and treat-
ment. take, for instance, the problem raised in the introduction to this 
essay, which follows glancy’s incisive analysis. Paul’s instruction in 1 Cor 
6:18 to shun or, more literally from the greek (pheugete), to flee porneia 
would not have been an option for the enslaved, who could be compelled 
into sexual service for their owners or through prostitution (glancy 1998). 
Paul appears to have been perfectly content exploiting the queerness of 
the slave form when it worked to demonstrate his exceptional apostleship, 
but he was not concerned about the sexual exploitation of the enslaved, 
at least not in his extant writing. Yet by shining the spotlight on the slave 
form, its “queerness coming forth at us from all directions” (Puar 2005, 
127), it is possible that we begin to imagine enslaved persons as queering 
Paul’s injunctions against porneia. The enslaved may well have filled the 
gap of Paul’s apparent disregard with embodied responses that took his 
words otherwise, confronting more directly the exploitative social-sexual 
arrangements forced upon the enslaved. We can imagine enslaved persons 
literally fleeing porneia.

The discourses of roman jurists do present as legitimate the option 
for enslaved persons to flee (fugio in Latin) from their owners in cases of 
extreme abuse, at least for a time, including to seek out another free(d)
person to intercede on her or his behalf (e.g., dig. 21.1.17). did enslaved 
persons, and even free(d)persons who owned or interacted with the 
enslaved, hear Paul’s injunction to flee porneia as highlighting the sexual 
use of the enslaved as a form of egregious cruelty from which an enslaved 
person could rightly flee? We do not have sufficient evidence to answer 
affirmatively.41 But we can imagine how Paul’s words rubbed up against 
the social-material realities of slavery in ways that might not just have con-
firmed their controlling practices but could also have generated responses 
that disrupted and reshaped enslavement, even subtly so.42

41. There are some later negative examples, like the use of an enslaved woman as 
a sexual stand-in for her newly abstinent mistress in the acts of andrew, but evidence 
from early Christian sources for the everyday lives of the enslaved in general is too 
scant to make broad claims.

42. For example, enslaved persons did, in fact, run away from their masters for 
any number of reasons. to do so successfully would have required concealing the scars 
on the body, since such physical marks were often used as the basis for identifica-
tion in public notices about runaway slaves (Fuhrmann 2012, 21–43). to conceal and 
re-present the body to the advantage of an escaped slave would certainly have been 
precarious, subject to capture and punishment in a way not represented by Paul. still, 



 “a slave to all”: the Queerness of Paul’s slave Form 185

i am not arguing that the queerness of slavery means disruptions and 
alternative responses were infinitely possible. instead, i insist upon view-
ing the tension between resistance and complicity as intrinsic to slavery 
discourses. Paul’s slave form is legible because of the work enslaved per-
sons do, materially and discursively, to make gains, fulfill obligations, and 
reflect something of mastery. insofar as the proper performance of slavery 
conforms to and confirms slaveholding ideology, it is not such a surprise 
for Paul to embrace the role of the slave as particularly useful. at the same 
time, the queerness of the enslaved, imputed to justify control and con-
straint, threatens always to undermine that control. Just as masters could 
not guarantee that enslaved persons would act according to the masters’ 
desires, we should not assume that Paul’s deployment of the figure of the 
enslaved always accomplished his intentions. to read Paul’s language and 
rhetoric as embedded in and not abstracted from the social-material world 
of roman slavery shifts attention beyond Paul’s aims toward the presence 
and influence of the enslaved.
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dionysus, disidentifications, and  
Wandering Pauline epiphanies

timothy Luckritz marquis

José esteban muñoz prefaces his book, Disidentifications: Queers of Color 
and the Performance of Politics, with a discussion of the work of Jack 
smith, multimedia artist and progenitor of american performance art, 
whose mission was to “destabilize the world of ‘pasty normals’ and help 
us imagine another time and place.”1 one of smith’s film projects, titled 
Normal Love (1963), cycles characters of ambiguous gender and sexuality 
through a semi-plotless sequence—characters including a drag mermaid, 
a werewolf, a diaphanous adam-and-eve-like couple frolicking on a pas-
toral swing set, all ending with a mermaid-themed, Bacchic dance party 
campily massacred by a shrouded figure wielding a child’s water gun.2 in 
these figures, smith appropriates and adapts a number of cinematic and 
cultural tropes to create his vision of normal love.

at the beginning of the film, the mermaid character erects a votive 
altar to dominican B-movie star maria montez and worships the diva; 
the actor playing the mermaid is credited as mario montez. in so figuring 
maria montez, smith, a queer white man, envisages his queer imagescape 
with appeal to a Latina star whose movies often played upon the oriental-
izing fascination of white audiences. it is as if smith, though in many ways 
different from maria montez, could see his situation in hers. maria mon-
tez’s ethnic difference created a productive tension with the normative 

my thanks to the editor of this volume and the sBL Press editors for their helpful 
and generous comments.

1. 1999, ix. The following relies on the discussion in the preface to muñoz 1999 
and on information in Wyma 2012. Pasty normal is smith’s phrase.

2. a version of the film project can be found online at http://www.ubu.com/film/
smith-jack_normal.html.
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aesthetic paradigms into which she was inserted. similarly, smith’s films 
performed his specific location in relation to new York, the united states, 
the entertainment industry, and normative understandings of sexuality. 
his work, in ambiguous and multiple ways, re-forms each of these inter-
secting dynamics. smith and his company may be queer (and thus abject 
by society’s standards of normal), they may be poor new York artists patch-
ing together their diY cinematic visions, but they are stars nonetheless, to 
the extent that their performances undercut notions of both stardom and 
normalness. and, for muñoz (1999, x), smith becomes a paradigm for 
“the worldmaking power of disidentificatory performances.”

This essay follows, with muñoz and some other writers as traveling 
partners, a disidentificatory Bacchic scene less obvious than smith’s—that 
is, 2 Corinthians, viewing Paul’s writing as a style of performance that 
makes room for new ways of being. in so following dionysus, Paul, smith, 
and muñoz, i contend that future study of Paul’s letters and communities 
should pay more attention to productive moments of misrecognition in 
Pauline interpretation—from his first communities’ reception of his mes-
sage and mission to our own attempts to map his rhetoric—since such 
moments are, in most new social movements, the ones that join to build a 
previously unseen community. specifically, i trace, in the essay’s first sec-
tion, Paul’s literary march in a triumphal procession as evoking images of 
dionysus, most explicitly found in 2 Cor 2:14–17 but recurring through-
out the letter fragment preserved in 2 Cor 1–9. in acknowledging how he 
walks in the paths of dionysus, Paul addresses and reframes his seem-
ingly deviant apostolic lifestyle. in this vein, i move on in the next section 
to join paths with muñoz and other theorists and propose a reading of 
Paul’s dionysian procession as an oblique engagement of his own celibacy 
understood as foreign, suspicious, and abject, a disidentification with 
dionysus that provides space both for his inchoate vision of apostleship 
as well as for communal- and self-fashioning among his communities, 
even in and through their disidentifications with him. such a reading fol-
lows Paul’s rhetoric in the letter and in the Corinthian correspondence 
as a whole—a rhetoric that pursues a wandering path marked by a series 
of traveling figures. By disidentifying with these figures, Paul creates a 
space for freedom in and through his ethnic and sexual identity—in par-
ticular, his avowed celibacy, which i treat in the third section. This space, 
however, functions also as a space for performative and disidentificatory 
response among members of his community in Corinth, a space, i finally 
propose, that is delineated by borders of illegibility, one that is created 
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by the tension of disidentification. in identifying with difference, Paul 
(perhaps involuntarily, or perhaps in a way that problematizes volition 
itself) creates a situation in which his followers authorize their own dif-
ference, both from cultural norms and from the more legible aspects of 
Paul’s apostolic example.

in following the wandering paths of Paul’s disidentification with dio-
nysus and the reception of this disidentification in Corinth, then, i also 
hope to remain aware of my own interpretive paths (and those of new 
testament scholarship circles i professionally inhabit), disidentifying with 
both Paul and his audience in Corinth in order to avoid centering Paul 
the apostle and, through him, my own position as a pasty-normal bibli-
cal scholar. For while Paul was, on the one hand, in some ways ethnically 
and sexually nonnormative within his context and, on the other, differ-
ently nonnormative in relation to others in his communities (for example, 
women and enslaved individuals), the white, straight, cis-male gaze of the 
majority of Pauline studies continues to reconstruct an apostle firmly in 
control of himself and of a system of ideas that are intentional and, as 
system, thought to be intelligible to the careful critic. in response, a read-
ing that assumes disidentification with Paul and his communities creates 
not a system but a space for decentered subject formation among readers, 
yielding the ethical promise of possible futures.

dionysus as Pauline traveling Partner

Paul’s evocation of dionysus occurs in a passage that rhetorically inter-
rupts the beginning of his letter in 2 Cor 1–9.3 after expressing his regret 
and tears over his ruptured relationship with the Corinthians and his 
anguished search across the europe-asia continental divide to find titus 
and news of the community (2:1–13), he suddenly thanks god for strange 
blessings: “But thanks be to god who always leads us in triumph in Christ” 
(2:14).4 The oddity of the image stems from the multiple valences of what 
it meant to be led in triumph. i put forth that his ancient audience, because 

3. much of the direct interpretation here summarizes my argument in Luckritz 
marquis 2013, esp. ch. 3. i follow here one of the common compositional theories for 
2 Corinthians, positing that 2 Cor 1–9 (excluding 6:14–7:1 as a non-Pauline interpola-
tion) is a fragment of the latest extant letter, with 2 Cor 10–13 preserving a fragment 
of an earlier letter, mentioned in 2 Cor 2:3–4.

4. unless otherwise indicated, all translations are my own.



194 Luckritz marquis

of Paul’s person and lifestyle, would have immediately imagined dionysus, 
thought of by ancient writers as the triumphant god, foreign, effeminate, 
and licentious, returning from asia to europe.

The resonance makes sense for at least three reasons. First, Paul’s 
activity would have called to mind wandering Bacchic preachers men-
tioned throughout ancient literature. Paul, like the preachers of dionysus, 
was ethnically eastern—specifically, Judean.5 in general, ancient greek 
and roman writers often stereotypically conflated eastern ethnicities. as 
early as the classical athenian period, writers posited as nearly identical 
the worship of dionysus, for example, who was often portrayed as for-
eign or from the east, and that of the Phrygian goddess Cybele or magna 
mater. euripides’s Bacchae contains the clearest and perhaps best-known 
examples of such stereotyped conflation. Later, in the early years of the 
roman empire, strabo used Pindar’s Hymn to Dionysus to describe styles 
of worship directed toward dionysus, orpheus, and Cybele as similarly 
eastern or asiatic (10.3.10–18).

other authors included Judean devotions to the god worshiped at 
Jerusalem as another example of this stock type. in his Table Talk, Plutarch 
understands the Judean god in light of dionysus, since both are harvest 
deities (Quaest. conv. 4.6). Jewish texts themselves portray Judean devo-
tions in light of common eastern features, or at least in ways that broader 
readership would have understood as eastern or asian. Both Jdt 15:12 
and 2 macc 12:7 depict Judean worship with thyrsoi (common Bacchic 
cultic objects) and percussive music (see also strabo, Geogr. 10.3.15–16, 
on asiatic percussion), largely seen as characterizing eastern devotions. 
Furthermore, 2 macc 6:7–8 claims that antiochus iV epiphanes insti-
tuted Bacchic sacrifices in Jerusalem, while 3 macc 2:29 recounts that 
Ptolemy iV Philopater forced alexandrian Judeans to brand themselves 
as worshipers of dionysus. in attempting to understand Judean devotions, 
greeks and romans conflated Judaism with Bacchic rites, since both were 
understood as vaguely eastern.

5. i assume the basic approaches of a growing number of scholars who—since the 
emergence of the so-called new perspective on Paul—have pushed even beyond the 
works of stendahl, sanders, and dunn (for example) to interpret Paul firmly within 
the categories of Jewishness—that is, viewing Paul simply as Jewish/Judean (though to 
situate Paul within the broad matrix of Judean traditions and societies is, of course, less 
than simple). see, for just a few examples, gaston 1987 and eisenbaum 2009, and, more 
recently, Thiessen 2016 and Wendt’s contextual reading of Paul in Wendt 2016, ch. 4.
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second, as just another preacher of a deity deemed eastern, Paul also 
proclaimed a foreign god who promised eternal life and looming victory 
or destruction depending on his reception. in so doing, Paul specifically 
avails himself of a long tradition of civically sponsored Bacchic proces-
sions. greek cities incorporated dionysus into their municipal cults in 
parades cast as epiphanies of the god. as Paul Brooks duff (1991) has 
explained in relation to 2 Cor 2:14–17, Paul in part calls to mind proces-
sions in which the righteous were summoned to approach the revelatory 
spectacle while the iniquitous were warned to make way. such processions 
enacted revelation that produced a radical social division.

Third, Paul’s complex deployment of the triumph metaphor plays 
upon royal appropriations of dionysus, traced through alexander’s suc-
cessors (the Ptolemies in egypt and various antigonid generals in greece) 
to the several monomaniacal generals of the late roman republic such 
as C. marius and Pompey magnus (Livy, Hist. Rom. 33.53 and 8.2). marc 
antony more than anyone identified himself as the new dionysus (see 
Plutarch, Vit. Ant. 24.4.2–6 and an athenian inscription of 38 or 37 BCe 
calling him “new dionysus” [IG 22 1043.22–23]) before the victorious 
augustus put a brief end to the string of Bacchic rulers, identifying with 
apollo and declaring himself “eternally triumphant.” Paul, by referring to 
his god as “always triumphing,” may be evoking this augustan notion (see 
aus 2005, 8–9). Paul’s wandering Judean body contained the promise of a 
foreign yet cosmic king.

in the triumph image, Paul parades himself as a prisoner without a 
captor, a reveler without a procession, though he insists that the god (god) 
is really there, invisible, orchestrating his movements and lifestyle. indeed, 
after this four-verse glimpse of Paul as triumphal captive, Paul continues 
the letter with a series of other traveling images: the divine letter carrier 
(in the mold of moses; 2 Cor 3), the socratic philosopher facing death 
as a final journey (5:1–9), the ambassador of god offering reconciliation 
to the gentiles (5:19 and following), and the collector of offerings to the 
god of Judea, monetary offerings depicted as seeds sown in fertile soil 
(2 Cor 7–9). This cycle of images, evoking known tropes but deployed in 
strange contexts, makes the letter a textual parade, a low-fi procession not 
unlike smith’s nonlinear avant-garde projects treated by muñoz. Paul may 
resemble—may in fact be—an impoverished, foreign proclaimer of a for-
eign god, but he asserts that he is also not, that he is more.

For Paul, however, the reframing of his travel not as abject wander-
ing but as imperial triumph, and the subsequent marshaling of alternate 
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images for his apostleship, does not sufficiently manage his dionysian 
location. Thus Paul immediately and directly (2:17) addresses traditional 
suspicions about eastern preachers: “For we are not like the many who 
huckster [kapēleuontes] the message of god.” in general, ancient depictions 
of eastern cultic practitioners warned that they preyed on the gullible to 
take their money. From Plato’s castigation of “beggars and sorcerers” in the 
Republic (364b–365a) to the con artist devotees to magna mater in apu-
leius’s Metamorphoses (books 8–9), greek and roman writings evince the 
suspicion with which a foreign proclaimer would have been received. as 
heidi Wendt (2016) has recently emphasized, Paul should be understood 
as one of these foreign “freelance religious experts” and thus as suscep-
tible to the same expectations as other para-institutional practitioners. as 
such, Paul’s activity in Corinth was, in fact, received with accusations of 
fraudulence. While Paul rejected financial support from his Corinthian 
community, the pairing of this refusal with his urgings to contribute to 
the collection for the Jerusalem assembly struck at least some in Corinth 
as a long con. (see occurrences of the words pleonekteō, “defraud,” and 
pleonexia, “greed,” at 2 Cor 2:11; 7:2; 9:5; 12:17, 18.) Thus we notice that 
Corinthian suspicions of Paul (as he reflects them in the letters preserved 
in 2 Corinthians) resonate with standard ancient castigations of eastern 
preachers. Furthermore, the movement of Paul’s image—raising the spec-
ter of god as triumphing (an image associated, in myth and politics, with 
dionysus) to the more generic image of the huckstering preacher rein-
forces a more speculative reading of Paul’s triumph figure as a method of 
traveling specifically with dionysus in the hopes of taking him to different 
places.

at this point, new testament scholars might ask: did Paul really 
choose to portray himself as dionysus? is it possible to imagine a Christian 
apostle who would call upon a so-called pagan god in order to explain him-
self, a divine figure better explained (at least within traditional scholarship 
and the theologies that variously inform it) within Paul’s worldview by the 
logic of demonology? Besides, Paul never explicitly mentions dionysus. in 
reading the god in 2 Corinthians, we read something that is quite literally 
not there. and if, in indicating those accusations among Paul’s commu-
nity and his opponents that resonate with dionysian stereotypes, we posit 
that Paul was forced to confront dionysus, we are left with an apostle 
who, rather than positively (and positivistically) defining and defending 
his apostleship, undertakes a decidedly more reactive and even negative 
modality toward his image. (as Wendt [2016] shows, such attempts to 
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assert distinctiveness in the face of the stock eastern-preacher type would 
all the more typify Paul as just such a practitioner.) That Paul finds himself 
as dionysus—that Paul does not choose dionysus but instead dionysus 
chooses Paul—forces a shift in how i imagine Paul’s way of being and 
acting. more than this, such an observation alters my questions, my field, 
and my location as a scholar insofar as i am no longer studying Paul as an 
ideological and social actor whom i construe with a fairly simple theory 
of volition. rather, i am confronted with a social field of Pauline discourse 
outlined by numerous and intersecting ancient discursive paths. Paul’s 
(dis)identification with various traveling figures is less intentional than it 
is a response to interpellation. stretching himself between triumphing and 
huckstering, Paul does not engage so much in self-construction. rather, 
he locates himself on an existing spectrum of expectations and attempts 
to nudge himself toward one pole and away from another. Because he is a 
preacher of an eastern god, the only way to distinguish and authenticate 
himself is to take dionysus, god, and the baggage they come with in new 
directions. as such, Paul cannot present himself as not dionysian, as not 
eastern; rather, he must present himself as eastern in new ways. Certainly, 
Paul denies outright certain aspersions associated with eastern preach-
ers. But, on the whole, the letter performatively presents Paul’s lifestyle 
in ways that more subtly reform expectations. Paul’s cycling of alternate 
images for his apostleship creates a rhetorical logic by which no one image 
is adequate to indicate his leadership role.

disidentification and Pauline interpretation

i find recourse to disidentification so illuminating in this cycle of surpris-
ing and ultimately inadequate images. For muñoz (1999, 12), attention 
to disidentification “pave[s] the way to an understanding of a ‘disiden-
tificatory subject’ who tactically and simultaneously works on, with, and 
against a cultural form.” Before muñoz’s important work drawing atten-
tion to disidentification as a crucial strategy for world-building among 
queer individuals of color, other poststructuralist, feminist, and marxist 
theorists had explored the constructivist nature of disidentification. in 
dialogue with slavoj Žižek in her essay “arguing with the real,” for exam-
ple, Judith Butler asks:

What are the possibilities of politicizing disidentification, this experi-
ence of misrecognition, this uneasy sense of standing under a sign to 
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which one does and does not belong? and how are we to interpret this 
disidentification produced by and through the very signifier that holds 
out the promise of solidarity?… it may be that the affirmation of that 
slippage, that failure of identification is itself the point of departure for 
a more democratizing affirmation of internal difference. (1993, 219, 
emphasis original)6

Butler offers that a politics based on subversive performativity works 
in part on a logic of disidentification—that the failure of language to 
encompass life, to regulate it under interpellative norms, offers possibil-
ity for its transformation. indeed, as she asserts earlier in Bodies That 
Matter:

it may be precisely through practices which underscore disidentification 
with those regulatory norms by which sexual difference is material-
ized that both feminist and queer politics are mobilized. such collective 
disidentifications can facilitate a reconceptualization of which bodies 
matter, and which bodies are yet to emerge as critical matters of concern. 
(1993, 4)

Butler’s emphasis on the collective context of disidentification is crucial 
here, in both its potential for “factionalization” and “solidarity.” insofar 
as nonmajoritarian (like all) subject positions are constructed through 
performance, such performances require audiences, both among the com-
munities they are making “matter” and among the majoritarian world of 
pasty normals, enthralled by the normalizing ideology that forecloses rec-
ognition and survival for abject individuals.

muñoz builds on Butler’s analysis and similarly emphasizes perfor-
mance and spectatorship in his deployment of disidentification in queer 
subject/community formation. simultaneously, muñoz also inscribes 
disidentification in his interpretive prescriptions for scholars who would 
analyze such a politics and aesthetic:

i refer to disidentification as a hermeneutic, as a process of production, 
and a mode of performance. disidentification can be understood as a 
way of shuffling back and forth between reception and production. For 
the critic, disidentification is the hermeneutical performance of decod-
ing mass, high, or any other cultural field from the perspective of a 

6. Butler here dialogues with Žižek 1989 and Berlant 1988.
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minority subject who is disempowered in such a representational hier-
archy. (1999, 25)

This language of traveling “between reception and production” links to a 
number of aspects of the present project. such complicity between actor 
and observer(s) is as crucial for understanding disidentification among 
minoritized subjects today as it is helpful for understanding the growth of 
the Pauline communities. First, as i just posited, Paul as foreigner presents 
a fragmented apostle who not only is always under construction but is 
always already produced by forces beyond his own control. Paul receives 
his identity as an eastern preacher as much as he produces it. second, 
Paul’s performance of apostleship could only occur in communal, public 
contexts—both the context of the broader world and its ethnic/gender/
sexual expectations and the context of the community he was struggling to 
build up and maintain as unified despite the vicissitudes of recognition and 
misrecognition among his followers. That Paul is concerned about mutual 
recognition is belied by repeated use of the verb epiginōskō in 2 Cor 1:13–
14. Third, disidentification as a reading strategy implicates the interpreter 
in the same sort of movement between (re)construction of Paul’s ideology 
(what is traditionally called his theology) and deconstruction of the norms 
the interpreter brings to Paul, accomplished by the reception of contextual 
difference in relation to the interpreter’s expectations and the novel picture 
of Paul that interpretation might produce. i return to disidentification as 
hermeneutic at the end of this essay.

Paul’s procession of evocative yet inadequate apostolic signifiers before 
his community at least reveals something about the productive falsity of 
cultural idols. This “worldmaking negation” constitutes, for Paul and his 
communities, the epiphany of a new politics, a new type of triumph, over 
and against (but also somehow through) dominant suspicions and imperial 
norms. at the same time, Paul’s discourse not only aims at delineating—at 
times negatively—his understanding of apostleship but, as muñoz would 
assert, producing a world. and Paul’s worldmaking occurs community by 
community. insofar as 1 Corinthians responds to factionalism at Corinth, 
and insofar as 2 Corinthians responds to a split between the community and 
Paul himself, Paul’s disidentificatory efforts should be read as part of a semi-
otic and performative contestation over the new world Paul and his followers 
are jointly bringing into being. We can more clearly see this contestation and 
how it materializes new identities by paying attention to another discourse 
engaged by Paul: his own sexuality and that of his community.
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Pauline Celibacy, disavowal, and interpretive Failure

Paul’s references to his own sexuality are scarce, save for his commending 
of his singleness and celibacy in 1 Cor 7 and 9. here Paul casts his celi-
bacy as moralistic self-mastery, eschatological readiness, and distinctive 
mission strategy. Yet what if Paul were also addressing suspicions over his 
sexual lifestyle in connection to his appearance as a foreign preacher?7 
ancient texts frequently ascribe sexual immorality to foreigners and 
especially to preachers of eastern gods. Think here of the seemingly para-
doxical though well-known ancient stereotype of eunuchs as perverts (see 
hester 2005). so, too, with the plot of euripides’s Bacchae: in lines 434–
519, dionysus appears before the Theban king Pentheus in the guise of 
one of his own preachers—poor, foreign, cryptic, and effeminate. in this 
suspicious package hides a power unaccounted for by Pentheus’s norma-
tive sense of societal order. The preachers of magna mater in apuleius’s 
Metamorphoses also stand as an illustrative case in point; apuleius pairs 
lasciviousness and gender violation with financial fraudulence in order to 
frame these foreign antagonists.

Like other eastern preachers, Paul’s foreignness and his unique sexual 
teachings may have compounded his problems in Corinth. a common 
reconstruction of the dispute identifies the individual mentioned in 2 Cor 
2:5–11 (described by Paul as being pained) with the person who had a 
sexual relationship with his stepmother mentioned in 1 Cor 5:1–2. Paul’s 
sexual teachings and lifestyle, however, may have left him open to sus-
picions that were broader than the accusation and punishment of one 
individual. in an ancient context, celibacy was often seen as a deviant 
lifestyle. greek and roman writers highlighted the dangerous effects of 
avoidance of sex and procreation (roetzel 2000). in an age of high infant 
mortality, at least a few writers even framed not having children as akin to 

7. Within the context of the letter, Paul does not raise the issue of celibacy on 
his own. rather, some in Corinth (perhaps some among those he calls “the strong”) 
inquire as to whether “it is well for a man not to touch a woman” (1 Cor 7:1). For the 
strong, i generally rely on something like the argument in Theissen 1975 that defines 
the quasi-party among Paul’s Corinthian followers according to their relative socio-
economic superiority to the rest of the community; this group is the main rhetorical 
target of Paul’s arguments in 1 Corinthians. one must further note that the ques-
tion seems to come from men. For the question of how Paul’s disidentification of his 
sexuality might have played with the women among the strong—that is, among the 
“Corinthian women prophets”—see below.
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murder. a particularly clear example is Cassius dio’s account of augustus’s 
speech to senatorial roman men resisting his marriage legislation (Hist. 
Rom. 56.4). in such an environment, Paul’s celibacy challenges not only 
normative, procreative morality but also, in its eschatological outlook, 
the imperial logic of procreation and the management of populations—
indeed, imperial time itself.

to understand more fully the dialogic way in which Paul’s teaching 
contributed to the formation of Paul’s persona and Pauline discourse, we 
should note that we first encounter Paul’s teaching on celibacy because 
some in Corinth (perhaps some among those he calls “the strong”) inquire 
as to whether “it is well for a man not to touch a woman” (1 Cor 7:1). 
The issue may well have been a cause for disagreement that Paul addresses 
with a nuanced clarification. on the whole, Paul’s management of his 
sexual teachings is an intricate affair. tat-siong Benny Liew, in his article 
“redressing Bodies at Corinth” (2011), argues that Paul in 1 Corinthians 
simultaneously tackles apprehensions about his ethnicity. Liew deploys the 
category of race while avoiding and displacing concomitant stereotypes 
concerning the effeminacy and perversion of the ethnic other (among 
whom Paul is interpellated). We can build, i think, upon Liew’s important 
points by focusing more intently on Paul’s positive addressing of his own 
celibacy. Thus while Liew perceptively shows how Paul projects his own 
sexual anxiety onto women and those he views as sexually immoral, we 
can also read Paul’s discussions of celibacy not just as an outbidding with 
regard to greco-roman norms of self-mastery or political pressure to pro-
create but as a way of tackling any suspicions about his sexual lifestyle.

indeed, as Liew outlines, it is hard to imagine Corinthian objections 
to Paul’s lifestyle as omitting sexual stereotyping, both because of what we 
know about reactions to eastern cultic practitioners and because of his 
explicit advocacy of celibacy in the Corinthian correspondence. Paul may 
be read here as repressing any sexual dimensions of the conflict with this 
community. Yet we may wish to build upon this repression hypothesis to 
speak of how Paul portrays his wandering lifestyle with a similarly wan-
dering rhetoric that, as described above, cycles a series of traveling figures 
before the strong in Corinth. Paul asserts his legitimacy and freedom by 
resisting their attempts to pin him down with conventional terms, par-
ticularly with regard to ethnicity or gender/sexuality. here we might again 
follow muñoz, who frames disidentification as a type of migration. muñoz 
productively compares his conceptualization to the category of hybridity 
as used among postcolonial theorists as two helpful ways of addressing 
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the divided agency of multiply minoritized subjects (in muñoz’s study, 
focusing on queers of color): “These hybridized identificatory positions 
are always in transit, shuttling between different identity vectors” (1999, 
32). This cycling is due to the productive nature of the negative aspects 
of identification, the ways in which identifications fail, the ways in which 
what is said leaves an unsaid excess to be taken up by those who receive 
what is said in order to build the future. subjects in transit eventually take 
leave of certain positions, either out of tactical reasoning or from being 
pulled or pushed out by others. With Paul and the Corinthians, we are 
dealing with both rhetorical/performative strategy and the productive use 
of some relatively unintentional communicative failures.

Wandering as Pauline hermeneutic

in understanding Paul’s disavowal of and disidentification with diony-
sian aspects of his life as a matter of physical and semantic wandering, i 
also join interpretive paths found in the recent work of sarah Jane Cerve-
nak, Wandering: Philosophical Performances of Racial and Sexual Freedom 
(2014). Cervenak explores works of art, literature, and performance from 
minoritized racial and sexual subject positions as reinscribing enlighten-
ment epistemologies of wandering and freedom as a strategy of producing 
freedom for those subject positions. Cervenak interprets depictions of 
wandering and travel, as well as rhetorical and conceptual wanderings 
figuratively considered, as philosophical acts rearranging existing epis-
temologies through the acts’ illegibility. From the furtive and evasive 
movements of escape in american abolitionist-era narratives of enslaved 
individuals to the performances of racially and sexually minoritized artists 
refusing to be straightened out, wandering as a philosophical act resists 
capture within hegemonic discourses and traces an ideological space of 
freedom for oppressed subjectivities. one way in which Cervenak explains 
this illegibility of wandering—and here she borrows from Fred moten—is 
as “revelatory” or religious—that is, illegible with respect to enlighten-
ment rationality (see Cervenak 2014, 60, citing moten 2004, 274). here 
we can recall the religious overtones of smith’s Normal Love, where his 
appropriation of B-movie star maria montez is figured as worship. on the 
whole, numerous depictions in the film play off myth and ritualization, 
including Bacchanalia itself in the concluding events. For muñoz (like 
Butler), disidentification points toward what cannot be accounted for, 
what cannot be, and thus what cannot be said, within a hegemonic regime 
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of meaning. For Cervenak, wandering reveals new paths hidden from nor-
mative thoroughfares. Paul’s wandering mission addresses the majority of 
his communities, who are neither wise, nor powerful, nor noble, so that 
god might choose what is not instead of what is (1 Cor 1:26–29).

With Cervenak and muñoz, we can paradoxically read the illegible 
aspects of Paul’s epiphanic and wandering rhetoric in 2 Cor 1–9.8 a frus-
tration of interpreting the letter has been to detect the referents of the 
many images that parade through it. on the contrary, perhaps we should 
view it as fruitful to read this letter—and indeed, the Corinthian corre-
spondence as a whole—as a history of what Paul fails to tell Corinth. since 
disidentification draws attention to difference, Paul’s wandering rhetoric 
can be read not simply as indicating concrete situations or cultural fig-
ures but also as negatively indicating a yet-to-be-recognized future. Paul’s 
traveling apostleship is a matter of walking in faith and not sight (2 Cor 
5:7), valid because it indicates a future glory, one within the self and in a 
heavenly utopia, one Paul has seen but “whether in the body or out of the 
body, i do not know” (12:2–3). Paul’s mission strives to bring bodies into 
recognition and being to the extent that they as of yet lack both. We can 
interpret 2 Cor 1–9 as bringing this strategy to a macrorhetorical expres-
sion in his odd series of wandering metaphors. as such, we need to take 
muñoz seriously when he says that disidentifications constitute “world-
making negations” and take into account the productive ways in which 
Paul’s figures fail to communicate—out of a wandering style of rhetoric, a 
refusal to communicate, a disavowal, or a failure on Paul’s part to take into 
account the semantic excesses of his own disidentifications.

interpreters traditionally view Paul’s project in 2 Corinthians as suc-
cessful, as his turn westward in romans, sponsored in large part by the 
activities of Phoebe of Cenchreae, speak to his regaining of Corinthian 
support (rom 16:1–2). any notion of Pauline success, however, once 
again raises the question of the mode of legibility by which we consider 
his letters and lifestyle. What it means for Paul’s disidentificatory and 
illegible wandering to be successful is part and parcel, i argue, to contem-
porary questions of social change and communal formation. illegibility is, 
of course, a relative concept, and it thus brings up the question of who is 
doing the reading. Paul, if illegible, would be primarily so not for us but 

8. Cervenak (2014, 148–49) positively compares her project to that of muñoz’s 
(2009) construction of queer futurity.



204 Luckritz marquis

for the Corinthians—or, to be more specific, the group in Corinth he calls 
the strong. in such a case, do we read Paul before the strong as if dionysus 
before Pentheus? or do we remind ourselves, first, that the strong were 
largely gentiles best understood as members of nations conquered under 
rome (to borrow from davina Lopez’s 2010 argument) and, second, that 
many were women (for example, Chloe, and perhaps Phoebe) with their 
own claims to authority in Corinth, women onto whom Paul (following 
Liew 2011) may be displacing notions of sexual excess and disorder? in the 
face of the epiphanic displays of the spirit performed by these Corinthian 
women prophets (see Wire 1990), is Paul trying to cast the Corinthian 
women as his Bacchae and, figuratively, trying to get them in line behind 
him?9 after all, the Corinthian correspondence explicitly raises the issue 
of identifying with Paul under the guise of imitation. as Joseph marchal 
has noted, Paul’s call to the Corinthians (including the women prophets) 
to imitate him (1 Cor 4:16, 11:1) leads to the odd position (especially for 
Paul) whereby the women take on the masculine role of prophets. Like 
muñoz, marchal (2014, 110) points to the productive nature of such 
ostensibly “bad attachments.” indeed, we can read the women prophets 
as disidentifying with Paul even before his call to imitation in 1 Corinthi-
ans, leading us perhaps to paraphrase Paul as asserting that “they imitate 
me, but not that way!” While disidentification can be a tactical way of 
redirecting received stereotypes—thus while Paul accepts he is a preacher 
of a foreign deity, he shifts the terms of that identification—it can also 
involve marginalized subjects grasping for seemingly unlikely muses. Like 
the white american Jack smith evoking maria montez, the gentile women 
prophets act in the spirit of a Judean wanderer’s example, creating a sub-
ject position that is both unintended and revelatory.

as a negative mode of subject construction that works by pointing 
away from the subject, disidentification acts similarly to and may be inter-
pretively hard to distinguish from disavowal. Both disidentification and 
disavowal tend to escape the agency of a speaker or performer and leave 
an open space for imagination and interpretation. Thus when reading the 
unsaid and illegible in Paul’s letters, we are delineating our own space of 
possibility, a zone of freedom. Paul’s celibacy, whether reframed through 
disidentification with dionysus or disavowed in the face of ethnic ste-

9. on Pauline women and reception more broadly, see Johnson-deBaufre and 
nasrallah 2011.
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reotypes, leaves future room for new gender and sexual possibilities. so 
even if one of Paul’s aims in writing Corinth is to control local women 
leaders—indeed, even as his disavowal of sexual aspersions and his projec-
tion of them onto some of his followers reinscribes a hierarchy within his 
community by creating a notion of abject sexual subjects—his disidentifi-
catory negotiations still result in a semantic gap allowing members of his 
Corinthian community to receive his teachings and respond. Thus Paul’s 
creation of his own apostolic space also opened space for his community 
in ways he did not expect.10

even as Paul disavows, displaces, or represses the sexualized aspects of 
his mission (with all the unethical effects of this repression), his disavowal 
simultaneously allows space for some of the strong in turn to disidentify 
with Paul, drawing out the ethical possibilities he did not fulfill in himself. 
i think reading 2 Corinthians this way is something other than redeem-
ing Paul or worshiping him as the great apostle; it is perhaps more akin to 
worshiping him like a matinee idol, a performer who awakens in us some-
thing he did not even see in himself.

as we try to follow Paul and the strong and their attempts to follow 
each other, we realize that we also are attempting to draw ever finer and 
more precise, legible borders around their ideological territories. We are, 
to risk being trite, wandering ourselves. in producing knowledge about the 
spheres and qualities of Pauline illegibility, we might decenter ourselves, 
might follow the spirit of Paul’s injunction in 1 Cor 1:26–27 to consider 
ourselves insofar as we are not wise, powerful, or noble, insofar as we are 
illegible to pasty normals (even if we are pasty normal)—that is, insofar as 
we direct our attention to the crooked paths traced by the abject epipha-
nies emerging between Paul and his community in Corinth.
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Bottoming out: rethinking the reception of receptivity

Joseph a. marchal

When arguing over the relevance of Paul’s letters, it often proves useful 
to stress the difference between the ancient world and the one in which 
we live. in debates about gender and sexuality, classical articulations of 
the greco-roman ethos of penetration and domination help interpreters 
of these letters put this matter of historical difference in stark terms. as a 
result, it becomes apparent that many arguments in the letters reinscribe 
this ethos, treating females as possessions belonging to their males (rom 
1:26; 7:2–3; 1 Cor 9:5; 11:3; 14:35; 2 Cor 11:2; gal 4:22–5:1; cf. 1 Thess 
4:4), giving instructions for males to acquire their own vessels to avoid 
sexual trouble (1 Thess 4:4; but cf. 1 Cor 7:2, 36), casting (free) males 
as in charge of when to make sexual use of females and possibly also 
enslaved people (1 Thess 4:4; 1 Cor 6:15–17; 7:1, 26–27, 36–38; 9:5; Phlm 
11–14), and depicting (free) males as condemned particularly by their 
own receptivity (rom 1:27; cf. rom 7:5; 8:6–8; 1 Cor 7:9, 36; 10:8; gal 
4:12). in many other places, Paul reflects a general anxiety about passiv-
ity, weakness, and receptivity.1

an encounter with this difference from the ancient and biblical past 
can be instructive. it also, however, ignores that penetration and, or as, 
domination are not the whole story. These associations reflect the reign-
ing sociopolitical order and the perspective of those at the pyramidal 
apex of power, but they fail to ask about those closer to the bottom of 
this kyriarchal order: the receptive “objects,” those feminized as female, 

1. a likely incomplete (if still contested) list of such passages would include rom 
4:19–20; 5:3–8; 6:15–7:25; 8:1–17; 14:1–4; 15:1–6; 1 Cor 1:25–2:5; 4:8–21; 7:8–9, 
36–38; 8:7–13; 9:22; 11:2–16, 30–32; 12:22–26; 15:24–28, 53–58; 2 Cor 1:3–11, 23–2:5; 
4:8–12; 6:4–10; 9:3–5; 10:8–11; 11:5–7, 19–30; 12:5–10; 13:3–4; gal 4:3–7, 12–14; 6:8; 
Phil 1:12–17; 4:11–14; and 1 Thess 2:1–2.
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enslaved, youthful, nonelite, and/or foreign.2 a set of queer interventions 
can help biblical interpreters rethink how we have received receptivity 
and those cast as receptive in the first and twenty-first centuries; i do 
not propose identical sets of subcultures in the ancient assemblies that 
received these letters but instead suggest more porous relations to the 
past. With the help of theorists such as ann Cvetkovich (2003), darieck 
scott (2010), elizabeth Freeman (2010), and Carla Freccero (2006), 
ancient stereotypes of those toward the bottom might start to look 
more slippery than stark, raising the possibility that ancient people used 
sexual practices (and their intersecting evaluations) in ways that elite 
males could not have entirely anticipated. Queerly, we should remain 
receptive to that possibility.

dissonance and domination: Penetration and/as activity

People often turn to Paul’s letters for information about the “biblical 
stance” on sexual matters, especially same-sex erotic contact. When 
asked about clobber passages like rom 1 or the vice list in 1 Cor 6:9–
11, i respond (like many other biblical scholars, i imagine) by dutifully 
trying to place these texts in their ancient contexts, often stressing the 
difference between then and now.3 one blunt strategy introduces these 
arguments in terms of the predominant protocol of penetration in the 
ancient greco-roman context. most audiences are scandalized, out-
raged, or at the least surprised by this ethos, focused upon free, elite, 
imperial males, but relatively indifferent about the objects of their 
penetration, beyond the objects’ lower sociopolitical status: their femi-
nization as female, enslaved, youthful, nonelite, and/or foreign. reciting 
excerpts from scholars like david halperin (1990) or holt Parker (1997) 
often does the trick.

halperin (1990, 29) stresses that ancient greeks saw “sex not as a 
collective enterprise in which two or more persons jointly engage but 
rather as an action performed by one person upon another.” sex is 
not done with someone else, but to someone else: “sex possesses this 

2. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza created the term kyriarchy to describe the inter-
secting and mutually influencing pyramidal structures of domination. see, for exam-
ple, the discussion in schüssler Fiorenza 2001, 1, 118–24, 211.

3. For an introductory example of this tendency, see marchal 2012. For historical 
contextualization of these passages, see Brooten 1996 and martin 1995, 1996.
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valence, apparently, because it is conceived to center essentially on, and 
to define itself around, an asymmetrical gesture, that of the penetra-
tion of the body of one person by the body—and, specifically, by the 
phallus—of another” (30). Parker (1997, 47) concurs with this view, 
stressing that “the ancient world, both greek and roman, did not base 
its classification on gender, but on a completely different axis, that of 
active versus passive.” This axis creates a set of categories and orga-
nizes behaviors accordingly: “The romans divided sexual categories 
for people and acts on the axis of ‘active’ and ‘passive.’ active has, in 
their scheme, a single precise meaning. The one normative action is the 
penetration of a bodily orifice by a penis” (48). Parker then delineates 
the three different sets of vocabulary used for the three different ori-
fices that could be penetrated (48–49). either male or female could be 
penetrated, and this ancient protocol was indifferent about the object 
of this activity when it reflected and reinforced wider sociopolitical 
dynamics. “sexual ‘activity,’ moreover, is thematized as domination: the 
relation between the ‘active’ and the ‘passive’ sexual partner is thought 
of as the same kind of relation as that obtaining between social superior 
and social inferior” (halperin 1990, 30). This relation might look like it 
maps onto more recent dualistic norms of gender: “The active is neces-
sarily and essentially male: penetrating with one’s penis. to be passive, 
therefore, is to play the part of a woman” (Parker 1997, 50). But notice 
that Parker stresses that the receptive person is not always a woman, 
but one who plays a part or fulfills a role like the woman’s. The relevant 
sociopolitical order, then, is not just patriarchal but more multifaceted 
and reflected in who are acceptable receptacles: “The proper targets 
of his sexual desire include, specifically, women, boys, foreigners, and 
slaves—all of them persons who do not enjoy the same legal and politi-
cal rights and privileges that he does” (halperin 1990, 30). Because this 
order lacks values like reciprocity or mutuality and organizes people in 
ways besides modern sexual orientations, halperin pointedly recom-
mends “not to speak of it as a sexuality at all but to describe it, rather, as 
a more generalized ethos of penetration and domination, a socio-sexual 
discourse structured by the presence or absence of its central term: the 
phallus” (34–35).

This ethos of penetration and domination, then, can be used to 
contextualize difficult or controversial passages in Paul’s letters. When 
Paul alludes to intercourse that could be seen as natural or unnatural in 
rom 1:26–27, the point of reference is this protocol and the wider order 
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it reflects.4 Bernadette Brooten demonstrates: “if we read rom 1:26f 
in light of a broad variety of ancient sources on sexuality and gender 
roles, ‘natural’ intercourse means penetration of a subordinate person 
by a dominant one” (1996, 241). indeed, it is not just the terminology 
of nature that reflects this dominant ethos; the greek word commonly 
translated as “intercourse,” chrēsis (1:26, 27), more closely means “use.” 
as Brooten highlights, “a man ‘uses’ or ‘makes use of ’ a woman or a 
boy” (245). a sexual act “according to nature” requires that a superior 
makes use of another, inferior body as a receptacle of their penetra-
tion. in the letter to Philemon, a similar set of terms is employed to pun 
upon the bodily vulnerability of the enslaved onesimus: once “useless” 
(achrēston), but now “useful” or “good for use” (euchrēston, Phlm 11) (see 
the discussion in marchal 2011b). even texts that appear heteronorma-
tive, like Paul’s admonition for a man to “take a wife for himself ” (1 Thess 
4:4), reflect the predominant protocol. Following the work of Jennifer a. 
glancy (2006, 49–70), the male audience member is instructed to “obtain 
his own vessel” (skeuos), a starkly objectifying way to characterize the 
human receptacle in such asymmetrical systems. This vessel would be 
one way free males characterize a wife or an enslaved person as “morally 
neutral outlets for their sexual urges” (60). indeed, each of these passages 
refers to potentially receptive parties, but only in the course of comment-
ing upon or addressing their sociopolitical superiors.5 The importance 
of acquiring a vessel in 1 Thessalonians is for a free adult male to avoid 
offending a “brother” (4:6), the source of the offense likely stemming 
from the use of someone who properly belongs to another community 
member, not himself. similarly, in Philemon, Paul is careful in negotiat-
ing for the consent of the slave owner (v. 14) rather than the enslaved 
onesimus. even those females leaving behind so-called natural use in 
romans are described (in only a brief clause) as “their females” (1:26), 
possessions of a “them” who are not properly masculine because they 
lack better control over their inferiors.

4. Brooten (1996, 1–2), for instance, opens her landmark study of female homo-
eroticism by highlighting how fundamental the active/passive hierarchy is for the 
roman imperial period.

5. The use of two sexually receptive figures, hagar and sarah, in an allegory (in 
gal 4:21–5:1) functions in a similar fashion: not to address these females, or people 
like them, but to encourage audience members to identify with the free son of just one 
of these women, as the free and legitimate heir of abraham.
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if audiences today are scandalized, outraged, or surprised by the 
ancient ethos of penetration and domination, they become distressed by 
the consonance of Paul’s letters with this ethos. not only do these letters 
make for a bad fit with present-day “family values,” but the values they 
promulgate horrify, offend, disturb, and disgust.6 encountering this his-
torical difference disrupts expectations in potentially productive ways. 
This strategy could interrupt the tendency to assume that we already know 
what biblical texts say. indeed, such contextualization could be seen as 
an important precondition for opening up what biblical interpretations 
and interpreters can do. Yet an emphasis on this difference can have other, 
equally unexpected effects, particularly around the meaning of receptivity.

receiving receptivity, again

Curiously, an investment in the explanatory power of this ethos of pen-
etration and domination could provide a kind of stabilizing comfort. once 
you know this context, you can easily plug it into a reading of these texts. 
When providing this context as a teacher or a visiting lecturer, i give you 
the solution, the answer, to the problem of these texts.7 after the outrage or 
the upset, there is some relief, through a distancing resolution. You know 
that the texts belong to a distant and distinct ethical and political system, 
one riven by a series of intersecting asymmetries. scholars like halperin, 
then, become icons of alterity, suggesting that we might even jettison the 
term sexuality when describing the penetrating people and practices of the 
ancient mediterranean world.8

This insistence on the modernity of sexuality could be helpful, but we 
would also be wise to attend to a series of studies by denise Kimber Buell 
(2009, 180–81, 188; 2010, 325; 2014, 41) that trace how an emphasis on 

6. This dissonance is one of the main points of dale B. martin’s essay, “Familiar 
idolatry and the Christian Case against marriage,” reprinted in martin 2006, 103–24, 
224–28. one rather important and convincing description of these imperial family 
values can be found in d’angelo 2003. For my own attempt to extend reflections on 
these dynamics through a consideration of (imperial) sexual exceptionalism, see 
marchal 2015.

7. eve Kosofsky sedgwick (1997) describes a similar kind of foreclosing comfort, 
confidence, or certitude about the mechanism for deriving meaning (albeit toward 
different ends in literary studies).

8. For further reflections on the relevance and pitfalls of emphasizing either alter-
ity or continuity for considering biblical texts, see marchal 2011a.
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the modernity of race protects scholars from asking haunting questions 
about our relationship to the past (and the past’s lingering effects upon and 
afterlives among us). What do we miss not only if we neglect the ways that 
gender and sexuality are kyriarchically intertwined with race, ethnicity, 
and religion but also if we remain exclusively focused upon the difference 
of other times (and places)?

still, the ancient system i have described so far does not particularly 
attend to matters of mutuality, or consent, or pleasure; it classifies activi-
ties and people in ways quite unlike modern sexual orientations. That was 
then, this is now. are we not so glad that we are not like them? That is a 
remarkably common reaction, for instance, to the grid Parker evokes to 
stress this difference, where active = penetrating = dominant = mascu-
line and passive = penetrated = subordinate = feminine. to learn these 
relationships and begin applying them might be disorienting at first, but 
such equations also have a seductive simplicity to them. in her reconsid-
erations of receptivity, Cvetkovich (2003, 61) puzzles over the potential 
flattening effects of such constructions, noting: “it is peculiar that schol-
arship designed to suggest the variability of social meanings attached to 
sexual acts should have the unintentional effect of leaving the impression 
that penetration signifies domination and feminization, if not universally, 
then remarkably extensively.” in spite of the effort to stress the difference 
between now and then, here and there, some scholarship runs the risk of 
falsely stabilizing the practice and significance of a variety of sexual acts.9 
indeed, as the specifically personal and criminal history of Parker’s own 
online activities indicate, there is still considerable—even horrifying—
variability and possible continuities between current practices and ancient 
asymmetrical systems (see scullin 2016).10

9. For another critique of halperin or any who take an approach that presumes 
the self-evidence or clarity of “homosexuality as we conceive of it today,” see sedgwick 
1990, 44–48.

10. Like several other biblical scholars, i only heard about Parker’s arrest on child 
pornography charges more than a year after his conviction, and after the more sub-
terranean conversations within classics (and after i first drafted this essay). For now, 
i believe i will continue to cite Parker, and this essay in particular, because (1) as 
my present essay indicates, other classics scholars (like deborah Kamen and sarah 
Levin-richardson) have long esteemed and responded to his formulations, to situ-
ate their work requires at least some reference to Parker; (2) this essay narrates an 
actual historical scholarly practice of mine (the way i have used Parker and halperin 
to clarify biblical texts for all sorts of audiences); and (3) these citations can be further 



 Bottoming out: rethinking the reception of receptivity 215

Cvetkovich turns to lesbian/queer sexual subcultures as resources for 
recasting the passive, abject side of this seemingly stable sociosexual grid 
by reimagining and rearranging the relations of receptivity to pathology 
and trauma. in doing so, Cvetkovich draws upon and differentiates her 
aims from those of halperin and queer theorist Leo Bersani. Bersani cel-
ebrates the radical potential of gay (male) sex, and most especially anal 
receptivity, particularly for the ways it can counter the romanticization of 
sex. The value of anal receptivity is in its potential to produce a psychic 
experience of “self-shattering,” highlighting the “strong appeal of power-
lessness, or the loss of control,” not just of passivity “but rather of a more 
radical disintegration and humiliation of the self ” (Bersani 1987, 117). 
This theory of receptivity might just be leaning into the equation recep-
tivity = passivity = subordination = femininity (or feminization), though. 
Cvetkovich cautions that “the fact that men like to get fucked only seems 
counterintuitive (or ‘queer’) if it is assumed that everyone really wants to 
be ‘masculine’ and on top or that the trauma of penetration must necessar-
ily be negative” (2003, 63). to Cvetkovich, Bersani is important for linking 
trauma to sexuality but potentially forecloses in advance the variety of 
ways these might link.

Butch-femme roles and practices can begin to displace or compli-
cate some of these assumed linkages, even when discussing penetration, 
since these practices expand penetrating body parts or objects beyond a 
penis (or penis substitute), the member so often assumed to be essential in 
both ancient and modern considerations of sexual practices. This persis-
tent phallocentric focus indicates the impoverished state of terminologies 
that fail to consider how femmes play receptive roles without reducing 
them to modes of passivity or stigmatization. Cvetkovich (2003, 57–58) 
articulates how femme receptivity is not a null position but reflects the 
femme’s desire; her role is not passive, but it involves moving under and in 
responsive interaction to and with the touch of the butch. This might be 
described, for example, as a give and take, but taking can be used for both 
femme receptivity and butch touch/penetration (64).

Cvetkovich (2003, 56) argues that this kind of penetrating touch can 
operate as “a significant vehicle for working through traumatic histo-

opportunities to discuss the politics of our scholarship, by naming rather than evad-
ing activities like Parker’s. For further reflections, see scullin 2016. i provide further 
reflections on other ways in which trauma can be linked to sexual practices in the 
remainder of this essay.
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ries,” as femme can be a type of labor in negotiating and acknowledging 
vulnerability. in a homophobic world, and an environment that enacts 
violence against women and/as sexual minorities, admitting and opening 
oneself to desire and accompanying touches are risky practices (65). in 
such practices, a femme is the subject of focus rather than the phallus; 
while she receives a body part, she receives attention. in doing so, butch-
femme practices do not disavow the hierarchy that structures top-bottom 
or insertive-receptive pleasures, but they aim to depathologize, while 
acknowledging the traumatic element of penetration. Thus Cvetkovich 
is interested in “a sex positivity that can embrace negativity, including 
trauma” (63), the ways that vulnerability and passivity can be rethought. 
in contrast to Bersani’s conception of receptivity, “the femme does not see 
penetration or violation of bodily boundaries to be a crisis of subjectivity, 
although she may experience it as a risky vulnerability” (80). Cvetkovich 
labors to archive kinds of receptivity that embrace and rework negativity, 
without simply repeating a foreclosed logic of penetration as domination 
and without trying to ignore it or pretend that it can simply be bypassed 
or overcome.

similar dynamics are foregrounded in queer work on racialization 
and abjection. The risks, pleasures, and even necessities of grappling with 
traumatic and debasing histories run through scott’s daring work.11 scott 
(2010, 5) considers the value or use of something besides black pride or 
power by postulating that “blackness is constituted by a history of abjec-
tion, and is itself a form of abjection.” Blackness is not only produced by 
this traumatic past; for scott, it is crucial to “grapple with that apparently 
inescapable aspect of blackness” (5). The history of slavery (and its racial-
ization) provides a different set of referents for the pleasure of the bottom, 
connecting the sexual and the political:

i use bottom to signify the nadir of a hierarchy (a political position 
possibly abject) and as a sexual position: the one involving coercion 
and historical and present realities of conquest, enslavement, domi-
nation, cruelty, torture, and so on, the other involving sexualized or 
erotic consent/play which references the elements of the former. (28; 
see also 164)

11. For further reflections on the indignities, insults, desires, and disidentifica-
tions at the intersections of black and queer, see reid-Pharr 2001; stockton 2006; and 
holland 2012.
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scott is interested in rethinking present-day relations to the historical 
silences surrounding the sexual exploitation of enslaved males: “What is 
unspeakable here is the sexual or erotic pleasure of the human being in 
extreme conditions of coercion and nonconsent” (155).12 Yet this is pre-
cisely the coerced, humiliated, abjected subject about whom scott seeks 
to speak. 

Thus scott does speak (or write) about black (power) bottoms, show-
ing how gay male fantasies “draw on those histories, even if only by rough 
analogy” (154). in doing so, scott stresses the relations enforced between 
the sexual bottom and the political bottom. to my own (admitted) surprise, 
scott suggests another rough analogy: between the social and economic 
power organized through the sexual coercion of the enslaved and the 
ancient greek protocols for sex between superior and inferior described 
by halperin (159)! Both sexual-political formations present obstacles for 
comprehending the sensations, and possibly the pleasures, of such bot-
toms. Those past pleasures might be unspeakable, even unnameable, but 
the sexual-political analogy between different times and the present-day 
reference to this history indicate possibilities for reimagining pleasure and 
power in abjection:

Bottoming thus becomes a metaphor and a model for one of the black 
powers we are seeking in abjection: among its many inflections of mean-
ing, it evokes the willed enactment of powerlessness that encodes a 
power of its own, in which pain or discomfort are put to multifarious 
uses. (165)

Thus, unlike halperin, scott reconfigures the potential impacts of recep-
tivity and imagines multiple uses for bottoming—both the silenced roles 
of those on the sexual-political bottom of slave societies and those for 
whom this history is still summoned, who receive this history as a legacy 
of racialization.13

Cvetkovich and scott begin to complicate the stabilizing comforts 
of the supposed hard difference of the penetration paradigm by tracing 

12. here scott initially follows, then departs from spillers 1987.
13. scott (2010, 265) highlights that these impacts are not exclusively connected 

to black masculinity, applying (differently and differentially) to black women as well, 
even as his project mostly focuses on masculinity, given how fiercely those particular 
impacts have been resisted. For a wider range of uses for racialized abjection and/as 
sexual receptivity, see Fisher 1996; sharpe 2010; and musser 2014.
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some of the varying practice and significance of receptivity. They provide 
routes for negotiating rather than denying or evading trauma, stressing 
trauma’s relation to sexual desires and practices. They reflect on the desires 
and pleasures of receptivity, of bottoming, as its own kind of activity, even 
power. as a result, they shift the focus away from the phallus, or the pre-
sumed possessors of it, even as they reconsider penetrative activities along 
interlocking gender, sexual, economic, and racial trajectories.

scott and Cvetkovich also suggest different relations to the past, 
because these pasts are not yet past, resonating with other queer approaches 
to historiography. Freccero (2006, 102), for instance, has emphasized a 
queer spectrality that generates a “penetrative reciprocity” between us and 
our history. Building upon Cvetkovich and Freccero, Freeman (2010, 109) 
wonders about the potential for a “bottomy historiography” that similarly 
prizes porosity and receptivity. each of these suggests thinning the bound-
aries between the present and past. it is time to get back, then.

From the Bottom, on to our Back(ground)

rethinking receptive practices and inquiring about those receptive parties 
in the ancient ethos of penetration and domination are not entirely new 
tasks.14 shortly after halperin argued against using terms like sexuality or 
homosexuality, amy richlin (1993) pointedly titled her case for a roman 
passive homosexual subculture “not before homosexuality”! richlin’s 
earlier work (1983) had cleared the ground for adapting the arguments 
halperin made for roman materials by delineating the aggressively violent 
and insertive system embodied by the figure of Priapus, but she also hoped 
that it would be “possible to historicize homosexuality without losing it 
as a concept” (richlin 1993, 528). even then, richlin had to concede that 
this concept was only “partly adequate” for cinaedi, those males cast as 
preferring to be penetrated (530). many of the (elite free roman male) 
texts she considers refer to the passive—or receptive—party, often in the 
form of caricature, but richlin wonders whether there might be a real ref-
erent, whose “characteristics were accurately reported and formed part of 
a self-presentation used for sexual signals and group cohesion” (542–43).15 

14. For an important alternative consideration of prophecy and (im)proper 
receptivity to spiritual powers, see Buell 2014, 41.

15. richlin (1993, 543), in part, proceeds by analogy with the difficulties of doing 
women’s history: “no one would deny that Juvenal 6 had a real referent—women; why 
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still, this referent appears to be less a homosexual and more a stereotyped 
deviant, as she admits in closing: “marilyn skinner suggested to me that a 
better title for this article would be ‘not Before Queers’; the current title is 
provocative rather than exact” (572; see also 530).

richlin’s main argument has not convinced many, but i find some-
thing provocative—even queer—about her efforts.16 skinner (1997, 
especially 5–6) did as well, particularly in framing the approach to 
these practices as a collage of multiple sexualities, a complication of any 
debates about a more monolithic—even totalizing—paradigm, as the 
protocol of penetration is sometimes imagined. as Brooten (1996, 49) 
explains it, “This focus on penetration as the principal sexual image led 
to a simplistic view of female erotic behavior,” a view her landmark work 
interrogates and then addresses by surveying a range of ancient materials 
on female homoeroticism.

one obvious complication to consider is the rhetoricity of all sources 
for this ancient background. anthony Corbeill, for instance, highlights 
how the cinaedus is apparently marked by external signs of effeminacy. 
These signs are then used in invective, but their “efficacy requires at least 
some degree of correlation” (1997, 115) between the charges and the par-
ties targeted. Corbeill is convinced that the vigor of the invective indicates 
the likelihood of a specific category of person: “The rhetorical power of the 
invective would seem to depend on the theoretical possibility that these 
people existed as a category of human beings” (117). Like Brooten and 
Corbeill, Pamela gordon (1997) wonders about the ostensibly masculin-
ized activities of the tribas. Though subject to a comparable hostility as 
the cinaedus, this case is even more difficult, given the scarcity of materi-
als. nevertheless, gordon notes that “portrayals of mannish lesbians may 
sometimes be inspired by actual women who adopt traditionally ‘mascu-
line’ garb or behavior” (287). if so, then their practice may correspond, 
but not exactly, to how they are depicted as monsters or fools in ancient 
roman texts. reading through the rhetoric of these texts indicates that 

should the referent for Juvenal 2 be less real? Juvenal’s caricatures of women do tell us 
some things about real women; maybe his caricatures of cinaedi can be useful, too.”

16. rabun taylor (1997) explicitly builds upon richlin’s suggestions about a 
subculture, in idiosyncratic and mostly unconvincing fashion, while John r. Clarke 
(2005) sees only cautious hints of such a subculture. For one brief treatment of the 
doubts concerning the utility of thinking of cinaedi as a subculture, see Williams 2010, 
239–45.
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we might, with gordon, read these females as gender rebels instead (297–
98). These figures are not exactly homosexual, but they could be queer to 
the interlocking gender, sexual, embodied, and ethnoracial hierarchies of 
their settings.17

Certainly, the ways rhetoric and history connect are not simple, yet 
for the ancient arguments about these figures to work, an audience would 
need, first, to accept that such people and practices are possible and, 
second, to recognize these accusations and characterizations. The rhetori-
cal efficacy of these depictions thus must connect in some way with types 
of behavior audiences know or can imagine. after all, if a claim is entirely 
implausible, it undermines the person making the claim. The claim may 
not entirely correspond with already-accepted ideas, but it must resonate 
with them in some way.

Parker (1997, 60–63) helpfully illuminates this shifting relationship 
between rhetoric and history. Cinaedus, for instance, functioned in ancient 
texts as a stereotype. although recognizable as a type (or, better, an anti-
type), there is insufficient evidence to determine whether this presented 
a mode for self-identification or the basis of a subculture. since, however, 
the roles prescribed by types and antitypes likely do affect behavior, Parker 
suggests that the antitype “might have been deployed for individual self-
fashioning” (62). in short, certain people might not have been those people 
exactly, in that they did not precisely correspond to the type (stereotype, 
antitype, or otherwise).18 But it does not seem entirely implausible that 
there were people like those people, people who possessed qualities or 
practiced activities that appear in these types, or even people who mobi-
lized the type in ways one could not entirely anticipate.

indeed, there are accounts of elite males using these typologies to play 
with the presumed virtue of always being the hypermasculine “impen-
etrable penetrators” (Walters 1997, 30). Poets, for instance, would often 
deploy a feminized persona of a male “enslaved to love,” even if they ulti-
mately reinforced gendered hierarchies (see skinner 1997, 17–19). maud 
gleason (1995, 74–76, 134–35, 161–62) notes several instances in which 

17. The ethnoracially foreign aspect of these stereotyped figures is stressed by the 
use of greek terms for them. see especially hallett 1989.

18. skinner (1997, 24) also concludes that these caricatures may contain traces 
of such people and that these practices “were perhaps more complicated, and actual 
sexualities more supple, than the mass of prescriptive and polemic documents 
would indicate.”
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adopting an effeminate persona, or the bodily comportment associated 
with femininity, could potentially appeal to audiences. such a strategy may 
not have been particularly subversive, given the social class of the aristo-
cratic males who competed with each other via both hypermasculine and 
(slightly) effeminizing performances: “There was something manly, after 
all, about taking risks—even the risk of being called effeminate. and there 
may also have been a temptation to appropriate characteristics of ‘the 
other’ as a way of gaining power from outside the traditionally acceptable 
sources” (162). Following gleason, Corbeill (2004, 134–37) imagines just 
such a scenario behind the accounts of the rise of Julius Caesar. Caesar’s 
bodily comportment is marked by the signs of effeminacy, particularly in 
his clothing and hair, but also in the rumors of his sexual receptivity. Yet if 
masculinity was firmly associated with the elite, then these practices could 
reflect some intentional positioning:

the ways in which popular politicians appealed directly to the assem-
bled people—through self-consciously untraditional dress, gestures, and 
speaking styles.… By not avoiding behavior specifically marked in his 
society as feminine, Caesar could be perceived as transgressing normal 
modes of male, aristocratic behavior. (137)

even Caesar, then, could be (in)famously feminine, at least occasionally. 
There is at least some space for practices that depart from predominant 
equations of femininity (or feminization) with receptivity, passivity, and 
sociopolitical subordination.

Though these practices still seem to shore up the authority of those 
operating at the top rather than toward the bottom of roman imperial 
protocols for penetration and domination, material culture offers evidence 
that the space for departures from or negotiations of these protocols is not 
limited to the tops. Visual culture, for instance, raises the likelihood that 
many more could encounter, recognize, and negotiate images of sexual 
practices (see Clarke 1998, 2003; Lopez 2012). artifacts like the Leiden 
gemstone and the Warren Cup depict a male penetrating another male 
with a certain degree of mutuality, particularly because both male figures 
appear to be similar in age and status (Clarke 1998, 38–42, 61–90).19 John 

19. The Leiden gem depicts the bottom, or receptive participant, in two ways that 
would be atypical for textual sources (beyond the similarity in age/status): his own 
penis is erect, stimulated with excitement or pleasure, and his head is turned back to 
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r. Clarke posits that the creators of such objects “delighted in upsetting 
the norms of proper sexual relations by showing behavior that broke the 
codes set by the elite” (2; see also 239, 276–79). Both the gemstone and cup 
would have been expensive, but figures featured on more affordable and 
widely distributed arretine pottery reflect similar scenes of both male-
male and male-female acts. Clarke is particularly interested in the “signs 
of subjectivity in the penetrated partner” (116) in both types of sexual 
scene: the beauty and dignity of receptive female figures and the relative 
tenderness and romance of male-male scenes that focus more on the kiss 
than the anal insertion. Clarke commendably wonders what many differ-
ent types of viewers would see, think, and feel when they encountered 
these objects in the ancient world, raising several possibilities for identify-
ing with the figure who is typically assumed to be subordinate, inferior, 
and thus debased.

The sexual graffiti that survive from the roman imperial period are 
even more intriguing than these (other) objects. examples from Pompeii, 
for instance, indicate that enslaved or lower-status females could write and 
certainly read graffiti, including ones that reflected a negotiated subjectiv-
ity, even agency, for females and receptive males.20 in a series of articles 
(with and without deborah Kamen), sarah Levin-richardson has pro-
posed that such graffiti nuance the predominant views of the protocols 
of penetration and domination. Females (Levin-richardson 2013; Kamen 
and Levin-richardson 2015a) and receptive males (Kamen and Levin-
richardson 2015b) are not only the subjects of the sexual verbs in this 
graffiti, but they often select more active verbs to describe sex acts. For 
example, when describing fellatio, these graffiti more often cast the pre-
sumably passive participants as subjects of the verb fellare (“to suck cock”) 
than in terms more clearly aligned with the presumably “active” perspec-
tive as in the verb irrumare (“to mouth fuck”).

in reconsidering these roles and practices, Kamen and Levin-richard-
son argue that activity should refer to more than penetrative or insertive 
acts and include the ways these participants desire, move their body in, 

gaze tenderly at the insertive participant (Clarke 1998, 38, 40). side a of the Warren 
Cup features the receptive partner as physically on top of his top, holding a strap sus-
pended from above while lowering his buttocks onto the insertive participant’s penis 
(Clarke 1998, 64; see plate 1 just past page 142).

20. on other haunting possibilities for agency, particularly among subordinated 
groups, consider also Buell 2014, 33–34.
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and/or perform a sexual practice (2015a, 236; 2015b, 455). They also con-
trast their categorization from Parker’s (1997, 49) grid, since “in grouping 
together all penetrated individuals under the label ‘passive,’ this model 
obscures the potential agency of some of these individuals” (Kamen and 
Levin-richardson 2015b, 455). a male could be penetrated anally or 
orally, but Kamen and Levin-richardson insist that “an important distinc-
tion was made by the romans between males who were conceptualized as 
agents in their own penetration (fellatores, cinaedi, and pathici), and those 
who were not (irrumati, pedicati, and fututi)” (455). all of these would 
have likely been objects of scorn, but not all of them were depicted as 
unwilling, inactive victims of a violent act (450–51).

Females could also be depicted as playing an active role while being 
penetrated (Levin-richardson 2013, 333; Kamen and Levin-richardson 
2015a, 245), as fellatrices or fututrices. indeed, the graffiti in Pompeii play 
a unique role in discerning the active female, indicated by nouns with 
the -trix ending, as they provide the only surviving instances of fututrix 
(“fucker” [feminine]) as a title (Levin-richardson 2013, 333). With Parker 
(1997, 56), Kamen and Levin-richardson note the ambivalences and con-
tradictions around proper female comportment (2015a, 235–36, 248): 
elite roman imperial males want cool, calm, and controllable wives, but 
complain if she is not passionate or responsive. Thus while tribades are the 
well-known antitype because they are cast as actively penetrating, usurp-
ing what is imagined to be the exclusively male role, females who actively 
participated, moved during, and/or desired to be the receptive participant 
in vaginal or oral intercourse (fututrices and fellatrices, respectively) “are 
both disparaged and highly sought after” (Kamen and Levin-richardson 
2015a, 248).

graffiti thus highlight the opportunities and difficulties in this more 
complicated scene that distinguished forms of activity or even agency 
from an exclusive association with penetration. Levin-richardson (2015) 
has also demonstrated that a range of marginalized practices and people 
were described by first-century residents of Pompeii as calos, the Latin 
transliteration for the greek term for “beautiful.” While previously it was

used to hail the beauty of respectable citizen boys, at Pompeii, the word 
calos was associated with individuals and places on the margins of soci-
ety: with prostitutes, tavern-boys, and actors; and with gates, taverns, 
inns, and whorehouses. That is, Pompeians found the word appropri-
ate to describe those who willingly put themselves on display for the 
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public—the infames of roman society, whose position provoked desire 
and disparagement. (280)

graffiti was one practice that could mark a slightly different way of evalu-
ating people and practices that were typically debased, a set of recognitions 
that these could be problematic and desirable.

Levin-richardson (2013, 334–41) imagines the graffiti as not simply 
expressing the view of their creators but also providing opportunities for 
passers-by to read, appropriate, or redirect the colorful and direct excla-
mation. Kamen and Levin-richardson (2015a, 250) argue that these 
materials signal “the agency that subordinated groups (like women and 
slaves) could exercise within the constraints of roman society.” These pos-
sibilities are striking, but i still think some caution is warranted. one could 
be an enthusiastic interpreter, for instance, of the Warren Cup, but it is 
only side a of this silver cup that subverts expectations about sexual asym-
metry. side B reflects the more common pose, since it features an enslaved 
male as the receptive participant (Clarke 1998, 86). many of the greek 
names that appear in the sexual graffiti of Pompeii indicate their likely 
slave status, and they may have been enslaved prostitutes (Levin-richard-
son 2013, 335). Brooten (1996, 73–113) also strikes an ambivalent note in 
her examination of erotic spells, petitioned by females and aimed at their 
female objects of desire. The formulaic language of these spells reflects the 
enslavement, constraint, and domination of ancient asymmetries, yet they 
may just create a space for countercultural uses of such scripts (102, 105).21 
These remains indicate the potential traces of sexual subjectivity, even as 
they reflect sociopolitical inequities.

receiving the Bottoms in Pauline Letters

in laying the ancient roman imperial back on top of more recent queer 
bottoms, i have aimed to soften up the (imagined) divides between the 
past and present, replacing hard difference with something more porous 
and uncertain.22 such juxtapositions are likely to make many recipients 

21. Brooten, with hazelton (2010), has continued reconsidering the impacts of 
slavery on the forms that sexual ethics take, in antiquity and beyond.

22. For a potentially overlapping exploration, in search of a more capacious and 
variable set of potentials for ancient sex beside and within practices of penetration, see 
also Kotrosits 2018.
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of these traditions uncomfortable. But we should linger longer with such 
discomfort when we recognize that the receptive parties are referenced in, 
but not exactly addressed by, these letters, as i suggested in the instances 
of 1 Thessalonians, Philemon, and romans (among others). going back 
and forth in time and space, rubbing these against one another, can hope-
fully generate some pleasurable and even necessary friction for recipients 
now by trying to focus on and reimagine those who were engaged in 
their own back and forth with Paul. Paul’s letters contain arguments and 
ideas, figures and types closer to the predominant protocol of penetra-
tion and domination. Yet penetration and, or as, domination is not the 
whole story, even if that equation reflects the social order or at least the 
perspective of those at the pyramidal apex of power. There is more to 
this picture, and more than the perspective that Paul repeats and projects 
through these epistles.

Cvetkovich and scott stress the contaminated history of and in sexual 
practices, insisting that we account for these, in antiquity and otherwise. 
Bottoming, as one mode of receptivity, correlates to embodied vulner-
ability and sociopolitical subordination, but not only. sexual touching, 
including penetration, reflects trauma, but not only. as one can see now 
for both the past and the present, penetration coincides with coercion and 
exploitation, but not only. The then is distinctive from now, but not only. 
The past is not yet past, so it resonates, haunts, and repeats, with a differ-
ence. The hope is that people’s pain and discomfort can have more uses 
than just continued exploitation and subjection. desires and pleasures 
mix in with discomfort and pain, suggesting alternative relations between 
debasement and power. as Buell (2009, especially 167–68) has stressed for 
our racialized heritages, haunting can provide one way to connect past and 
present, without erasing specificity or surrendering in despair to seem-
ingly immovable stabilities.

When Paul advocates for (free) males to acquire their own vessels 
(1 Thess 4:4), negotiates with them over the fate of (other) useful enslaved 
bodies (in Phlm 11–14), or casts condemned females and males in terms 
of excess and receptivity (in rom 1:26–27), he repeats types and antitypes 
from the penetrative paradigm. For Paul’s arguments to make sense, they 
would need to connect with the kinds of practices and people that the audi-
ences know. Yet Paul underscores that his positions are not (already) the 
absolute and accepted given. his arguments reflect the distinct possibility 
that some people used aspects of these types and antitypes differently than 
expected and prescribed (by Paul and others). as we have seen, stories 
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about seemingly deviant rhetorical performances and the graphic renego-
tiations in graffiti both signal that departures from these prescribed orders 
held some appeal for at least some in the larger roman imperial context.

sliding these against the figures in Paul’s letters reopens our recep-
tive relations with those cast as receptacles. The wives and/or enslaved 
depicted as vessels in Thessalonica become visible to us in new ways, 
beyond the brief allusions that make them so elusive to later recipients.23 
They could be both disparaged and desired. after all, the letter recom-
mends that (free) males should seek them (1 Thess 4:4), indicating not 
only their desirability but also the possibility that they were not already 
cooperating with the kyriarchal demands of the males who claim them 
as their own.24 Paul exhorts these (free) males to take possession of these 
(potentially) receptive people, as if they have not already, and it is these 
(free) males who appear to need these other Thessalonians, not vice versa. 
The concern in this passage is that these (free) males lack sufficient self-
control and would cause offense (4:3–6); they could become effeminately 
receptive to their passions. But those cast in the (potentially) receptive role 
are not treated as especially problematic, as already out of control or in 
need of discipline to prevent offense. They could be enacting their bottom 
roles in ways that depart from ancient typologies.

a similar dynamic could be at work in Paul’s appeal to the owner 
of the (formerly) enslaved onesimus. in the ambient sociosexual back-
ground, enslaved people are treated as useful receptacles for keeping (free) 
males out of sexual trouble—not treading on other’s property or making 
use of someone who is supposed to be treated as equivalent in status. Paul 
appears to be punning upon onesimus’s utility at a couple of points in the 
letter: when he is described as once “useless” but now “good for use” (Phlm 
11), and later when Paul requests a benefit from the owner-user using a 
wordplay on onesimus’s name (using the rare optative verb, onaimēn, 
“may i have this benefit”; Phlm 20). The letter looks like a delicate balanc-
ing act between Paul and the owner-user, but also between an enslaved 
person and these males negotiating over his fate. Paul wants to arrange 
their relations just so, reflecting the ways in which onesimus is both dis-
paraged and desired, eminently usable and “beloved” (Phlm 16).

23. on the difficulties of looking for these (ostensibly) elusive—even invisible—
members of the Thessalonian community, see Johnson-deBaufre 2010.

24. on the queer potentials of female assembly members withdrawing from sex 
(with males), in the case of Corinth, see marchal 2018.
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however, it is crucial not to falsely idealize the situation of these 
people cast as receptacles in letters like 1 Thessalonians and Philemon (and 
beyond). one cannot evade the ways in which these arguments resonate 
with an ethos of penetration and domination; they also disclose, however, 
if only slightly, that this ethos is not the only game in town. These letters 
index the coincidence of coercion and embodied pleasures. These are cer-
tainly fraught and risky contexts for those imagined as receptacles, to say 
the least.25 it would be accurate to identify the operation of this ethos as 
not just perpetuating kyriarchal benefits for those toward the top but also 
generating various traumas for the many more toward the bottom.

instead of focusing on the phallus, let us get down with the bot-
toms, become more receptive to those cast as receptive. They would have 
needed to negotiate these dynamics, but not everything about their lives 
was determined by them. Paul may appeal to (free) males to acquire their 
own vessels; he may even get those males to agree or secure the consent 
of onesimus’s owner. But that does not mean that those receptive par-
ties, only glancingly referenced, would have cooperated with whatever 
arrangements Paul is seeking, even if it looked like acquiescence to their 
(supposed) sociopolitical superiors.

ancient rhetorical performances and broader material culture pres-
ent alternative, or at least additional, perspectives on sexual practices and 
their evaluations.26 not surprisingly, then, Paul’s letters as letters reflect and 
reinforce the penetration paradigm prioritized in classical texts and that 
the audiences might be receiving them in contexts determined by (other) 
aspects of the material culture, including the pottery and graffiti that 
expand and complicate the picture of practices. There were many different 
hearers of these letters, and what they heard, thought, saw, and felt likely 
went beyond simple assent to or dissent from their arguments, even if they 
recognized them as a powerful perspective (or the perspective of the pow-
erful). Compared to these letters, graffiti might have been more accessible 
to read and recite, more available for writing and speaking back, and better 
for circulating other approaches to surviving the everyday traumas of their 
kyriarchal circumstances. Those subjected to the treatment advocated in 

25. For the difficulties the enslaved and—or as—sex-working Corinthians would 
have had in navigating the kinds of sexual ethics advocated in Pauline letters (espe-
cially 1 Corinthians), see glancy 2006, 63–70.

26. For additional ways material culture can complicate our pictures of enslaved 
people, see shaner 2018.
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these letters might know that they are debased (in the eyes of the elites) but 
also prize others—or themselves—as enslaved people, prostitutes, tavern 
boys, and other infamous figures, as penetrated and participants, as sur-
vivors and subjects of various kinds of attention, as beautiful and desired 
(and not only by elite users). Their circumstances could have provided a 
kind of “agency that subordinated groups (like women and slaves) could 
exercise within the constraints of roman society” (Kamen and Levin-
richardson 2015a, 250), in an elusive echo of Judith Butler’s (2004, 15; 
see also 1) descriptions of gender and sexuality “as an improvisational 
possibility within a field of constraints.” onesimus and the so-called Thes-
salonian vessels may have shared knowing looks with their associates over 
their washing of arretine ware or under colorful wall paintings; they may 
have etched their own jokes and exclamations on walls now long lost to the 
circumstances that instead lovingly preserved and praised texts like the 
invective of Juvenal and the epistles of Paul. 

Thus we are haunted by a past of what else was spoken but made unspo-
ken by the layers of texts and traditions we have received, with all of their 
“seething absences and muted presences” (a. gordon 1997, 21; see also 
Buell 2010, 337). This is a history of exploitation and abjection with only 
rough analogies but persistent afterlives, often evaded but still summoned 
by and for those subject to the lingering trauma of its legacies. This pain, 
discomfort, and mourning still present unanticipated possibilities, possi-
bilities that could be called queer. indeed, as Freccero (2006, 77) reminds 
us regarding the clichéd “specter of homosexuality,” these signs have long 
been anxiously assembled together as “the sense of a not-quite-visible 
contaminating near-presence that is also an anxious, often paranoid pro-
jection.” Perhaps it is no wonder that i and others cannot quite let go of the 
figures obscured in these letters, most especially when they are targeted 
in texts like the oft-cited first chapter of romans. The females condemned 
through their “unnatural use” (1:26) were and are anxiety producing, 
particularly when imagined as reflecting female-female erotic practices. 
even trying to imagine these practices evokes an anxious response. if one 
situates this argument in the predominant protocol of penetration, then 
these females are tribades; their activities must compulsively correspond 
to the logics of penetration. sex is phallocentric and penetrative, so one 
active female must somehow be inserting something phallic-like. These 
are gender transgressors, and one distancing technique might be to insist 
that this system of categorization and the objects of this system are noth-
ing like the lesbians you and i all know.
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Yet we also now know that sexual touching involves penetration, but 
not only. The varieties of sexual attention and embodied movement in 
butch-femme relations encourage us not to flatten the possibilities of the 
female-female contact fleetingly referenced in this letter. even the label 
tribas trips up a user trying to reinforce the centrality of the phallus, since 
it refers to rubbing and friction, a potentially pleasurable and painful touch 
different from penetration or insertion (hallett 1989; Brooten 1996). as 
Brooten (1996, 5–7, 43–44, 66–70, 131–32) has noted, although many 
texts try to phallicize these terms, both tribas and frictrix refer to rubbing 
practices and may just gesture beyond notions of active penetration and 
passive reception in instances when both females participants are called 
tribades and fricatrices. is this what these females in the roman assembly 
did? oh, maybe they are like (some of) us after all! indeed, these terms 
persist for longer than those used to describe male homoerotic practices, 
indicating that there might be fewer turning points, fewer ruptures, and 
more continuities in (often oppressive, stereotyped, and condemnatory) 
depictions of female homoeroticism (see Brooten 1996, 17–18, 23–24).

nonetheless, in recognizing that we are haunted by this barely glimpsed 
presence, our contact with figures of the biblical past instead involves “the 
return of the object demanding to be a person of its own” (Cheng 2001, 
200; also cited by Freccero 2006, 101).27 Thus Freccero highlights that 
haunting involves a melancholic dwelling between identity and alterity:

in order to enable the melancholic object-other to emerge and to demand 
from “within” the self, there must be identification, if not identity, 
between the subject and object. and yet, at the same time, for that object 
to demand, to become (a ghost), somehow to materialize, it must have a 
subjectivity of its own; it must, therefore, be other/different. (2006, 101)

This intrasubjectivity is a key aspect of Freccero’s “penetrative reciprocity,” 
being touched—even rubbed—by those marginalized in the text and the 
dominant sociosexual paradigm, and trying to reach back, toward these 
bottoms, in return.

The females and males of rom 1:26–27 are like and unlike us. our 
hauntingly semi-reciprocal relations urge us against flattening the pos-

27. For more reflections on unexplained alternatives and imperfect resemblances 
in the spectral presences of new testament and early Christian studies, see Buell 2010, 
331–38.
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sibilities of sexual practices in their (and, in turn, our own) contexts. The 
females could be doing a variety of things with other females or males and 
be cast as beyond nature. indeed, the same practices that bring disparage-
ment are also sources of desire, even for elite males, who might actively 
seek female, or male, participants who are more than inert receptacles. 
What links the condemnation of “their females” and “males in males” 
(1:27) could be their refusal, however brief, of their prescribed asym-
metrical roles. Certainly, an ancient condemnation of male-male erotic 
contact because they are too equivalent in status would both make good 
sense of this reference and trouble a modern presumption that homosex-
uality is the target of condemnation. The penetrative use of a superior, or 
just noninferior (or peer), is projected as an outrage in many elite roman 
imperial texts, but some of the material remains signal the appeal of pen-
etrative touches between those of similar age and status. The argument 
about males “receiving in themselves the due penalty” (1:27) is both a 
pun upon bodily receptivity (consonant with the predominant paradigm) 
and a hint of a sociopolitical top’s willed vulnerability. The latter would, 
admittedly, be a risky vulnerability, but it could still turn out to be a mas-
culine risk.

Thus i am not necessarily arguing for the irrelevance or even the 
receding of the ethos of penetration and domination; rather, i am sug-
gesting that its presence is traumatizing but not totalizing. The figures 
marginalized (and in some instanced condemned) in texts like romans, 
1 Thessalonians, and Philemon would be negotiating their vulnerabilities 
alongside and within the attractions and pleasures of the practices that 
structure them as susceptible to trauma. alternatively, this negotiation 
might occur not because of the pleasures and attractions but quite simply 
because of the necessity for one seeking a sexual touch to grapple with its 
painful aspects, its history of abjection, but not only. The obscured fig-
ures that haunt these epistles and our receptions of them may be using the 
types and antitypes of a dominant ethos in unanticipated ways that cite—
but are not completely determined by—the kyriarchal present and past.

i find myself able to imagine or be haunted by such figures in the letter 
to the romans. This is not due so much to the “specter of homosexuality” 
that hangs over (modern) anxieties about this text’s opening chapter but 
more because there are so many named figures clamoring at the back end 
(16:1–16) of this Pauline letter. Like many of the names that appear in the 
graffiti farther down the italian peninsula in Pompeii, many of these names 
are also greek, reflecting the likely enslaved (or freed) status of people active 



 Bottoming out: rethinking the reception of receptivity 231

in the assembly community at rome.28 herodion (16:11), hermes (16:14), 
Julia (16:15), and nereus (16:15) are named, as well as the enslaved people 
implied by the circumlocutions “those belonging to aristobulus” (16:10) 
and “those belonging to narcissus” (16:11), conditions of belonging that 
would have involved various forms of bodily vulnerability and receptivity. 
Like onesimus above, there are other “beloved” enslaved (or freed) people, 
like epaenetus (16:5), ampliatus (16:8), and Persis (16:12), desirable—if 
still demeaned—people. some are mentioned in pairs or groups, but one 
pair stands out to me: tryphaena and tryphosa (16:12).

interpreters typically assume that male-female evangelizing pairs are 
partners in marriage and in mission (as with Prisca and aquila in rom 
16:3–5 and andronicus and Junia in 16:7), unless otherwise specified (as 
with rufus and his mother in 16:13). is it reasonable to infer that try-
phaena and tryphosa are more than just “workers in the lord” (16:12) 
together? mary rose d’angelo (1990) has considered precisely this ques-
tion by closely examining them, and two other female-female pairs, in the 
context of recut funerary reliefs in the augustan era. if these women were 
both freedwomen, they may have been conlibertae, “freed together,” and 
bound together in this process (75, 83).29 Their similar names could be a 
marker of the same owner-user. indeed, d’angelo (2000, 165–66) notes the 
voluptuous or luxurious connotation of their names (both derived from 
the same greek verb, tryphaō) as a potential indicator of the sexual tasks 
they were given as slaves, possibly even as prostitutes. This greek term 
is a popular one for describing effeminacy, the presumed condition and 
position of the receptive party in the ambient kyriarchal ethos. d’angelo 
(1990, 83) wonders if their choice to stay together and work together after 
manumission was also a sexualized choice.

These (enslaved or manumitted) females remind me of those Pompei-
ian prostitutes who talked back through the surviving graffiti. tryphaena 
and tryphosa survived, and here they appear, if ever so briefly, toward the 
back of the letter, out of the sexual and political bottom. They likely knew 
a range of traumas, but they were not just penetrated. They were among 
the many recipients of this letter, but it is Paul who pursues the approval of 
the assembly by naming so many of these figures, pursuing their approval. 
This specific set of greetings indicates that they are known, not just sur-

28. see the discussion in Lampe 2003, 171–83. For another analysis of this letter 
in relation to remains from Pompeii, see oakes 2009.

29. see the discussion in schüssler Fiorenza 1986, 428; and Lampe 2003, 179–80.
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viving, but working (it), engaged in practices that exceed and haunt the 
epistolary imagination. and in looking around for sex, we cannot ignore 
slavery and its legacies. The lives of tryphaena, tryphosa, onesimus, and 
other (formerly) enslaved and “beloved” people, named and unnamed, 
were shaped by embodied vulnerabilities and political subordination, but 
not only. The letters haunt precisely because they give sometimes only the 
slightest hints of both these traumas and the not only. in reaching back 
and around to them and their embodied practices of surviving, we think 
through what kinds of touch they worked in the Lord. any rough analo-
gies between them and us or between them and other ancient people cast 
as receptacles (in rome or Pompeii, Thessalonica or Corinth) cannot help 
but reflect a melancholic wavering between identity and alterity.

to look to the bottom means rethinking our relations as users and 
recipients. it also entails feeling our way toward being recipients not of 
Paul’s letters but of their letters—the ancient recipients of these epistles, 
named and unnamed, addressed or marginalized, anticipated or unan-
ticipated. We are reading and hearing and passing along their mail. if we 
are receptive not merely to the authority of an empire or apostle, to the 
demands of a kyriarchal ethos, we cultivate, in the words of Freeman:

a kind of bottomy historiography: the potential for queer time—even 
queer history—to be structured as an uneven transmission of recep-
tivity rather than authority or custom, of a certainly enjoyably porous 
relation to unpredictable futures or to new configurations of the past. 
(2010, 109)

in getting down to and reaching around for those who bottom in and then 
out of penetration as domination, users of these traditions now may just 
receive a touch from the past that is not yet past.
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Pauline anthropology as system  
and the Problem of romans 1

Benjamin h. dunning

Theology is basically an incoherent art.… decent theologies struggle for 
coherence, the coherence that sexual systems also struggle for. Yet, we 
may ask what is wrong with being incoherent theologically?

—marcella althaus-reid, Indecent Theology

The system is impossible.
—Jacques derrida, A Taste for the Secret

in the vexed and ongoing debates about scripture, sexuality, and the 
apostle Paul, the sheer amount of scholarly commentary on rom 1:18−32 
stands out. much important scholarship has explored the relevance of 
ancient gender ideology for the interpretation of this passage, taking up 
a historicizing impulse that poses sexuality in antiquity as a question to 
be probed rather than as a given to be assumed (see the magisterial work 
of Brooten 1996; also, as representative, martin 1995, 2006; moore 2001; 
swancutt 2003, 2004, 2006). in this way, while often differing from one 
another on particular points of exegesis and/or questions of continuity 
with the present, scholars working in this vein nonetheless tend to eschew 
any interpretation of rom 1:18−32 that claims to carry either transhis-
torical or enduring theological implications in a simple or straightforward 
way. more recently, others have given this discussion a queer turn (or, 
more precisely, multiple turns), building on the aforementioned work to 
offer self-consciously queer readings of both the passage and the scholarly 
discussion surrounding it (see marchal 2011 and discussion below).1

1. see also menéndez-antuña 2015. For a queer reading of rom 1:18−32 not 
engaged explicitly with queer theory, see townsley 2011.
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in this essay, i join this emerging queer conversation from a different 
angle—one that focuses less on historicizing the specific details of rom 
1, as has already been undertaken so ably by other scholars—and instead 
endeavor to situate the passage and draw out its implications within a 
larger Pauline anthropological system, with a focus specifically on the 
interplay of anthropology, typology, and sexual difference in the apostle’s 
thought. i have elsewhere proposed a framework for queering Pauline 
theological anthropology by way of focusing on the troubled and, so i have 
argued, ultimately irresolvable place of sexual difference within the apos-
tle’s system (dunning 2011, 2014). Building on this previous work, this 
essay undertakes the thought experiment of considering how we might 
read the larger arc of rom 1:18−32 differently (that is to say, queerly) in 
light of the conundrums of gender that inevitably attend that anthropo-
logical system.2

to that end, i begin by invoking another scholarly reading of rom 1, one 
that charts a different course than the analyses referenced above, insofar as it 
pays little to no attention to how ancient gender protocols might impact the 
interpretation of the passage: that of richard B. hays in his influential essay 
on homosexuality in The Moral Vision of the New Testament. here i single 
out hays not to privilege his work unduly with respect to the field of rel-
evant scholarship or to constrain my own analysis artificially. rather, among 
mainstream biblical scholars, hays is exemplary insofar as his exegesis of 
rom 1:18−32, more than any other i know, puts on full display the degree 
to which a certain set of heteronormative conclusions are predicated on the 
presumed coherence of an underlying Pauline anthropological system. his 
work can thus serve as an especially apposite conversation partner for prob-
ing the specific nexus of issues that i take up here.

hays (1996, 389) argues that while rom 1 does not treat same-sex 
erotic acts as especially reprehensible (and indeed considers “self-righteous 
judgment of homosexuality … just as sinful as the homosexual behavior 
itself ”), it nonetheless positions “all homosexual activity as prima facie 
evidence of humanity’s tragic confusion and alienation from god the 
Creator” (emphasis original). When turning to normative theological con-
clusions, he makes clear that contemporary Christian communities should 

2. While my previous work on Pauline anthropology and its afterlives deals exten-
sively with questions of gender and sexuality as well as potential implications for queer 
theology, none of it engages rom 1:18−32—a passage whose significance for Christian 
theological anthropology seems indisputable.
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support civil rights for gays and lesbians and accept them as members of 
the Christian church (while not endorsing their ordination when nonceli-
bate or supporting same-sex unions). Yet the thrust of his stance remains 
straightforward and unambiguous:

in view of our propensity for self-deception, i think it prudent and 
necessary to let the univocal testimony of scripture and the Christian 
tradition order the life of the church on this painfully controversial 
matter. We must affirm that the new testament tells us the truth about 
ourselves as sinners and as god’s sexual creatures: marriage between 
man and woman is the normative form for human sexual fulfillment, 
and homosexuality is one among many tragic signs that we are a broken 
people, alienated from god’s loving purpose. (399−400; see also 1994)

to build this case, hays (1996, 383) gives rom 1 pride of place, characterizing 
it as “the most crucial text for Christian ethics concerning homosexuality.”

Both the details and the conclusions of hays’s position have been 
extensively critiqued, most notably by dale B. martin (2006, 29−31, 
51−64; see also 1995), and there is no need to rehearse martin’s now-clas-
sic counterargument here. rather, as already mentioned, what i focus on 
instead is not so much the exegetical specifics of hays’s analysis as the 
degree to which his entire position assumes in Paul an implicit anthro-
pological system—one in which the terms of sexual difference (i.e., male, 
female) and their relationship to desire (i.e., heterosexual, homosexual) 
function in ways that are entirely stable, coherent, and self-evident. even 
more fundamentally, what is not in question for hays is the notion of what 
constitutes the human in the first place—and thus his analysis shows no 
interest in interrogating the operations of the specifically Pauline “anthro-
pological machine” (to borrow a phrase from giorgio agamben [2004, 
33–38]) that undergirds the apostle’s reflections on embodied desire and 
sexual difference in romans.

This essay therefore engages both rom 1 itself and hays’s reading of 
the text by way of posing precisely this line of inquiry: how might the 
terms of this discussion shift if we were to treat the contours and limits 
of the category of “the human” as a question rather than a given?3 What 

3. here the question as framed has a certain consonance with the increasing inter-
est in posthumanism within biblical studies. see, as representative examples, Koosed 
2014; Buell forthcoming.
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happens if we approach Paul’s anthropological intervention as exactly 
that—an intervention in a historical field, one that works in historically 
specific ways and generates its own inevitable aporias along the way? and 
what are the implications of attending to a broader Pauline anthropologi-
cal framework (and the troubled place of sexual difference within that 
framework) for how we read rom 1:18−32—and especially verses 26−27? 
my contention is that the anthropological coherence that hays assumes 
simply does not hold—and that this breakdown, in turn, not only casts 
various exegetical details of the romans text in a different light but also 
(and perhaps more importantly) necessitates a critical reappraisal of the 
project to offer confident and self-assured claims to sexual knowledge that 
the passage ostensibly undertakes.

theoretical Considerations

Joseph marchal has argued that biblical scholarship on rom 1:18−32 
and associated issues might stand to benefit considerably from a more 
robust engagement with queer theory. he rightly identifies two opposite 
approaches to ancient sexuality that he labels altericist, “stress[ing] past 
formations as different and as ‘over’ in a new present that disrupts any 
identification with that past,” and continuist, “highlight[ing] how the pres-
ent is preceded by, yet also proceeding out of a history, a response to the 
past through which subjects identify (and disidentify)” (2011, 373−74). 
Yet when it comes to the tortured topic of “the Bible and homosexual-
ity,” marchal is unconvinced of the political efficacy of either strategy. he 
is especially dubious of what he calls the “historiographic trump” associ-
ated with the altericist approach, worrying that more often than not—and 
especially in the case of the Bible—playing this sort of trump card fails 
in the project of “securing a more livable present for those who do not 
conform (enough) to hegemonic norms” (390 n. 52). as he pithily sums 
up this approach, “sodom is not about sodomy, Leviticus also bans cotton-
poly blends, or Paul does not have ‘our’ conception of sexual orientation 
in mind” (390). “Yet, the biblical, in moments like this…, exceeds itself, its 
ancient conditions, and many altericist arguments, as it adaptively crosses 
time” (390). or as he puts it earlier in the article, “The biblical still persists, 
if not proliferates, as its own kind of argument” (383).

marchal’s analysis confronts this altericist/continuist impasse by way 
of a turn to queer theory—and most especially the work of eve Kosofksy 
sedgwick and Judith Butler—in order to provide “a queer, gender-troubled 
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response to the trouble of how to make history” with a text as troubling as 
rom 1 (marchal 2011, 386−87). and his ensuing reading of the romans 
passage compellingly offers what he calls “a less appalling way” to situ-
ate this text historically by way of highlighting the coexistence of multiple 
and conflicting models for knowledge of the divine; the performative (as 
opposed to merely descriptive) dimensions of the text’s assumptions about 
the temporal priority of “proper” worship and/or sexual practice; the strik-
ing and perhaps unexpected resonances between the characterization of 
the deity and the excessive passions of those that Paul condemns, in light 
of which new possibilities for identification and disidentification with the 
figures that the passage conjures might potentially emerge; and, finally, the 
sheer heterogeneity of the community to which Paul writes, aptly charac-
terized as “a motley crew, an eccentric assemblage” (387, 393).4 marchal’s 
conclusion is that “we need less of heroically adventurous and saintly 
subversive solitaries like Paul and more of oddly assembled and critically 
reflective collectivities like the assemblies, with and through whom one 
could find contingent connections in, as, and with history” (394). more 
generally, his analysis persuasively demonstrates that the interrelations 
of identity and difference that necessarily attend the interpretation of the 
romans passage are indeed tangled and complex, and that we thus need 
finely tuned theoretical tools to elucidate them.

to that end (but moving in another direction than marchal’s study), 
i want to consider rom 1 in light of Paul’s larger anthropological frame-
work and commitments, as mentioned above. This is not (i hope!) in the 
service of reinstating Paul’s point of view as that of an authoritative hero or 
saintly subversive. indeed, i see the analysis that follows as differently ori-
ented but nonetheless consonant (both in terms of analytical moves and 
political or theological aims) with marchal’s call to decenter Paul himself 
from holding an unquestioned pride of place in contemporary readings 
of romans. my aim, however, is to interrogate the gendered operations 
of the larger Pauline anthropological machine as they bear upon rom 1 
specifically—insofar as these operations both necessarily undergird any 
general conclusions about embodiment, desire, and sexual difference 
(that is, anthropological conclusions) that are drawn from the passage and 
simultaneously tend to be taken entirely for granted in discussions of this 

4. in addition to Butler and sedgwick, other queer studies interlocutors for this 
analysis include dinshaw 1999; Fradenburg and Freccero 1996; and muñoz 1999.
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vexed passage as a prooftext with respect to issues of sexuality, ancient and 
modern—for example, hays’s reading.

here i also begin, like marchal, with theory. But rather than starting 
with one or more of the canonical thinkers associated with queer theory, 
i suggest that the derridean mode of philosophical argument that under-
girds some strands of queer and feminist thought in a poststructuralist 
vein might be developed and profitably mobilized to attend to rom 1 in 
this broader view. to put a finer point on this claim: as is well known, 
many of the important texts in queer theory advance their arguments 
by way of engagement with one or more key philosophical interlocu-
tors—more often than not thinkers in the twentieth-century Continental 
tradition. For example, Lee edelman’s No Future: Queer Theory and the 
Death Drive (2004) mobilizes vocabulary and concepts drawn from the 
French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan; Jasbir K. Puar’s Terrorist Assem-
blages: Homonationalism in Queer Times (2007), while engaging a broad 
range of contemporary critical theory, nonetheless accords a certain con-
ceptual pride of place to the work of gilles deleuze and Félix guattari; and 
José esteban muñoz’s Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futu-
rity (2009) frames the utopian logic of the analysis in conversation with 
the Frankfurt school and, most especially, the philosopher ernst Bloch.

in a similar vein, Judith Butler, in her foundational contributions to 
queer theory—most notably Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion 
of Identity (1990) and Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” 
(1993)—dives deeply into the work of twentieth-century Continental 
thinkers spanning a range of disciplines from philosophy to psychoanal-
ysis to so-called French feminism. These include, among others, michel 
Foucault, Luce irigaray, Julia Kristeva, Jacques Lacan, monique Wittig, 
and slavoj Žižek. out of this dazzlingly diverse (and admittedly incom-
plete) list, it might be tempting to identify Foucault’s work as the central 
philosophical scaffolding that informs Butler’s argument, especially in 
Gender Trouble. and indeed, Foucault shows up throughout much of But-
ler’s oeuvre as a primary interlocutor.

But while acknowledging the importance of Foucault to Butler’s 
thought, what i highlight here is the philosophical debt—often more deeply 
buried in footnotes—that Butler bears to another contemporary French 
thinker, Jacques derrida. to this end, i begin not with Gender Trouble or 
Bodies That Matter but with a text that, while generally less studied, is no 
less crucial for queer theory: Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performa-
tive (Butler 1997a). in the latter text, Butler expands on the philosophical 



 Pauline anthropology as system 245

underpinnings of her theory of performativity (and especially the complex 
relationship between language and the body), invoking Pierre Bourdieu 
for his insight into “how norms become embodied, suggesting that they 
craft and cultivate the habitus of the body, … a promising account of the 
way in which non-intentional and non-deliberate incorporation of norms 
take place” (142). But she also critiques Bourdieu for treating language as 
“a static and closed system whose utterances are functionally secured in 
advance by the ‘social positions’ to which they are mimetically related” 
(145, emphasis added).5

Butler’s counterargument on this point turns to derrida, and most 
especially his reading of J. L. austin on the performativity of speech acts 
in “signature event Context” and related writings (see derrida 1982, 
1988). she notes, following derrida, that conventional utterances can be 
resignified “based on the prior possibility that a formula can break with 
its originary context, assuming meanings and functions for which it was 
never intended” (Butler 1997a, 147). iterability is central here: the repeti-
tion of an utterance in specific social contexts through time relies on a 
citational structure that invokes previous uses. in this way, the utterance 
becomes sedimented or weighted down with its prior history. Yet it also 
carries the possibility of breaking with that context and history, and there-
fore the potential (at least sometimes) for resignification, as in the case of 
a term such as queer (14).6

Thus, according to Butler (1997a, 147), “for derrida, the force of the 
performative is derived precisely from its decontextualization, from its 
break with a prior context and its capacity to assume new contexts.”7 she 

5. Butler (1997a, 141) contends, “Bourdieu argues that the ‘force’ of the performa-
tive is the effect of social power and social power is to be understood through estab-
lished contexts of authority and their instruments of censorship”—that is to say, the 
“static and closed system” referenced above.

6. elsewhere, Butler (see 1993, 223) expresses some hesitation about whether 
such revaluation is always possible or whether certain terms (such as racial slurs) can 
be so sedimented historically as to be effectively stuck with respect to a “constitutive 
history of injury.”

7. here Butler (1997a, 148) faults derrida for according iterability as convention 
“a structural status that appears separable from any consideration of the social.” note, 
though, that derrida (1982, 323) himself describes “convention” in “signature event 
Context” as a “very historically sedimented notion,” even as he fails to follow up on or 
develop the implications of this point in any way. For a nuanced analysis of both Butler 
and derrida on this point (and a cogent defense of derrida), see hollywood 2006.
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then goes on—by way of an argument that both relies on and critiques 
derrida’s position—to extend this philosophical point about language and 
speech acts narrowly construed to a broader framework that encompasses 
embodied action:

it is in this sense that the bodily habitus constitutes a tacit form of perfor-
mativity, a citational chain lived and believed at the level of the body.… 
The body, however, is not simply the sedimentation of speech acts by 
which it has been constituted. if that constitution fails, a resistance 
meets interpellation at the moment it exerts its demand; then something 
exceeds the interpellation, and this excess is lived as the outside of intel-
ligibility. (155)

While the intricacies of this theoretical position go beyond what i can 
do justice to here, the central payoff for my purposes is the following: 
what Butler’s derridean reading of the force of the performative (in both 
its linguistic and embodied dimensions) renders visible is that failure—
that is, the possibility for the sign to go otherwise than intended—is an 
irreducible and, indeed, constitutive component of any system of sig-
nification.8 accordingly, the pretensions of any such system to closure, 
unassailable coherence, and total mastery of meaning are, strictly speak-
ing, impossible. This is, for Butler, “precisely the political promise of the 
performative, one that positions the performative at the center of a pol-
itics of hegemony, one that offers an unanticipated political future for 
deconstructive thinking” (161).

Keeping in view this philosophical backdrop to a prominent line of 
argument in queer theory, i now look more closely at derrida’s under-
standing of how systems work. more specifically, my interest is in 
pivoting from Butler’s specific point about the force of the performative 
to a broader consideration of the more general mechanisms whereby a 
system stakes a claim to an all-encompassing coherence. Following a 
brief exploration of this issue in derrida—and because my interest in 
the Pauline text revolves around anthropological systems specifically—i 
turn next to a lesser-known French philosopher, Étienne Balibar, who has 
done much to advance what he calls philosophical anthropology, often 

8. Compare the analysis of the term queer in relation to gender performativity 
and drag (as well as the subtle but important role of a generally derridean mode of 
argument) in Butler 1993, 223−42.
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taking a generally derridean approach. (i should note that while Butler 
cites him only infrequently, she, too, finds points of philosophical con-
sonance with Balibar’s thought; see, e.g., Butler 1997a, 89; 2012, 16−17; 
Butler, Laclau, and Žižek 2000, 38.) here my goal is not to claim either 
derrida or Balibar for queer theory. rather, my analysis seeks to bring the 
ideas of both thinkers into conversation with those of Butler and other 
theorists in the queer theoretical canon (and especially with questions 
that Butler poses about the constitution of the human as a category). 
my proposal is that this point of intersection between Continental phi-
losophy and queer theory can prove useful for exploring the particular 
constellation of issues around Pauline anthropology and rom 1 that i 
take up in the remainder of this essay.

i begin, then, with derrida. as noted, the late French philosopher was 
famously interested in the operation of systems. But this focus on systems 
is not a move to reenshrine authorial intent, even in those cases where the 
system in question is largely textual. For as derrida notes in a reading of 
Plato’s Phaedrus,

the system here is not, simply, that of the intentions of an author who 
goes by the name of Plato. The system is not primarily that of what some-
one meant-to-say.… These communications or corridors of meaning 
can sometimes be declared or clarified by Plato.… Then again, in other 
cases, Plato can not see the links, can leave them in the shadow or break 
them up. and yet these links go on working of themselves. (1981, 95−96, 
emphasis original)

how do these signifying operations function of themselves in ways that 
exceed—yet are never entirely unrelated to—the guiding hand of an 
author or a conscious, intentional design? is it, derrida asks with respect 
to Plato, “in spite of him? thanks to him? in his text? outside his text? but 
then where? between his text and the language? for what reader? at what 
moment?” (96, emphasis original). derrida is adamant that these ques-
tions cannot be answered “in principle and in general” (96); they therefore 
necessitate the labor of deconstructive close reading in any particular case. 
But he is equally clear that the problem posed here cannot be refused—or 
that this refusal can only be maintained when predicated on an untenable 
and intellectually dishonest commitment to “[avoid] all recourse to the dif-
ference between conscious and unconscious, voluntary and involuntary,” 
thereby committing oneself to “a very crude tool for dealing with relations 
in and to language” (96).
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Within any such system and its attendant operations—both transpar-
ent and veiled, conscious and unconscious—derrida is especially focused 
on those “things that can irritate the system and at the same time account 
for the subterranean region in which the system constitutes itself by 
repressing what makes it possible, which is not systematic” (derrida and 
Ferraris 2001, 4−5). as he argues, at stake is “not a method for discov-
ering that which resists the system” but rather the necessity of showing, 
by way of the close reading of texts, that the capacity to bring about the 
system qua system in the first place is predicated on “a certain dysfunction 
or ‘disadjustment,’ a certain incapacity to close the system” (4). The project 
then becomes “a question of showing that the system does not work, and 
that this dysfunction not only interrupts the system but itself accounts for 
the desire of the system, which draws its élan from this very disadjoin-
ment, or disjunction” (4). so while deconstruction has sometimes been 
accused of undercutting or immobilizing any impulse to politics that 
might attend textual interpretation, derrida maintains otherwise: “i have 
tried to emphasize the fact that deconstruction has nothing whatsoever to 
do with privatizing philosophy, letting it take shelter in literature; the ges-
ture, the division, is completely different” (10). indeed, i argue that there is 
an undeniable (if often only implicit) politics in view here, insofar as this 
methodological orientation does not seek to smooth over or integrate the 
aporia that throws the system into crisis—or, more precisely, that renders 
visible that the system was always already in crisis. rather, it insists on 
intensifying and radicalizing the aporia’s force. accordingly, the mode of 
reading for which derrida advocates is “an attempt to train the beam of 
analysis onto this disjointing link” (4), in such a way as to call to account 
any system’s pretensions to totality—and, by extension, the violence that 
necessarily attends those pretensions.

more recently, Balibar has turned this generally derridean orienta-
tion in an explicitly anthropological direction. he calls into question 
the notion that the differences marking embodied human subjects—for 
example, gender, sexuality, race, ableness—are simply a matter of par-
ticularity—and, by extension, identity politics. rather, he avers, such 
differences traverse the domain of the human from beginning to end, each 
one “represent[ing] the universal” against all attempts to constitute any 
system of human belonging in terms of such familiar categories as those of 
“ ‘normal persons,’ ‘civilized men,’ ‘responsible subjects,’ and so on” (Bali-
bar 2017, 282). in this way, those anthropological differences that make a 
difference function as something like outlaws or rebels, bearing the weight 
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of “nothing less than the differential of subjectivity by means of which the 
universal becomes (or rather becomes anew) a political figure” (282)—
that is, a site of permanent contestation and remaking.

on Balibar’s reading, then, any anthropological system that aspires 
to totality and coherence will of necessity constitute itself by way of an 
inevitable dispossession, one that produces “nonpersons” in the name 
of “quasi-transcendentals” purporting to speak on behalf of the univer-
sal—for example, “life, nature, the history of humanity as a species, or the 
general conditions of civilization” (276).9 here “difference” tends to func-
tion euphemistically for this brutal dispossession, with the ironic effect 
that, even when performatively resignified to new ends (such as demand-
ing recognition and rights), an anthropological difference can languish as 
no more than “a slogan—one whose political modality remains inherently 
problematic” (276).

in response to this perennial anthropological difficulty, Balibar argues 
that “it is less important—at least immediately—to perform analyses that 
illustrate the particularity of certain ‘typical’ differences or exclusions … 
than directly to make heard voices that utter contradiction” (281, emphasis 
original). What is the philosophical—not to mention political—work that 
these voices do? They keep any claim to totality or universality honest, 
insofar as they render visible those operations within—and constitutive 
of—any supposedly universal anthropological system that in fact amount 
to a disavowed (but nonetheless real) devolution into “a more or less 
accommodating hegemony” on the part of that system (282). Thus Balibar 
poses the pointed question:

What happens … when we take into account … the fact that anthropo-
logical differences are not merely added to the universal in a contingent 
fashion, arbitrarily limiting it or overturning its signification, but rather 
contradict and thereby actualize it, placing it into a determinate rela-
tion with itself and opening one or many abysses at the very center of 
universality that also usher inhumanity back into the human? (300, 
emphasis original)

9. here Balibar attends to a crucial anthropological concern—what Butler calls 
“the problem of the unrepresented within the field of representation” (Butler, Laclau, 
and Žižek 2000, 23)—that is more or less ignored by some of his philosophical con-
temporaries also interested in questions of subjectivity and universality—e.g., alain 
Badiou and slavoj Žižek. For my critique of the latter on this point, see dunning 
2014.
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here the inhuman at the heart of the human incarnates in a specifically 
anthropological register the derridean disadjustment or disjointing link 
discussed above.

at this point, i draw some connections to the project of queer theory—
itself no stranger to the critical work that aporias can perform. and indeed, 
while not in conversation with queer theory as a discipline per se, Balibar 
does posit, by way of a brisk reading of Freud, Lacan, and Butler, that the 
problems (and possibilities) that attend sex, gender, and sexuality render 
especially acute the ways in which “anthropological difference—the less 
localizable and less substantial it becomes, never allowing individuals to 
be ‘classified’ without remainder into ‘pure’ types—can never … be neu-
tralized or avoided when it is a matter of understanding what it means for 
several subjects to join together in the realization of the universal” (297, 
emphasis original). That is to say, when viewed from a systematic per-
spective, the stubborn distinctions of sexual difference do not permit an 
easy resolution or assimilation, functioning instead to trouble from within 
the terms of any anthropological system (such as, i argue, the Pauline one 
examined below) that attempts to lay claim to—or simply assume without 
comment or argument—the stability of sexual subject positions within a 
putatively universal frame.

Balibar goes on to argue that “anthropological differences in their 
unstable multiplicity are the only site where subjects can exist who raise 
the question, without preset answer, what it means to regard—or not 
regard—other subjects … as human” (301, emphasis original). here we 
might note resonances with Butler’s (2004, 35) plea that “we encounter 
the difference that calls our grids of intelligibility into question without 
trying to foreclose the challenge that the difference delivers”—an ethi-
cal stance that requires learning “to live and to embrace the destruction 
and rearticulation of the human in the name of a more capacious and, 
finally, less violent world, not knowing in advance what precise form our 
humanness does and will take.” The site that Balibar has in view is indeed 
one that might provoke precisely this sort of encounter. as such, it is not 
really habitable in a strict sense, due to both its fundamental instability 
and the discriminations that tend to structure it. nor, Balibar contends, 
is it “acceptable or tolerable,” but it is something else—“the site of aston-
ishment, excitation, identification—or of rebellion” (Balibar 2017, 301, 
emphasis original), and thus a space of possibility that we might justifi-
ably characterize as queer.
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Pauline anthropology and sexual difference

With the above reflections providing a methodological orientation for 
what follows, i now turn to the issue of Pauline anthropology. i begin with 
a brief summary of my own previous arguments in Specters of Paul (2011) 
and Christ without Adam (2014). These are arguments that do not them-
selves include any interpretation of or engagement with rom 1:18−32 but 
provide the necessary theological and philosophical context for the read-
ing i offer below.

in rom 5:12−21 and 1 Cor 15, the apostle puts forward a typologi-
cal framework that commits his anthropology to a specific notion of the 
human, poised between creation and eschaton.10 Thus in rom 5, the pro-
totypical human being, adam, does not stand on his own but instead is 
figured as “a type (typos) of the one who was to come” (5:14), thereby 
linking human beginnings to an envisioned eschatological end. Therefore, 
however we are to understand the composition and situation of human 
beings qua human in the present, it must be with reference to these two 
typological poles, as 1 Cor 15 makes clear:

Thus it is written, “The first human [ho prōtos anthrōpos], adam, became 
a living being”; the last adam became a life-giving spirit.… The first 
human was from the earth, a human of dust; the second human is from 
heaven. as was the human of dust, so are those of the dust; and as is 
the human of heaven, so are those of heaven. Just as we have borne the 
image of the human of dust, we will also bear the image of the human of 
heaven. (15:45−49 nrsV, slightly modified)

Within this anthropological system, adam and Christ hold paradig-
matic pride of place. Yet insofar as the male bodies of these two figures 
function as stand-ins for the human tout court, the place of the feminine 
remains radically unclear. That is to say, the bodily difference of eve poses 
an unresolved problem for the system—one that extends, by way of the 
typological logic in play, to anyone whose embodied subjectivity is not 
straightforwardly “represented” by the male bodies of adam and Christ. 
here, then, we might consider the figure of eve, both ostensibly absent but 
hauntingly present, to be a kind of third anthropological term in the Pau-
line system (dunning 2011, 8−13, 22−25), and as derrida argues, “in the 

10. all biblical translations are nrsV unless otherwise noted.
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end everything we have said about the system comes down to a question 
of the ‘third’ ” (derrida and Ferraris 2001, 5). he notes that while a third 
term in any given system can function to mediate toward some sort of syn-
thesis or ultimate reconciliation (as in certain forms of hegelian dialectic), 
his interests lie more with a different sense or interpretation of the third, 
“that whose absolute heterogeneity resists all integration, participation and 
system, thus designating the place where the system does not close” (5). 
and it is in this sense, i argue, that eve troubles the putative coherence of 
Pauline anthropology. Put most simply, eve’s difference does not fit in any 
straightforward or consistent way within the adam-Christ frame—a prob-
lematic that historically has continued to rankle the Christian typological 
dream that, in derrida’s (1974, 297−98) words, “perfect representation 
should represent perfectly” (see also dunning 2014, 98−104).

turning specifically to romans: this Pauline anthropological system is 
undeniably operative in the text. as it appears explicitly in rom 5, the rhe-
torical emphasis is on the contrast between the figures of adam and Christ:

For if the many died through the one human’s trespass, much more 
surely have the grace of god and the free gift in the grace of the one 
human, Jesus Christ [tou henos anthrōpou Iēsou Christou], abounded 
for the many.… if, because of the one human’s trespass, death exercised 
dominion through that one, much more surely will those who receive 
the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness exercise domin-
ion in life through the one human, Jesus Christ. (5:15, 17 nrsV, slightly 
modified)

While both these verses set adam and Christ in a relationship of contra-
distinction, the implication for theological anthropology in the Pauline 
present is that human beings are not to be identified exclusively with either 
paradigmatic domain. instead they inhabit an interval defined by some 
sort of complicated relationship to both. and while Christ followers may 
look forward to the eschatological resolution of being “united with him in 
a resurrection like his” (6:5), this in no way consigns the figure of adam 
to typological irrelevance. rather, the in-betweenness of the human situ-
ation, irreducibly defined in relation to both poles, is precisely the point.

given the configuration of this specific anthropological machine, it is 
perhaps unsurprising that romans never mentions eve explicitly, thereby 
avoiding any direct encounter with the anthropological conundrums of 
embodied difference that, i have argued, she both represents and gen-
erates within the system’s own terms. as i have suggested elsewhere 
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(dunning 2014, 104−8), however, we may be able to glimpse the interplay 
of eve’s explicit absence and her shadowy presence in the anthropology 
underlying the conflicted reflections of rom 7:7−25. as is well known, the 
identity of the “i” in this passage has been much debated, and it has been 
suggested that if Paul employs some sort of prosopopoeia or speech-in-
character here, the character in question is not the biblical adam (as many 
have argued, hearkening back to the typology of rom 5 as evidence) but 
instead his counterpart eve (Busch 2004). The most compelling evidence 
for this proposal, to my mind, is that if we read the agonized explanation 
of 7:11—“For sin, seizing an opportunity in the commandment, deceived 
me [exēpatēsen me]”—in light of the narrative drama of gen 3, then we 
must reckon with the fact that the intertextual echo here invokes the 
words of eve, not adam: “The serpent deceived me [LXX: ēpatēsen me], 
and i ate” (gen 3:13, my translation). i have argued, however, not that the 
“i” in rom 7 should be definitively identified as eve but rather that what 
we see in this enigmatic passage is an anthropologically crucial instance 
of textual indeterminacy.

i would thus maintain that the anthropological framework of the 
adam-Christ typology as articulated in rom 5 is operative in this chap-
ter, insofar as the unnamed speaker—this “wretched anthrōpos that i 
am” (7:24)—situates the agonizing plight in question by way of future-
oriented reference (tis me rhysetai) to Jesus Christ (7:24−25; see also 
5:15), the typology’s other paradigmatic anthrōpos. Thus the typological 
shadow of adam hangs over the scene. and yet it has been argued cor-
rectly that the text’s allusions to the genesis creation narrative map more 
appropriately onto the character of eve than that of adam (Busch 2004, 
13−16). rather than try to resolve this ambiguity, i contend, our inter-
pretations of romans (and, by extension, Pauline anthropology) ought to 
embrace it. not only in rom 5, then, but also in rom 7—and, by exten-
sion, throughout the anthropology of the letter as a whole—eve’s bodily 
particularity cannot be fully represented within the adam-Christ frame. 
But neither can it be totally discarded or ignored (as the text itself enacts 
by way of the ambiguous positioning of the “i” and slippery allusions 
to the genesis narrative in rom 7). instead, eve’s difference functions 
as a persistent disjointing link, an unavoidable remainder troubling the 
system’s pretensions to anthropological coherence and totality—and in 
the process, pointing to the theological instability of all sexual subject 
positions, within the terms of a system that attempts (or at least assumes) 
precisely this stability.
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romans 1:18−32

But what about rom 1:18−32? The passage does not make mention of any 
of these key typological figures—adam, Christ, or eve. Yet the degree to 
which this typology underwrites Pauline anthropology—and in so doing 
brings along with it the problems and questions of sexual difference that it 
inevitably engenders—has implications for the reading of rom 1 that need 
to be explored more fully. to be clear, here i would want to distance myself 
from the position, espoused by hays and others, that the passage evokes 
a narrative of creation and fall drawing on the opening chapters of gen-
esis. on this reading, as hays (1996, 387−88) proffers it, “Paul is offering a 
diagnosis of the disordered human condition: he adduces the fact of wide-
spread homosexual behavior as evidence that human beings are indeed 
in rebellion against their Creator” (emphasis original). Critiquing this 
position and its “inscription of homosexuality into ‘fallen human nature,’ ” 
martin (2006, 52) rightly notes that “Paul does not here mention adam, 
eve, eden, the fall, or the universal bondage of humanity to sin.”11 he pro-
poses instead that what is in view in the passage is an origin story about 
idolatry and polytheism—one that can be located among other stories 
found within second temple Jewish literature and that “served to highlight 
the fallenness not of Jewish culture or even of humanity in general, but of 
the gentiles due to the corruption brought about by civilization” (53; see 
also stowers 1994, 85−100). at stake here for martin is the need to expose 
what he terms a “heterosexist” bias among scholars such as hays (2006, 
54)—that is to say, scholars who acknowledge the passage’s “homiletical 
sting operation … using rhetoric characteristic of Jewish polemic against 
gentile immorality” (rhetoric that works, martin notes, only if we read the 
passage as a condemnation of gentiles specifically, prior to the censure of 
Jewish self-righteousness) and yet nonetheless subtly or not so subtly shift 
their readings in the direction of universalizing claims about the perver-
sion, pollution, and fallenness of the general human condition, as figured 
most powerfully and graphically by “homosexuality” (hays 1996, 389).

While i side with martin and stowers on this issue, settling the ques-
tion definitively is immaterial to the point i make here. rather than seeing 
an implied evocation of gen 1−3 (or lack thereof) in the rom 1 passage, 

11. For a nuanced account of how so-called natural theology functions in the pas-
sage (and in the history of its interpretation), see Brooten 1996, 222−28.
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i instead highlight the degree to which hays’s position relies uncritically 
on the assumption of a straightforward coherence to sexual subject posi-
tions—a coherence, i argue, that does not obtain within the typological 
terms of Pauline anthropology writ large. Thus my point is not that we 
ought to find the figures of adam, eve, or Christ somehow lurking within 
the interstices of rom 1, but rather that we do find in the passage refer-
ence to women, men, nature, and structures of desire that are embodied 
(and therefore implicated in sexual difference) and that this complex of 
anthropological references cannot be understood in a way that isolates 
them entirely from the orienting terms or the irresolvable problems of the 
larger Pauline anthropological frame—nor can they be used in a similar 
manner to underwrite normative theological conclusions.

accordingly, the infamous verses 26 and 27 maintain the following:

on account of this, god gave them over to dishonorable passions. For 
their women [thēleiai] exchanged the natural use [tēn physikēn chrēsin] 
for that which is contrary to nature [para physin]. and in a similar 
way also, the men [arsenes], giving up the natural use of women, were 
inflamed in their passionate lust for one another. men committed shame-
ful conduct with men and received in themselves the recompense that 
was necessary for their error. (my translation)

here much scholarly ink has been spilt on the precise inflection of 
“natural,” “contrary to nature,” and the counterpart phrase “according 
to nature” (kata physin), the last of which does not appear in the pas-
sage (but cf. rom 11:21, 24). on hays’s reading, these categories ought 
to be read in light of their frequent use within stoic moral philosophy as 
a means of reflecting on correct ways of living. he notes further that “the 
opposition between ‘natural’ and ‘unnatural’ is frequently used (in the 
absence of convenient greek words for ‘heterosexual’ and ‘homosexual’) 
as a way of distinguishing between heterosexual and homosexual behav-
ior” (1996, 387).

martin’s counterposition rightly identifies that at issue here is not 
simply an inconvenient absence of terms but a different and culturally spe-
cific conceptual apparatus for understanding sex acts and sexual desire. in 
the dominant ancient roman model, same-sex eros was treated in terms 
of social hierarchy—that is, questions about gender and status (moore 
2001, 135−46). Thus for an elite roman male to penetrate sexually a male 
of lower status (such as one of his slaves) was for the most part unprob-
lematic (harper 2013, 24−27). But for an elite male to submit willingly 
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to penetration himself—or even worse, to desire to be penetrated—was 
considered contrary to nature (para physin) and indeed represented the 
depths of erotic monstrosity (see marchal’s chapter in this volume). Within 
this model, at least generally speaking, roman thinkers tended to treat 
the desire that drives same-sex erotic acts not as a qualitatively different 
form of sexual desire but rather as an excessive manifestation of a single 
undifferentiated desire (the same one that propelled all erotic activity). so, 
martin argues,

according to [greco-roman moralists], some people, due to unre-
strained sexual desire, grew bored with “basic” sexual activity and went 
cruising for new and untried pleasures.… men were so enslaved to their 
lusts that they were eager to try activities out of the ordinary, such as sex 
with one another. The problem had to do not with a disoriented desire, 
but with inordinate desire. degree of passion, rather than object choice, 
was the defining factor of desire. (2006, 56−57, emphasis original)

in light of this distinctively ancient sexual logic (set in stark contrast by 
martin [2006, 57] to “modern heterosexist rhetoric,” in which “homosexu-
ality is unnatural in that it results from disoriented desire, wrong ‘object 
choice’ … like a craving to eat excrement”), hays’s too-easy conflation of 
the kata physin/para physin opposition with heterosexual/homosexual 
behavior—the latter positioned in a line of simple and straightforward 
continuity with modern configurations—is a rhetorical sleight of hand 
predicated on a set of assumptions simply not borne out by the distinctive 
realities of ancient thought and practice with respect to sex.

The degree to which Paul himself remained implicated in these tra-
ditional modes of ancient thought rather than staking innovative ground 
(conceptually speaking) has been a matter of ongoing scholarly debate.12 
here i simply note that i find the tendency on the part of some commen-
tators to assume uncritically a kind of default complementarity—whereby 
gender hierarchy in an ancient Christian text such as romans is likely 
absent unless explicitly marked otherwise—to be historically untenable 
(dunning forthcoming). But for the purposes of this analysis, i maintain 

12. as mentioned above, interpretations of Paul that see him as deeply enmeshed 
in roman ways of thinking on these issues include Brooten 1996; moore 2001; swan-
cutt 2003, 2004; martin 2006. For alternative perspectives, see Watson 2002 and the 
more sophisticated (but still ultimately unconvincing) reading in harper 2013, 93−99.
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that the apostle’s recourse to language of “natural use” and that which is 
“contrary to nature” is an appeal to a system; that is to say, it presupposes 
an underlying anthropological framework in which sexual subject posi-
tions are stable and coherent. This in turn allows the evaluation of specific 
sexed bodies and their intermingling with other bodies in terms of con-
formity (tēn physikēn chrēsin), or lack thereof (para physin), to the system’s 
terms. indeed, it is only by virtue of an assumed system (encompassing 
if not necessarily limited to the anthropological register) that this sort of 
argument from nature has any force.

Yet taking a page from Balibar and Butler, the inevitable and intrac-
table realities of embodied human variation (that is, anthropological 
difference) mean that any such system’s claim to totality will of necessity 
produce an excluded outside, thereby either “compelling nature to annul 
itself or to produce ‘nonpersons’ ” (Balibar 2017, 276, emphasis original; 
see also Butler 2009, 7−9). and this insight points most basically, i argue, 
to a certain intractable nonviability or failure to achieve closure at the 
heart of the Pauline anthropological system. indeed, the force of Paul’s 
arguments from “the natural” in rom 1 implies a refusal of any possibility 
that nature might annul itself on terms internal to the system. But at the 
same time, the romans passage offers thēleiai and arsenes, women and 
men, in a way that assumes the fully coherent anthropological legibility of 
both categories within the system—and then trades on that assumed leg-
ibility to condemn embodied actions and desires not in keeping with the 
totalizing vision of nature that the system outlines.

however, as the above analysis of Paul’s broader theological anthro-
pology has sought to show, it is precisely with respect to the legibility of 
sexually differentiated subject positions that the system in question fails 
to deliver the closure that it promises. Thus, i maintain, however much 
Paul might assume to the contrary, women is not an anthropologically 
untroubled category in rom 1—and neither, by extension, is men. indeed, 
insofar as Pauline anthropology articulates sexual subject positions typo-
logically—that is, situated between creation and eschaton in terms of the 
paradigmatic bodies of adam and Christ—the women of rom 1 who 
exchange “the natural use” embody a kind of excess or remainder that the 
typological system can neither offer an account for nor fully neutralize or 
put to rest.

But this means that the crux of the issue (in typological terms) runs 
deeper than the unnatural exchanges narrated by the passage. more fun-
damentally, what is always already thrown into question by the system’s 
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failures to resolve its own gendered aporias is the basic theological leg-
ibility of binary sexual difference, male and female. given the resolutely 
androcentric structure of Paul’s adam-Christ typology, it is consistently 
the female rather than the male that emerges as the disjunction or problem 
in typological terms. and in this way, the underlying anthropological logic 
of romans participates in what martin (2006, 47) calls, in another context, 
“the ancient horror of the feminine.” That said, i am clear that while it may 
be the bodily difference of eve over which the machine stumbles, the result 
is to render visible a crisis of coherence that obtains no less forcefully (and 
arguably more so) with respect to male bodies and their (Pauline) preten-
sions to universality, totality, and mastery.

on this constitutively unstable anthropological foundation, then, that 
the apostle casts some gendered bodies as erotic monsters in rom 1:26−27. 
hays emphasizes that Paul’s reasoning here does not proceed primarily 
with an eye to bringing judgment on these particular sexual behaviors or 
the people who indulge in them. rather, he argues, the purpose is diagnos-
tic, “laying bare the truth about humankind’s dishonorable ‘exchange’ of 
the natural for the unnatural. according to Paul, homosexual relations … 
represent a tragic distortion of the created order” (1996, 396). This empha-
sis on representation is key. That is to say, according to hays’s reading, 
the bodily relations in question signify beyond themselves, functioning 
as a salacious synecdoche for the situation of all human beings, not just 
the ones discussed in 1:26−27. These verses, then, function much more 
broadly as “a sign of human alienation from god’s design” (397).

Yet this invocation of design serves as a pointed reminder that what we 
are discussing here is the operation of a theological and anthropological 
system. and for hays, the hope that human beings have within the system 
is to be found in the eschaton: “neither the word of judgment against 
homosexuality nor the hope of transformation to a new life should be read 
apart from the eschatological framework of romans” (393). The trajectory 
of romans itself also moves, at least on one level, in this direction: “and 
not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the 
spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our 
bodies” (8:23). so, hays argues, “The ‘redemption of our bodies’ remains 
a future hope; final transformation of our fallen physical state awaits the 
resurrection. Those who demand fulfillment now, as though it were a right 
or a guarantee, are living in a state of adolescent illusion” (393). here it 
would seem that hays imagines an eschatological moment in which the 
state of monstrous alienation in which all are somehow implicated (by 
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way, to be sure, of the signifying function of some) yields to a renewed and 
transformed version of the normative sexual subject positions and roles 
that rom 1 assumes. in this redemptive vision, “our culture’s present swirl-
ing confusion about gender roles” (399) will find its final and categorical 
resolution—that is, forms of masculinity and femininity that are not only 
ideal, stable, and mutually exclusive but also actually able to be inhabited 
flawlessly and fully by embodied human subjects—at the resurrection, the 
latter pole of the adam-Christ typological frame.

The remarkable condescension of these passages aside, however, i 
argue that hays’s turn to eschaton simply ends up sidestepping the force-
ful and intractable problems of gender, sexuality, and embodiment that 
it aspires to solve. The eschatological vision of romans never dispenses 
with the anthropological logic of the adam-Christ paradigm (see, e.g., 
6:5, 8:29). and thus the text never actually resolves—or even attempts to 
resolve—the aporia of sexual difference that eve’s absent presence figures 
within the typological frame. By ignoring these questions, however, hays’s 
reading implicitly presumes such a resolution; indeed, it must do so in 
order to shore up stable binary sexual difference as an unquestionable part 
of the eschatological order of things. as such, hays falls prey to the kind of 
magical thinking that queer theorist Lee edelman (2004, 134) diagnoses 
(in a different context), in which “the future holds out the hope of a final 
undoing of the initiating fracture, the constitutive moment of division, by 
means of which the signifier is able to pronounce us into subjectivity.” Yet 
even as the terms of the Pauline anthropological system push toward pre-
cisely this sort of closure, they also, i contend, fail to achieve it. What i have 
called the unavoidable remainders of embodied difference simply remain, 
thereby haunting the system in a way that cannot be magically resolved—
not even by appeal to eschatological mystery (see 1 Cor 15:51)—insofar as 
it is the system itself, inclusive of the eschaton, that constitutes these bodily 
distinctives as remainders in the first place.

accordingly, these considerations might allow (or perhaps even 
oblige?) us to read the erotic monsters of rom 1:26−27 in a new light. as 
i show, hays’s reading assumes a closed circuit theological anthropology, 
and his attendant moralizing conclusions take this foundation for granted 
as that which is both unquestioned and unquestionable. my countercon-
tentions are twofold. First, insofar as the Pauline text exceeds its own drive 
to anthropological closure, our engagement with it is never complete if we 
do not take into account that derridean “dysfunction or ‘disadjustment’ 
… [that] not only interrupts the system but itself accounts for the desire of 
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the system” (derrida and Ferraris 2001, 4). second, there are vital anthro-
pological possibilities—what Ward Blanton calls the “transformative 
rewiring of sexual identities” (forthcoming)—entailed in the conceptual 
space that a resolute attentiveness to this disadjustment opens up. This is 
an interpretive strategy on my part that runs decidedly against the grain 
of the apostle’s intention in the passage at hand but that is, i argue, none-
theless necessitated by the anthropological conundrums that his system 
ineluctably generates.

in this way, to return to Balibar, monsters—the inhuman at the heart 
of the human—may signify otherwise. That is to say, they are not only 
the inevitable remainder that the anthropological system seeks to elimi-
nate as “perversion, alienation, or simply alterity,” but they are also figures 
of potential and possibility, the site of surprises, disruptions, and coun-
teridentifications: “The monster carries onward, without assignable limit, 
… the possibility of a multiplicity of transformations,” a vehicle for those 
contradictions “that breathe energy and movement”—and necessarily 
so—into any project of anthropological universality (2017, 301−2). Butler 
asks poignantly at what cost we articulate “a coherent identity position 
by producing, excluding, and repudiating a domain of abjected specters 
that threaten the arbitrarily closed domain of subject positions.” she goes 
on to conclude that “perhaps only by risking the incoherence of identity is 
connection possible.… only the decentered subject is available to desire” 
(1997b, 149, emphasis original). in this light—both with and against Paul—
we might read the interrelation of sexual subject positions and desire in 
rom 1:26−27 not as a problem to be solved (or that even could be solved, 
in this sense) but rather as a window into those necessary anthropologi-
cal remainders whose decentering force attends all embodied desire—and 
indeed points to something fundamental about what such desire is and 
has to be within a Pauline typological frame, spanning creation to (a still-
embodied) redemptive eschaton.

Conclusion

elizabeth Freeman has questioned a certain deconstructive emphasis in 
queer theory, maintaining that “ ‘queer’ cannot signal a purely deconstruc-
tive move or position of pure negativity.” her primary concern is that the 
move to deconstruction runs the risk of “evacuating the messiest thing 
about being queer: the actual meeting of bodies with other bodies and with 
objects” (2010, xxi). i think Freeman is right to articulate this concern. 
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and indeed, as i note elsewhere, a derridean reading of the adam-Christ 
typology does not of itself provide the resources for thinking about sexual 
difference or desire differently. Thus this mode of critical interrogation is 
first and foremost a project in “ground-clearing,” opening the space for 
looking elsewhere and listening more carefully to other elements in the 
tradition (dunning 2014, 113).

But is that all it is? is ground-clearing all that can be done with this 
aspect of the apostle’s theology in relation to contemporary gender and 
sexual politics? it is here, i maintain, that attention to rom 1:26−27 proves 
pivotal. For these verses stubbornly foreground “the actual meeting of 
bodies with other bodies.” Yet when situated within the larger frame-
work of the adam-Christ typology, they also render visible the degree to 
which a theologically coherent condemnation of such erotic conjoining 
proves impossible within a Pauline system that drives relentlessly toward 
anthropological closure even as it necessarily fails to resolve bodily differ-
ence without remainder. The result, i contend, is that the epistemological 
confidence on which the judgment of rom 1:18−32 rests is called into 
question—or, more precisely, thrown into crisis—in a structurally nec-
essary and thus ultimately irresolvable way. here we might follow the 
psychoanalyst adam Phillips (2012, 76−77) in his argument that “when 
it comes to sexuality, we don’t get it. But this doesn’t mean that we just 
haven’t yet come up with the right way of knowing, the kind of knowing 
suited to our sexual natures. it means that when it comes to sex we are not 
going to get it.”

in conclusion, then, my final point is about knowledge—and, more 
specifically, about the way in which the reading of rom 1 offered here 
works to undermine the will to a definitive sexual knowledge (a will to 
knowledge that the passage not only participates in but is also frequently 
called upon to defend). indeed, it is my contention that the above reading 
might support a kind of parallax shift (see Žižek 2006), wherein Pauline 
anthropology in its constructive dimensions appears not solely as a total-
izing, if broken, machine driving toward an always-impossible coherence 
but also as a powerful, if still problematic, witness to the kind of thing 
sexuality is—one that will always inherently resist our attempts to secure it 
as an object of knowledge, to narrativize it, and to assign it fixed and stable 
meaning, theological or otherwise.

in a gloss on Freud, Phillips (2012, 79) submits that “when it comes 
to sexuality, we have to give up on knowing, or, rather, since we can’t give 
up on it[,] … we have to ironize the knowing that we do about our sexu-
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ality (the stories we tell about our sexuality will always be unsettled and 
unsettling).” my contention is that refusing to treat rom 1 as an isolated 
prooftext with respect to sexuality but instead situating it within a larger 
Pauline constellation of theological issues—that is, anthropology, typol-
ogy, and sexual difference—produces an imperative not unlike the one 
offered by Phillips. This stands in stark contrast to a reading such as hays’s, 
which offers epistemologically self-assured conclusions that require (and 
indeed assume) sexual difference to be an entirely self-evident, stable, and 
coherent category within Paul’s theological anthropology.

hays (1996, 389) himself notes that an ironizing reversal is a key 
maneuver (i.e., “a homiletical sting operation”) within the larger argument 
of which rom 1:18−32 forms a part. Paul thus opens rom 2 with a sar-
castic appeal to the moralizing self-righteousness of his imagined gentile 
interlocutors: “We know that god’s judgment on those who do such things 
is in accordance with truth” (2:2). in the immediate context, the note of 
irony falls on the “we know” (oidamen) in the sense that the “we” who 
proudly make this claim and accordingly offer judgment on others turn 
out to be similarly guilty (2:1−3). Yet following Phillips (and in light of the 
gendered aporias of Paul’s anthropology that i have sought to chart in this 
essay), we might construe the imperative to ironize oidamen in a differ-
ent light—that is to say, queerly, taking aim first and foremost not at the 
objects of judgment but rather at the claim to perspicuous knowledge and 
categorical certainty as they bear on bodies, desire, and difference within 
the Pauline anthropological machine.
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stranger in a stranger World:  
Queering Paul with michel Faber’s  

The Book of Strange New Things

Jay twomey

What is your genre: masculine, feminine, or science fiction?
—Brian attebery, Decoding Gender in Science Fiction

michel Faber’s (2014) The Book of Strange New Things  imagines, or allows 
readers to imagine, Paul in space, an interstellar apostle to alien gentiles. 
set in the near future, this intriguing work of literary science fiction real-
ism features a pastor named Peter who missionizes the inhabitants of a 
newly discovered world, called oasis by its human settlers. he has been 
hired by a global corporation, known only by its unexplained acronym 
usiC, to minister to the local native population. Peter leaves Bea, his preg-
nant wife, back on earth, where all manner of disasters and disruptions 
are challenging life across the globe. eventually, Peter discovers that the 
oasans really need a medical miracle much more than they need Christ. in 
fact, because their inexplicably undeveloped immune system puts them at 
mortal risk any time they suffer even minor injuries, they are chiefly inter-
ested in the faith to learn and to replicate what they call “the technique of 
Jesus” the healer. Peter, who had probably come to see his mission in fairly 
grandiose terms, is crestfallen, traverses a long, dark night of the soul, and 
finally decides to go home to be with, and to help, Bea. Bea, however, has 
told him (in her last email) that she does not want him to return and that 
she is setting off on her own.

i discuss the novel in greater analytical detail in the following sec-
tions of this chapter. But a plot summary such as i have provided above is 
never merely objective, and i should point out here that concluding with 
Bea’s story, as i have, is more apt than strictly accurate. The novel actually 

-267 -
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concludes with hope and love, Peter’s hope and love for Bea and their mar-
riage. indeed, the last line of the book is from matt 28:20; Peter, suddenly 
a christological husband, recalls Jesus’s farewell statement, “i am with you 
always, even unto the end of the world,” as he recommits himself to his 
wife before embarking, once again, for home (Faber 2014, 500). This part-
ing is a tender moment. Peter is presented sympathetically throughout the 
novel as a flawed but genuinely caring character. There are other charac-
ters, too, however, and their stories help to queer his. indeed, their stories, 
were they not taken up so obliquely and briefly, may ultimately be the 
more interesting.

This essay begins by setting Peter’s Pauline citations, or rather the pecu-
liar elision of one citation in particular (gal 3:28), into conversation with 
new testament scholarship on the implications of that verse for critical 
reflection on gender and sexuality. my primary interest in these sections 
of the essay is Peter’s apprehension of the aliens themselves. Throughout, i 
allude to Peter’s heteronormative blinders, in order to better approach, in 
my concluding section, what i consider Bea’s and the oasan Christians’s 
own queer apocalypses.

Peter as Paul

The main character’s name, Peter Leigh, owes more to Faber’s youthful 
interests in science fiction and fantasy, specifically to marvel comics (Peter 
Parker, stan Lee), than to the new testament (Faber 2014, 501). still, The 
Book of Strange New Things is explicit in its evocations of Paul. For start-
ers, and most obviously, the main character compares himself to Paul, not 
least because he is a missionary who writes letters. in fact, the epistolary 
element is an essential part of this novel. in addition, the novel presents 
a portrait of two communities, one human and the other alien. The main 
character, a Christian minister, somewhat itinerant, shuttles back and forth 
between these groups. he ministers exclusively to the oasans, for that was, 
you might say, the calling for which he was called by usiC—but he finds 
himself frequently defending his work among the oasans to the humans, 
who consider the native inhabitants of the planet to be almost unbearably 
alien, deriding their settlement as “Freaktown” (e.g., 118).1 While this way 

1. to avoid tedious repetition in my citations from Faber, i give the page number 
when it is clear that i could only be referring to his novel.
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of framing a basic plot dynamic does not do much justice to the complex-
ity of the Pauline story, i am, as you can guess, trying to suggest a parallel 
with that story by reading the Jews as humans and the gentiles as oasans à 
la acts. another connection concerns how the emotional stability of both 
groups on the planet seems to align with the remarkable lack of conflict in 
both communities. Peter reflects frequently on the peacefully cooperative 
nature of the oasan Christians, who call themselves Jesus Lovers, but the 
humans on their base are, likewise, fairly nonhierarchical and harmonious 
(if not terribly interesting, and certainly not radically democratic). We are 
not talking about the impulse toward democracy that several contempo-
rary theorists and Bible scholars hope to recover from Paul’s texts. still, 
affect and community are part of the Pauline dimension of this novel, sug-
gesting a Pauline fantasy of social organization founded on peaceful unity 
(as in 1 Cor 1:10; Phil 1:27). in addition, the novel is also partly apocalyp-
tic, with a character even invoking the rapture (425).

more concretely, as he takes his earthly leave of his wife Bea, Peter 
quotes 2 tim 4:5–6 to himself (20), for instance, this after musing that his 
was “the most important missionary calling since the apostles had ven-
tured forth to conquer rome with the power of love” (17).2 even though 
he is traveling an incomprehensible distance, he is able to use a commu-
nication system a lot like email to correspond with Bea, and so, again, he 
thinks of Paul. in his initial message to her he jokes that he is writing his 
“First epistle to the Joshuans,” after Joshua, their cat. Then, more seriously: 
“oh, i know we both have our misgivings about st. Paul and his slant on 
things,” particularly “given his problems with females” (45). But he cites 
Paul’s typical salutation and the narrative returns, albeit somewhat infre-
quently, to the Pauline corpus throughout.3 Bea’s reply to Peter’s first letter 

2. Peter quotes from the KJV and makes no distinction between authentic and 
pseudepigraphal Pauls.

3. tit 1:15 (50); Col 4:5 (81); 1 Cor 15:54–5 (253); rom 3:23 (292); gal 6:2–5 
(323); Phil 4:6 (363), as well as general references to letters like ephesians (136). But 
Paul or Pauline texts are referenced indirectly in the novel too. For example, Peter 
replies to a complaint from Bea about the lack of local color in his messages by 
reminding her that Paul (along with Peter, James, and John) was similarly stingy with 
details: “if only Paul could have spent a few words on describing his prison. speaking 
of which, my quarters here are driving me” crazy (324). and early on, Bea and Peter 
discuss how “spread[ing] the love of Christ” can “create people who don’t want to do 
wrong,” an echo perhaps of the “new creation” of 2 Cor 5:17 (13, emphasis original), 
not to mention rom 7:14–25.
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is a tender missive that acknowledges how “our old friend saint Paul … 
might not approve of how much i wish i could curl up in bed next to you 
right now.” humming right along with Peter’s tune, though, she adds that 
there is still a lot of value in the Pauline epistles and concludes by citing 
Col 4:5 (81).

Peter is a fairly progressive Christian. his comments here on what 
bugs him about Paul are just one indication of this. he is suspicious of 
the possible colonial intentions of the corporation sponsoring his mission-
ary activity. he offers at one point to teach his oasan congregants about 
other religious traditions on earth (273). he gets in an argument toward 
the end with a rogue linguist who, sounding a bit like Žižek, accuses Peter 
of being “one of those decaffeinated Christians” because Peter says things 
like “i’m just trying to treat people the way Jesus might have treated them” 
and because he does not believe in a final judgment (424–25). and so on. 
Yet even as they distance themselves from Paul’s sexual politics, both Peter 
and Bea cite some of the texts most responsible for their discomfort with 
Paul. second timothy, for example, represents the Pastor’s patriarchal 
conservatism with its reference to “silly women, overwhelmed by their 
sins and swayed by all kinds of desires, who are always being instructed 
and can never arrive at a knowledge of the truth” (3:6–7 [nrsV]). Bea’s 
encouraging allusion to Peter’s work on oasis as a bringing of wisdom 
emerges from the same context that has wives submitting to their husbands 
(Col 3:18). she could have had 1 Cor 7:7 in mind when referring to Paul’s 
sexual puritanism—“i would that all men were even as i myself ”—that 
is, celibate—but that verse is not invoked, nor is its broader, complicating 
context of sexual possibilities. interesting in this regard is the fact that Bea 
discovers she is pregnant soon after Peter leaves. Presumably, the child was 
conceived when she forced herself upon him in the car on the way to the 
airport—a remarkably unsubmissive woman (5–9, 217).

galatians 3:28 and science Fiction Futures

Faber does not seem to have set out primarily to rewrite Paul’s story, and 
so one should not and need not constantly seek direct new testament 
parallels to think about the book’s relevance for Pauline reception study. 
nevertheless, the absence of gal 3:28 (and specifically “no longer male 
and female”) is a notable lacuna in Peter’s citational Paulinism, one that 
becomes ever more peculiar as the story progresses. some of science fic-
tion’s most interesting writers have taken full advantage of the opportunity 
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to recast gender and sexuality in the creation, ex-nihilo, of extraterrestrial 
worlds.4 This is somehow true of Faber as well, since the native inhabit-
ants of oasis do not appear to embrace anything akin to human ideas of 
gender. When the main character inquires about gender directly, his clos-
est native interlocutor either does not understand him or prefers not to 
respond in any definitive ways: “Please forgive my stupidity,” Peter asks, 
“but are you male or female?” When he gets no reply, he shifts focus:

“are you your brother’s brother or your brother’s sister?” … “For you, i 
will name me with the word brother,” she said. “Because the word sister is 
very hard to speak.” “But if you could say ‘sister’ more easily, is that what 
you would say?” … “i would say nothing.” “in the story of adam and 
eve,” he pressed on, “god created man and woman. male and female. 
two different kinds of people. are there two different kinds here too?” 
“We are all different,” she said. (181)5

as was true of genly ai in ursula Le guin’s (1969) The Left Hand of Dark-
ness, this human character spending time in an alien society cannot help 
but assign gender right and left. he considers the oasan to whom he speaks 
in the above conversation to be a woman. When at the end of the novel, 
this same oasan friend, Jesus Lover Five, tells Peter “i will remain always 
… your brother,” it seems less like a corrective revelation than a choice 
between synonyms made, once again, merely for ease of pronunciation 
(475).6 it does not help that when Peter starts learning the oasan language, 
he realizes that they have no linguistic genders and do not use pronouns.

The neither/nors and no longers of gender in gal 3:28 are both prec-
edent and proleptic vision, past and future.7 They are precedent insofar as 
Paul may here be citing a recent baptismal formula, albeit one he does not 

4. For a comprehensive discussion of gender and sexuality in science fiction, see 
attebery 2002 and Pearson, hollinger, and gordon 2010.

5. to capture the specific second-language difficulties the oasans experience with 
s and t in their adopted english, Faber uses alien-seeming typographic characters, not 
replicated here.

6. similarly, another character refers to his/her “mother” as a “very important 
man” (257). We never learn the characters’ own names. instead, they refer to them-
selves with numbers indicative of the order in which they were converted by the previ-
ous missionary (306).

7. While the nrsV translation, “no longer male and female,” is more accurate, a 
number of translations follow the KJV’s “neither male nor female.”
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fully endorse.8 or they are precedent in a way specific to Paul’s own proj-
ect of theological filiation, linking some idea of social undoing to a more 
distant past.9 But they are also proleptic since, as many would have it, the 
binaries of 3:28 are undone in a future “in Christ.” But again, the question 
is: which future? The coming kingdom, perhaps? or a time even more 
distant than could be imagined from the perspective of a first-century 
Pauline eschaton? From the perspective of this project, it is interesting to 
see that whatever texts like gal 3:28 are doing with gender has sometimes 
inspired a rhetoric of fantastic futurity or even science fiction in relevant 
scholarship. Brigitte Kahl (2000, 37) opens an article on this verse with 
the reflection that “feminist and liberation oriented readings rather com-
monly have treated the baptismal formula of gal 3:26–28 as a kind of et, 
a lovely lonely alien unhappily trapped in the hostile matter of a Pauline 
letter.” steven John Kraftchick, essaying a conversation between Pauline 
studies and transhumanism, suggests that

because of his insistence that “in Christ” distinctions based on physical 
features or cultural constructions of gender, race, and station are ren-
dered inconsequential (rom 12–14; gal 3:28), if and when the boundary 
between the organic human and the hybrid human/cyborg is sufficiently 
blurred so that one cannot be recognized from the other, Paul may very 
well argue that these transhumans be included in the redemptive com-
munity along with the rest of god’s creation. (2015, 69)

george aichele (2014), in one of his studies of mark, troubles the tendency 
to always invest mark’s resurrection language with supernatural meaning. 
he claims that the phrase “like angels in heaven” (12:25) gestures beyond 
gender toward the fantastic, the posthuman.10 aichele also wonders if the 
“disturbing (and neither male nor female?) appearance” of the young man 

8. at least he seems to signal his lack of commitment to the undoing of the gender 
binary when he drops it from 1 Cor 12:13 (cf. Col 3:11).

9. “in Christ” also refers to abraham, if we read gal 3:16 with 3:28. see Kahl 
2000, 41.

10. The “posthuman” is “a potential for transformation or larval condition that 
is intrinsic to human beings and closely connected to the death of god and therefore 
the postmodern” (aichele 2014, 3). For Phyllis trible (1978, 15–23), the posthuman, 
so described, may be the image of god itself, even after the death of god, but it is 
also certainly the earthling called ha-adam from the second creation story, a “sexually 
undifferentiated … creature” (80).
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of mark 16:5–8 is what actually causes the women to flee Jesus’s tomb (103, 
emphasis added). he then compares mark to two science fiction films, 
2001: A Space Odyssey and Close Encounters of the Third Kind. in each film, 
he writes, instances of “alien encounter/human transformation … echo 
the remarkable, fantastic element in mark’s language, especially phrases 
such as ‘rise from the dead’ and ‘angels in heaven’ ” (106).

Critical reflections on gal 3:28 that do not evoke science fiction tropes 
still frequently sidle up to the future anterior for thinking “in Christ.” dale B. 
martin’s chapter on gal 3:28 in his Sex and the Single Savior provides a brief 
overview of recent egalitarian readings of the verse.11 even conservative 
Christians tend to find some idea of equality in “neither male nor female,” 
he writes.12 But all the readings martin surveys, from the conservative to 
the most progressive, fail to embrace the truly radical nature of the text. 
galatians 3:28 is not about establishing equality between men and women, 
whatever that equality might mean; it is about the abolition of dimorphic 
sexuality itself.13 We are all “masculifeminine or feminimascupersons”; 

11. he does so after discussing ancient readings according to which Paul was 
referring to the primal but still ultimately male androgyne or “one-sex” body (d. 
martin 2006, 83). martin, whose position on this question is followed by many 
contemporary interpreters, including me, argues that neither ancient readings nor, 
importantly, historical-critical findings, should limit contemporary understandings of 
a biblical text (88). an intriguing alternative approach, one that uses a historical lens 
to arrive at essentially the same conclusion, is that of Joseph a. marchal (2010, 173), 
according to whom egalitarian and other queer readings of gal 3:28 founder on Paul’s 
own inescapably militant masculinity (see also Punt [2010, 154], for whom maleness 
in galatians is “maintained and even radicalized”). nevertheless, the historical recon-
struction—always uncertain and creative—of the galatian community itself suggests 
that they, not Paul, might be models for the recognition of complexity in matters of 
gender and sexuality. as a result, “galatians can be just one example of how even 
Paul could not (and cannot still) tell people the exclusive meaning of their bodies” 
(marchal 2010, 177).

12. But this equality is most often limited in the texts d. martin (2006, 79–82) 
cites to an idealist understanding of baptism, or perhaps to specific church contexts, 
not to lived social reality more generally.

13. or it should be, for feminist, queer, and other interpreters, regardless of how 
the verse may have worked in Paul’s original context (d. martin 2006, 88). obviously, 
there have been plenty of engaging variations upon this theme, several preceding mar-
tin’s own work. (For example, antoinette Clark Wire [1990, 184] reads gal 3:28 as 
an indication that in Christ the normative power of gender and sexual difference is 
abolished; elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza [1997, 227] suggests, differently, that Paul is 
here proposing the irrelevance of “patriarchal marriage” in the Christian community; 
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“everyone must take the macho, made-up, cross-dressing basketball star or 
actor as the Christian role model” (89). But in claiming that “the force of 
the phrase [‘neither male nor female’ or ‘no male and female’] should be to 
challenge heterosexuality itself and entire” (90), martin suggests—uncon-
troversially enough—that the fluidity of gender and sexuality is inhibited, 
culturally and affectively, by a stable configuration of identity (male, female) 
and orientation (heterosexual). There is a sense that “in Christ,” or the most 
robust possible queer reading of that phrase, therefore requires a future ori-
entation, a hope: in Christ, gender and sexuality “may be [re]invented”; in 
Christ, “as yet unknowable ways of gendering human experience,” ways “we 
cannot foresee” right now (89), may become possible.

Patricia Beattie Jung (2015, 186), writing about intersex interventions 
in new testament interpretation, claims that gal 3:28 allows for the belief 
that “in risen life we will be transformed into people of the apposite (as in 
appropriate, rather than opposite) sex.… self-giving, mutual indwelling, 
and complementarity need not be structured along a polar axis.” This futu-
rity far outpaces martin’s own, replacing queer hopefulness in the (near-)
present with a radically different temporality. But it is not, for all that, an 
outlier. Virginia ramey mollenkott’s (2007, xii) important work Omnigen-
der suggests, on the one hand, that gal 3:28—“there is no longer male and 
female”—ought to be taken literally. But on the other hand, she also seems 
to feel that it would take a “futurist” to understand what the practical reali-
ties of that verse would look like (183), while worrying that its present is 
still a millennium away (193).14

Fear of a Queer Planet?

Why does Peter not think about what some take to be Paul’s most democ-
ratizing, most liberating verse, in a literary context that is all but its 

and susan Craig [2000, 197–98], writing in the form of a poetic prayer, sees Christ’s 
oneness, mirroring the “wholeness of your creation,” as the message of gal 3:28 for 
bisexual believers—“neither gay nor straight, both gay and straight. / We are one in 
our beings and one in you.”) more recent readings take martin’s work in various new 
directions. martin’s piece is Benjamin h. dunning’s point of departure in Specters of 
Paul (2011), which tries to show that the essential incoherence of patristic treatments 
of gal 3:28 also supports contemporary queer and feminist theology (e.g., 5).

14. in context, mollenkott (2007, 166) is discussing not gal 3:28 specifically but 
rather the “truly gender-fluid society” that would come about if “no longer male and 
female” were, as she puts it much earlier in the book, literalized.
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narrative complement? Faber, who has written not one but two science 
fiction novels, both of which reflect interestingly upon gender, sexuality, 
and power, likely knows that the genre is often deployed precisely as a way 
of exploring such matters from queer and feminist perspectives.15 Possibly, 
Faber wonders about, or indeed is dismissive of, the value of this kind of 
writing. Wendy gay Pearson, writing about the feminist aims behind Le 
guin’s Left Hand of Darkness, claims that “demonstrating the viability of 
a successful, happy, and entirely non-heteronormative world seems quite 
queer to me.”16 is oasis not, then, queer? Faber should be sympathetic to 
queer impulses in science fiction. in a 2008 interview in The Guardian, he 
noted that his (now deceased) wife eva “was gay before i met her so my 
whole circle of friends [early on] were lesbians.… There was a lot of anti-
male feeling in my environment. i was like an honorary female” (Jordan 
2008). But even if we were to take this remark as generously as possible, 
at least a few scholars have complained that his representations of women, 
sexuality, and cross-dressing in perhaps his most famous book, The Crim-
son Petal and the White (Faber 2002), are neither feminist nor queer (see 
Llewellyn 2012 as an example). What is more, it is never his aim in The 
Book of Strange New Things to introduce us to the ways the oasans expe-
rience and understand their own sexualities. Perhaps a certain moderate 
conservatism colors his appreciation of the genre? if so, he would not be 
alone in this. The hugo awards for science fiction writing are being given, 
more and more frequently, to politically interesting works that problema-
tize questions of gender or racial identity, and the more traditional (i.e., 
straight, white, male) readership of science fiction has been up in arms, 
going so far as to establish a group, The sad Puppies, that votes as a block 
in efforts to bring specific, more heteronormative science fiction titles into 

15. The other is Under the Skin (2000), loosely adapted for film by director Jona-
than glazer in 2013.

16.  Pearson 2010a, 27. of course, neither happiness nor success are, at least 
not without further complication, necessary criteria in our thinking about a science 
fiction text’s queerness. see ahmed 2010 and halberstam 2011. Pearson’s essay origi-
nally appeared in 1999. in a later piece, she criticizes Left Hand of Darkness for never 
really challenging heteronormativity. The hermaphroditic gethenians are still hetero-
sexual in their couplings and genly ai’s eventual discomfort with human (hetero)sex-
uality—after having come to valorize both gethenian physiology and their cultural 
practices around sex—merely reverses the pathologization of sexual bodies (Pearson 
2010b, 78).
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contention.17 even assuming that Faber is not similarly reactionary (and i 
do not think he is), that in fact he does want to use the genre to push the 
boundaries of gender and sexual identity, at least a little, the problem is 
that we can only ever understand the oasans from Peter’s limited perspec-
tive. true, he feels that when he is among the oasans, “it was as though 
his sexual nature went into hibernation. he was male, and male equip-
ment hung from his pelvis, but it was just there, irrelevant as an earlobe. 
only when he returned to the usiC base did his sexuality revive” (Faber 
2014, 349), suggesting that he may be accommodating his experience to 
the lived reality of oasan embodiment, even if he is not consciously doing 
so. if that is the case, though, he just does not get it. When he shows his 
oasan congregants a picture of his wedding and asks if they have an insti-
tution like marriage, Jesus Lover one replies, “We have marriage.” But 
Peter cannot tell what this response means. Was it “a mildly amused retort? 
exasperated? Weary? simply informative?” (168). and then we find out 
that no, they do not have marriage after all—“The oasans didn’t celebrate 
marriage”—but they have sex … even though their “pairings were private 
arrangements, so discreet as to be seldom alluded to” (265). ultimately, 
thanks to Peter’s blinders, the reader cannot tell if these pairings are not 
alluded to out of discretion or simply because of his confused assumptions 
about how procreation happens on this planet, or at least among these 
people. Peter is invited to a birth ceremony in the home of a non-Christian 
oasan. unfortunately, this is before he understands much of the language, 
and so his comprehension of what he is witnessing is extremely limited. 
he decides, nevertheless, that a woman is giving birth and that the child 
is male (267).

Just as the Pauline corpus flirts with genderlessness in gal 3:28, only to 
insist upon normative gender roles elsewhere (e.g., 1 Cor 11:1–16, 14:34–
35; the Pastoral epistles), the minister in Faber’s novel, whose liberalism 
is expressed specifically in opposition to limitations on women’s agency 
and sexuality in Pauline texts, has some difficulty ministering to a Chris-
tian community without the markers of a tangibly gendered identity. This 
leads me to wonder, again, if there is a relationship between the absence 
of gender and the absence of any reference to gal 3:28 in the novel. The 
planet on which our futuristic Pauline missionary finds an almost perfect 

17. There are apparently two groups of Puppies, the sad and the rabid, reacting 
to a cultural shift. see Wallace 2015.
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community of believers, who call themselves lovers, is at least nominally 
a kind of paradise, an interstellar oasis. and insofar as the neither/nors of 
galatians are actually emblematic of Christian life in this heavenly oth-
erworld, it would seem that a key barrier to egalitarian readings of 3:28 
in earthly contexts—namely, that “in Christ” is perpetually elsewhere—
has been eliminated. all it takes to experience oneness with Christ in the 
eschaton is faster-than-light travel! But as i mentioned earlier, the alien 
community in Christ is fatally flawed. Peter learns, quite late in the book, 
that the oasans are primarily interested in the gospel, what they call “the 
technique of Jesus” (e.g., Faber 2014, 105), because their bodies cannot 
heal, meaning that even minor injuries can lead readily to death (443–45). 
and with this realization, a host of behaviors that Peter had witnessed 
throughout the novel become comprehensive retrospectively as instances 
of extreme precaution. The scales fall from his eyes: he is not so much a 
missionary as a magician, if not a potential doctor.18

does this mean that the oasans’s genderlessness, which could pro-
vide the opportunity to think creatively about bodies that resist normative 
expectations, is also a pathology of some kind? Possibly, especially if the 
frailty of the oasan body seems to expose some anxiety about desire. 
Contemporary queer perspectives on Paul do not expunge desire from 
the repurposing of gal 3:28—far from it.19 and yet, strangely, the pur-
pose behind what one reviewer of the novel calls its “complex treatment of 
religion” (Charles 2014) may be to reject—as inhuman, as irreconcilably 
alien—the genderlessness implied by “no longer male and female.” Faber 
may well be concerned that the unclearly gendered beings in the more 
progressive reaches of the science fiction cosmos represent the evacuation 
of desire and thus of some core element of humanity.20 stable, obvious, 

18. and indeed, the human community on oasis first began interacting with the 
local inhabitants by providing medicines in exchange for food.

19. martin, for example, has considered Paul’s rejection of desire in the context of 
a discussion of his difference from the stoics. ultimately, martin writes, mostly in con-
trast to martha nussbaum’s (2013) appropriation of some stoic ideals in The Therapy 
of Desire, there is danger in embracing passionless self-sufficiency. and besides, he 
adds, he is just not interested in a faith commitment that has no place for desire (d. 
martin 2006, 76).

20. The juvenile masculinity desired by the more conservative fans of science 
fiction is not the only motive for questioning the more feminist and queerer goals of 
some writers. Fredric Jameson (2007, 140), in Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire 
Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, has lamented as “an unhappy outcome for 
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heterosexual desire is precisely what Peter rediscovers and reauthorizes at 
the end of The Book of Strange New Things. i noted early on that both the 
oasans and the humans live within their own separate communities quite 
harmoniously. That is putting it benignly. From another perspective, most 
of the humans themselves are desireless “zombies” (Faber 2014, 423), as 
one apparently semi-insane human character puts it. The oasans, “little 
fairies” (422), are even worse in this character’s view: “creepy, insipid, dick-
less, ass-licking little pastel-colored vermin” (428). remarkably, Peter is 
not offended by this overtly homophobic tirade, even though he defends 
both the humans and the oasans. But by this point in the novel his com-
mitments are wavering, and soon enough he is heading home, having 
abandoned his mission, his ministry, his calling—even his cherished 
Bible (489). he marks his transition back to his once and future earthling 
identity by ditching the dishdasha, or “islamic gown” as he calls it (the 
loose-fitting attire he had worn for comfort on this humid planet), for the 
more “conventional attire” of jeans and a t-shirt (441), not to mention 
gazing somewhat wantonly at a woman’s breasts (459–62), before setting 
out to rescue his woman back on earth.

Yet there is definitely something queer about Peter. it may be that 
his penis becomes “irrelevant as an earlobe” and his sexuality goes “into 
hibernation” (249) when he has spent time among the oasans. But he is 
also somewhat obsessively interested in understanding oasan sexuality in 
ways that suggest, albeit quite vaguely, a kind of latent attraction. during 
his conversation with Jesus Lover Five about gender, noted earlier, he tries 
to peek at her genitals but can only see what he believes to be an anus 
(180)—although, knowing virtually nothing about the oasan physiology, 

the utopian and sF genre itself [that its] lines of exploration and invention have now 
been rerouted and deviated along the lines of gender and sexuality, rather than those 
of class dynamics and the mode of production” (emphasis added). There is something 
akin here to the critiques of identity politics in work by queer marxist theorists like 
James Penney (2014) and holly m. Lewis (2017). But Jameson (2007, 277) can also 
valorize Le guin’s (1969) thought experiment with gender in Left Hand of Darkness as 
structurally similar to what he sees as the novel’s “attempt to rethink Western history 
without capitalism.” Far more generally, elements of Jameson’s (2007, xii) introductory 
discussion of utopian science fiction resonate with the work of José esteban muñoz 
and others: “The utopian form is itself a representational meditation on radical differ-
ence, radical otherness, and on the systemic nature of the social totality, to the point 
where one cannot imagine any fundamental change in our social existence which has 
not first thrown off utopian visions like so many sparks from a comet.”
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how can he be certain? Later, writing to Bea, he laments, without at all 
recognizing his own pun, that he “still hasn’t got to the bottom of their 
sexes, yet” (338). his realization that the oasans do not heal comes at the 
book’s end, after Jesus Lover Five has been seriously injured and taken to 
the usiC infirmary. a doctor there actually assumes that she is a he, until 
hearing otherwise from Peter (443) who, for his part, confesses to her that 
“out of all your people … you’re the one i care about the most” (473). 
she touches his lips and his thigh as he apologizes (understandably, but 
also somewhat pathetically) about his need to return to earth. Then, as 
he takes his leaves, she says, “i will remain always … your brother” (475). 
These are but fragments of queer possibilities, yes, but taken together, they 
evoke what Butler (e.g., 1990, 96–97) calls melancholic heterosexuality, 
insofar as Peter’s insistence upon the feminine pronoun and his need to 
confirm its anatomical justification are both a disavowal of his interest in 
this ambiguously sexed person and a not-quite recognition of the fantasti-
cal quality of his own body parts. surely he is on the cusp of understanding 
that his penis (like his earlobe) is no ontological guarantor of heteronor-
matively masculine desire. so too, and just as surely, he is quite close to 
recognizing that his reversion to a traditional husbandliness may be an act 
of bad faith. Throughout the novel, he reflects on the way his experience 
of oasis is changing him. For example, when he learns of Bea’s pregnancy, 
he is surprised that he feels nothing. or more precisely, as he puts it, “it 
was difficult, in his current circumstances, to grab hold of feelings and 
brand them with a name” (222). “other men,” he continues, would at such 
a moment be able to picture themselves with their as-yet imaginary off-
spring, accompanying them through their anticipated lives. not Peter, or 
at least not any longer: “he could imagine such scenes only in the most 
contrived and generic way, as if they were two-dimensional panels in a 
comic book written and drawn by shameless hacks” (222). This disorient-
ing distantiation from what he believes ought to be expected of him—in 
this case, the protocols of a contemporary fatherly pride in reproduction 
and its future (fantastical) entailments—is so profound that when he sheds 
his gown in favor of what he considers more masculine attire at the novel’s 
end, it is nearly an instance of drag.

Freaktowns

Freaktown, that is, has started to make a freak of Peter. as artist and theo-
rist renate Lorenz (2012, 165) claims in the appendix to her Queer Art: 
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A Freak Theory, at freak shows of the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, the audience members, or “dupes[,] are constantly being given the 
chance to understand or at least to guess that they are being deceived…, 
[and their] pleasure lies in the instability passing through them that con-
tains the possibility that even their own bodies and their social positioning 
might be exposed to a similar destabilization.” Peter lives, works, and 
comes to be at home in the midst of a performance of Christian being 
that engenders certain unexpected transformations of desire in him while 
challenging not just heteronormativity but human norms of embodiment 
altogether, “without … in turn producing a unified and recognizable cat-
egory” (166).

Yet because of his hetero-Pauline melancholia, most evident in his 
disavowal of gal 3:28, Faber’s apostle himself is less clearly evocative of 
queerness than the members of the faith communities most essential to 
him, the oasans and his wife Bea. We do not have much to work with 
since the novel is so entirely a book about Peter. still, the Jesus Lovers and 
Bea are freakish, in Lorenz’s sense, to the extent that they choose, queerly, 
to inhabit a distance from exclusionary identity investments or modes of 
embodiment—indeed, from any concretizable or fully comprehensible 
identity claims.21 Throughout this essay i mostly refer to the oasans gener-
ally, but Peter engages almost exclusively with the Jesus Lovers, who form 
their own separate community. most oasans presumably share physical 
features that are entirely illegible to him. But the oasan Christians have 
likewise made themselves illegible to their non-Christian peers. at least 
a couple of them either mention or seem to suggest that their new reli-
gion has alienated them from loved ones (Faber 2014, 178, 341).22 one 
non-Christian oasan reportedly rejected the english language lessons 
offered by a previous human visitor, the crazy linguist mentioned above, 

21. aware of the violence inherent in the objectifying spectacle of historical freak 
shows, Lorenz (2012) nevertheless wants to generate, or perhaps recuperate (through 
her own archival aesthetics as well as her critical explorations of others’ works), the 
term freak’s empowering possibilities for “denormalizing social practices” (27) and 
economies, for “putting-oneself-in-connection” by means of “queer embodiments” 
that are stubbornly resistant to specificity, stability, and consensus” (144). despite its 
countercultural origins, the use of freak to describe Christians, as Jesus Freaks, is not 
necessarily empowering and, indeed, can often refer to Christians with conservative 
social and political perspectives. see Young 2015.

22. Perhaps another Pauline echo, especially if the troubles referred to in 1 Thess 
1:6; 2:14; 3:3–4 can be linked to similar social stresses. see ascough 2017, 42.
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by asking, “Why should we speak a language made for other bodies?” 
(186). in essence, that is exactly what the Jesus Lovers are doing. in their 
communal life as a church, they are literally beyond the pale, outside the 
larger settlement’s walls. But they have also adopted apparently unnatu-
ral discursive practices, becoming as a result strangely different in their 
bodies as well.

Bea similarly slips outside the bounds of even her own normative 
self-understanding. over the course of the novel, her messages to Peter 
become more and more fraught, reflecting the increasingly dire state of 
the world back home. after the situation becomes horrifyingly untenable 
for her locally, Bea tells Peter that she is abandoning her faith—writing, 
simply but emphatically, “there is no god” (389)—and, what is more, leav-
ing. she writes:

This is the last message i’ll be able to send you, i’m not going to be able 
to stay in this house. i will be living with other people, strangers. i don’t 
know where exactly. We’ll be moving around. i can’t explain, just take 
it from me that it’s best. nothing here is as it was when you left. Things 
can change so fast. it’s irresponsible of me to bring a baby into this rotten 
world but the alternative is killing it and i just don’t have the courage to 
do that. i expect things will end badly anyway, and it will be much kinder 
on you not to be here to see it. if you love me, don’t make me watch you 
suffer. (496)

Like 1 Cor 7:25–31, Bea’s note stresses the anxieties of sexual relations in a 
time of eschatological crisis: “Those who marry will experience distress…, 
and i would spare you that.… For the present form of this world is passing 
away” (nrsV). Bea does not have Paul’s hope, and Paul lacks the immedi-
ate, tangible evidence of Bea’s end-time experience (tsunamis, volcanoes, 
economic collapse, roaming gangs, and more), but they intersect, regard-
less, at sex and apocalypse. Bea plans to embark upon a peripatetic life, 
crossing a strange social landscape in inexplicable relation to unknown 
others. nevertheless, “it’s best.” Certainly, she expects the worst, even for 
herself and their child. But she neither wants nor needs a husband in this 
changed reality. Peter replies almost instantly that, “safe or unsafe, happy 
or unhappy, my place is by your side” (496). Yet it is late, too late; she is 
already gone.

There is no reason to think that Bea’s new life will involve different 
sexual arrangements or gender identities (on the other hand, why not?). But 
clearly she chooses radical new relationships in contexts and for reasons 
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Peter is ill-equipped to accept. Like the oasans, who marry and yet do not, 
Bea is and yet is not his wife any longer: “Things can change so fast.” maybe 
the apocalyptic reveal suggests that on earth as it is on oasis, there is no 
reality that is not already otherwise.23 The alien otherness of gender ambi-
guity, its vast distance and difference from earth-bound heterosexuality, is 
one of the most striking things about this novel. Faber’s title is what the 
oasans call the Bible, but it could just as easily refer to the (or some of the) 
cultural meaning(s) of embodiment on their planet: to be no longer male 
and female is apparently a strange new thing from Peter’s perspective. But 
surely one could slip dimensions in a moment of confusion. or, stepping 
off the ship that shuttles humans to and from oasis and forgetting, in one’s 
interstellar disorientation, which planet one is standing on, one could see 
oasis’s strangeness as the everyday reality of this world. as teresa J. hornsby 
(2016) writes in Transgender, Intersex, and Biblical Interpretation, a volume 
she coauthored with deryn guest:

even if we know nothing else about gender, its construct, and its ubiq-
uitous presence, we can look around and know that it is simply not true 
that there are only two opposing genders. Just as Paul writes in rom 1:20: 
“ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, 
invisible though they are, have been understood and seen through the 
things he has made.” (16, emphasis original)

There is no need to cast a new testament–inflected, radical discussion 
of gender in extraordinary, futuristic—much less extraterrestrial—terms: 
“Clearly, materially, biblically,” hornsby continues, “nothing is either/
or” (19). Bea’s “strangers,” as well as her “i don’t know where” and “i can’t 
explain,” signal her sudden, if disorienting, validation of this fact.

it is interesting to imagine the possibilities for solidarity between the 
Jesus Lovers and Bea’s new community.24 impossible distances separate 

23. mollenkott (2007, 44) suggests the use of otherwise to expand the horizons of 
inclusivity in representing any possible gender identity.

24. Lewis (2016, 259) begins The Politics of Everybody: Feminism, Queer Theory, 
and Marxism at the Intersection with a simple premise: solidarity need not be estab-
lished on the basis of significant agreement between different groups or communities: 
“solidarity is not a matter of pluralist, multicultural unity and harmony. The latter is 
not a vision of solidarity; it is a vision of the Kingdom of heaven.” all it takes is a “min-
imal connection between political actors,” and she asserts that one such connection 
could be the desire, perhaps universal, to reject “pointless suffering” (11). if groups 
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them, and they are mostly unaware of each other. But they are bound by 
their recent conversions and the palpable certainty that the end really is 
nigh. Bea faces astonishing dangers, as do the oasans. meanwhile, what-
ever Peter might be doing to advance the faith, Bea writes caustically in 
a prior message, he is stuck up there on “Planet god” (Faber 2014, 409). 
even if he were to return overnight, she writes, because of his oblivi-
ousness to her real concerns and his knee-jerk tendency to chastise her 
wavering faith (e.g., 404), he would still be on Planet god, emotionally, 
and “i’d be a trillion miles away from you, alone with you by my side” 
(409). Peter, we must remember, for all of his genuine feelings about his 
possible complicity in usiC’s corporate, colonial endeavor, is also going to 
be extremely well-compensated for his efforts (30, 50). he even comes to 
understand how key he is to usiC’s mission: the oasans had threatened to 
withhold food from the human colonists unless usiC supplied them with 
a new missionary after the first one disappeared (121). This is because they 
believe that there is something essential to their survival to be gleaned 
from the technique of Jesus. in other words, he learns that from usiC’s 
perspective, his function is pacification. But the only thought that occurs 
to him in the moment is that he regrets not knowing what leverage he had 
with the corporation when he signed up. By contrast, the Jesus Lovers and 
Bea (and her strangers) create new freakish assemblages in the interests of 
mutual support and survival, keenly feeling but nevertheless disregarding 
the ways that their choices put them at odds with others’ and even their 
own prior social norms.

That is to say that Bea and her strangers, and the oasan Jesus Lovers, 
these people beside Peter, resemble some of the figures and groups 
that we can, with queer care, discover interstitially in the Pauline epis-
tles.25 The women in Corinth, for instance, against whose innovations 
Paul sometimes rails, have most often been understood from Paul’s own 

queer and straight have historically made common cause in labor disputes (206–7), 
then maybe it is not so impossible to imagine an interstellar solidarity, however tenu-
ous, between small organizations of oasans and humans, especially if another thread 
tying them together is their shared oppression as it relates to usiC. The oasans, as i 
have noted, labor for a usiC outpost that may be but the first stage of a large-scale 
occupation. according to one character, the same linguist mentioned above, the dep-
redations on earth will soon be exploited by usiC as an opportunity to entice the 
ultra-wealthy of the world to safety on oasis—for a price (Faber 2014, 425–26).

25. i am riffing on the title of a recent collection, The People beside Paul: The Phi-
lippian Assembly and History from Below (marchal 2015).
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(reconstructed) perspective. The history of that reconstruction, as gillian 
townsley (2017, 1–2) notes, reveals a vast “androcentric heteropatriarchal” 
scholarly enterprise that is still alive and well, especially in evangelical cir-
cles. But reading 1 Cor 11:2–16, for instance, in conversation with queer 
studies, and in particular with monique Wittig’s (1986) The Lesbian Body, 
allows townsley (2017, 242) to construe the creative believers in Corinth 
as “rogue body parts in the Corinthian body, the body of Christ.” This 
body, she argues, “undergoes dismemberment, fragmentation, and decon-
struction” in its proliferation of differences, like “Wittig’s lesbian body,” 
but also—and thereby—it experiences “reconfiguration and transforma-
tion … point[ing] to possibilities of being that extend beyond the normal” 
(243).26 Like townsley, who describes taking a queer studies approach to 
this Pauline text as in itself a queer endeavor, Joseph a. marchal (2018) 
reads the Corinthian women prophets in the context of recent articula-
tions of queer temporalities by Lee edelman and José esteban muñoz, 
among others.27 The women (and perhaps some men) in Corinth find 
themselves chastised by Paul for seizing the apocalyptic promise too 
quickly, taking it in novel but upsettingly unauthorized directions, chal-
lenging patriarchal paradigms of reproductive sexuality, embodiment, 
adornment, and social comportment—but, marchal notes, all of this in 
ways that Paul really ought to recognize as cognate with his own gospel 
(53–55). a twenty-first-century interstellar Paul might even find himself 
flummoxed by the queerness of these ancient Corinthians, since they are 
“living in disjointed, out-of-sync ways, according to different life sched-
ules or eccentric social and economic practices (including, but not limited 
to sexual ones)” (47–48).

to celebrate the circumstances that allow us to read Bea and the Jesus 
Lovers in queer terms proves difficult. even if Faber consciously crafted 
these characters as foils to Peter, their prospects for thriving are disap-
pointingly bleak. in fact, one could conclude that, according to the novel, 
it is only in dire crisis that these queer socialities can develop, that radi-
cal difference from the normal is a defensive maneuver, nothing more. 
But read in conjunction with the Pauline corpus, The Book of Strange New 

26. For their part, some of the men in Corinth, townsley (2017, 115) claims ear-
lier, are “conceptual, theoretical lesbians.”

27. townsley (2017, 35) understands it as a queer endeavor precisely because it 
is “at odds with the normal, the legitimate, the dominant” in Pauline studies (quoting 
david halperin’s [1995, 62] definition of queer).
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Things at least encourages us to imagine Paul’s own possible infection by 
the queer alterities he encounters in his travels.28

Paul’s eventual fluency with languages made for other bodies (even if, 
as Bea notes, he is something of a prude about how other bodies should 
enact desires) is a potential source of contagion. in galatians, as else-
where, “the works of the flesh” are pejoratively contrasted with “the fruit 
of the spirit” (5:16–22). in fact, flesh and spirit are precise opposites—
or, rather, their desires are (5:17). The galatians themselves are warned 
against reverting from their spiritual beginnings in his ministry to a more 
fleshly faith (3:3). Yet even as he maintains this clear binary throughout, 
Paul also reminds the galatians that he was forced by flesh, his “infirmity,” 
to bring the gospel to them (4:13), maybe even contrary to his wishes. 
What is more, he registers some awareness that both flesh and temptation 
(4:14) were factors in his original sojourn among them. elsewhere, Paul 
even claims that his “thorn … in the flesh” is the only publically available 
proof that he has received “exceptional … revelations” (2 Cor 12:7), his 
divine stamp of approval. if what the flesh actually wants is to spread the 
good word, Paul’s protests to the contrary notwithstanding, then might 
there be, in galatians, an unavowed continuum linking fornication and 
faithfulness, licentiousness and generosity?29

28. see Lorenz (2012, 18), who uses the ideas of “contagion” and “infection” 
to describe art that “seeks to entangle the viewer as a participant in denormalizing 
practices.”

29. troy martin argues against the fairly common association of gal 4:13 with 2 
Cor 12:7. in fact, in his view, the infirmity, literally “weakness of the flesh,” is that of the 
galatians themselves who, in their “pre-gospel condition” (drawing upon a parallel 
with rom 5:5) required Pauline ministration (t. martin 1999, 82–83). For their part, 
the galatians resisted the temptation to despise Paul for his circumcision, in martin’s 
reading of 4:14. The essay is clearly an effort to harmonize gal 4:13–14 with a tradi-
tional Christian theological understanding of Paul on flesh and spirit and in terms 
of the broader issues in the letter as a whole, despite the fact that martin’s argument 
forces him to ignore that the galatians apparently accept circumcision and that Paul 
does not otherwise seem to be ironic at this point. But martin’s essay is nevertheless 
fascinating for the way it inadvertently hints at precisely the sort of approach i am 
gesturing toward here. For suddenly, at the end, martin nearly obsesses over the cir-
cumcised “glans penis” as a sign (among gentiles) of arousal. he refers to “male sexual 
arousal,” even “excessive sexual arousal,” not once, but eight times in just a page and a 
half (88–89). it is as though Paul showed up among the galatians one day seeking help 
for a terrible case of priapism, and they, eyeing his condition (4:15), were not tempted 
in the least to spurn his (evangelical) advances. indeed, they “welcomed [him] as an 
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other recent moments of Pauline reception also entertain interpre-
tive possibilities of this sort. gore Vidal’s (1992) Live from Golgotha is 
nothing if not a queer romp through acts and the epistles. Both Paul’s 
relationship with timothy and the thorn in his flesh evoke degrees of 
homoeroticism in Pier Paolo Pasolini’s (2014, 42, 48) Saint Paul. The Book 
of Strange New Things may reimagine the desires and differences in the 
Pauline texts much more obliquely than do Pasolini’s or Vidal’s works. But 
like them, Faber’s novel helps to make the apostle, as a figure of general 
cultural significance, intriguingly relevant to readers who may be search-
ing for a more freakish Paul.
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how Paul Became the straight Word:  
Protestant Biblicism and the twentieth-Century  

invention of Biblical heteronormativity

heather r. White

When conservative Christians argue that their Bibles tell them that homo-
sexuality is immoral, they are not wrong. most contemporary Bibles—and 
especially the most popular versions—do quite clearly say that homosexu-
ality is sinful. as evidence, we might take a look at the Life Application 
Bible (2011), a bestseller in the category called the study Bible. in its pages 
are everything a reader needs in order to make sense of the compendium 
of ancient texts that make up what Christians call the old and new testa-
ments. There is also an index. Between home and honesty is the entry for 
homosexuality. under the subheading “scripture forbids it,” the entry lists 
rom 1:26–27, 1 Cor 6:9, and 1 tim 1:10. readers who turn to these pas-
sages find not only the words of scripture but also expanded commentary, 
which adds a pointed clarification: “the Bible specifically calls homosexual 
behavior a sin” (1572, 1916). There are, of course, Christians who reject 
this antihomosexual interpretation. They call these same passages the 
“clobber texts” for the way they are used to demean gay men and lesbians 
(goss and West 2000, 79). But little evidence of a debate appears in the 
pages of the Life Application Bible. This Bible’s user-friendly format guides 
readers unerringly toward a simple, uncontested truth, and it offers engag-
ing moments to reflect, at every step, on what this truth means personally. 
readers are left with little question: god has a fulfilling plan for your life. 
That plan is heterosexuality.

This essay traces how an ancient truth of antihomosexual condemnation 
came to be implanted in american Bibles and lodged—in particular—in the 

sections of this essay are reprinted with permission from White 2015.
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epistles of the apostle Paul. The Pauline texts of romans and 1 Corinthians 
are the most frequently cited prooftexts for biblical condemnation of homo-
sexuality. The same-sex meanings of these passages are often not perceived 
as interpretations; they are imputed to the text and its historical context 
as the timeless, original meaning. Viewed historically, however, there are 
many things that are puzzlingly new about this plain biblical speech. The 
newer Bibles’ sharply cast antihomosexual tradition is at best an ambiguous 
shadow in older Bibles. The seventeenth-century King James translation 
offers no such clearly articulated set of prohibitions directed at same-sex 
behavior. The older Bibles are missing not only the modern pedagogical 
apparatus of indices and expository notes; they also lack the foundational 
wording and cross-referenced textual tradition. even more confounding, 
the sodomites of the King James Version are puzzlingly out of place: they 
appear in the old testament books of the deuteronomistic history. These 
archaic pages not only lack Paul’s didactic antihomosexual writings; they 
also speak of a jarringly different sodomitical past.

Paradoxically, it was Protestants’ faith in the Bible’s timelessness and 
enduring relevance that served as a key mechanism for these textual 
changes. as Brian malley explains in his ethnographic study of Protestant 
biblicism, a key aim of Protestant Bible reading is to “establish transitivity 
between the text and beliefs.” on its own terms, the practice of anchor-
ing beliefs in the Bible is a guard against the vagaries of cultural change. 
But in practice, as malley (2004, 19) observes, “the interpretive tradition 
mobilizes hermeneutic imaginations anew.” Protestant biblicism thus does 
in practice precisely what it opposes in theory: it generates new meanings 
for biblical texts. The tradition and the past—“what the Bible said”—are 
continuously reinvented through the current encounter with “what the 
Bible says.” over the course of the twentieth century, these practices of 
Protestant biblicism have generated much more than new interpretations. 
They also had a material influence on the formatting and content of the 
burgeoning consumer market of mass-produced Bibles. Thus as ameri-
can Protestants turned to their Bibles for timeless truths, they unwittingly 
effected a twinned sexual and textual transformation. Their quest for time-
less meaning facilitated the reshaping of a King James sodom tradition 
into a twentieth-century antihomosexuality tradition, and it authorized 
and naturalized new sexual paradigms by locating them—via the Bible—
in the ancient past.

twentieth-century english-language Bible translations and interpre-
tive commentaries, that is, exhibit the increasing influence of modern 
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medical constructions of a sexual binary—a distinct and opposing relation-
ship between heterosexuality and homosexuality (Katz 1997). historians 
of sexuality show how these medical constructions of the sexual binary 
shaped institutions of law and policy to form what historian margot Cana-
day (2009) calls “the straight state.” This essay traces the making of what 
we might call “the straight Word.” Looking at american Bibles shows that 
religion has played an active part in these developments in sexuality, as 
practices of Christian interpretation molded new interpretive traditions 
into seemingly unchanging scriptures. This essay illustrates these changes 
by working through the texts and associated commentaries for three major 
translation projects: the seventeenth-century translation of the King James 
Version (KJV), the mid-twentieth-century revised standard Version 
(rsV), and the 1978 translation of the new international Version (niV). 
This history of Christians changing Bibles shows how Paul became the 
modern authority for a new doctrine of Christian heteronormativity, and 
it also shows how Protestant Bible-reading practices helped to authorize 
and naturalize twentieth-century innovations in sexuality.

the homo/hetero-sexual Binary

scholarship on the history of sexuality presents as axiomatic a view of 
bodies, pleasures, and relationships as socially and historically contingent. 
a famous passage from Foucault’s History of Sexuality serves as exhibit a 
for this scholarly approach:

sodomy was a category of forbidden acts; their perpetrator was nothing 
more than the juridical subject of them. The nineteenth-century homo-
sexual became a personage, a past, a case history, and a childhood.… The 
sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a 
species. (1990, 43)

here Foucault gives a descriptive account of the nineteenth-century emer-
gence of sexology, a specialized subfield of psychology and psychiatry that 
he identifies as the metaphorical inventors of this “personage” of the homo-
sexual. These new doctors generated a medical lexicon for human sexuality 
with the stated aim of replacing moralizing approaches to “forbidden acts” 
with scientific inquiries into causes and possible cures (White 2015, 21).

This famous passage from Foucault is often cited as evidence for a his-
torical shift “from act to identity” (Jagose 1996, 10). The explanation goes 



292 White

like this: earlier taboos against sodomy condemned same-sex behavior, 
which modern medicine reconfigured as an interior condition. The medi-
cal categorization helped to unwittingly lay the foundation for politicized 
gay identity. The medical invention of the homosexual, that is, marked a 
shift away from a conception of sodomy as voluntary act to a new notion 
of homosexuality as durable identity.

Broader work in the history of sexuality, however, shows that the 
changes brought by the late nineteenth-century medical framework were 
not merely a shift from act to identity. The medical approach to sexual-
ity also offered new ways of classifying and evaluating behavior. over 
time, this process worked to normalize previously “unnatural” and 
“sodomitical” activity between men and women by mapping it onto a 
new interpretive grid. Thus a practice such as oral sex became normal 
as it came to be defined by the participants’ genders rather than the act 
itself (halley 1993). These changes also placed new scrutiny on formerly 
innocent expressions of same-sex affection. The terms homosexual and 
heterosexual appeared first in medical textbooks and gradually perco-
lated outward as the therapeutic paradigm and its grounding in health 
and wellness entered mainstream awareness. in the decade after World 
War ii, popularly dubbed the age of Psychology, everyday americans 
imbibed new ideas about heterosexual normalcy and homosexual per-
version through popular reading. Lifestyle magazines gave advice about 
gender-appropriate sex education, and newspapers reported on purges of 
perceived sex deviates from federal employment. The pervasive message 
about sexual health was that it was vitally important—key to personal and 
social happiness—and also frighteningly fragile. heterosexuality needed 
defending from the subtle invasion of homosexual perversion (muravchik 
2011; White 2015).

The contagion aspects of this medical framework for sexuality was 
challenged in later decades, but these challenges also inadvertently stabi-
lized and naturalized the hetero/homo binary. in the 1970s, gay activists 
successfully challenged the disease classification and helped to establish 
homosexuality as a neutral aspect of human personality rather than a 
perverted version of heterosexuality that needed to be treated and cured. 
These interventions helped to right the lopsidedness of the sexual binary, 
producing a parallel framework for gay and straight as neutral and inborn 
sexual orientations (Bayer 1981). at the same time, these efforts also had 
the paradoxical effect of naturalizing heterosexuality. heterosexual and 
homosexual came to embody more than stated sexual identity; they oper-
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ated as descriptive terms for broadly classifying human social and erotic 
behavior. The modern sexual system thus not only constructed sexuality 
as an interior attribute of the self, but it also provided new typologies for 
classifying extrinsic social behavior.

The classificatory typologies of the modern sexual system are perhaps 
the most durably embedded parts of this system of knowledge, because 
they seem to operate descriptively rather than ideologically. Queer the-
orist david halperin (2000) examines how these descriptive indicators 
have been used to find same-sex sexuality in history. halperin’s focus is 
on behavior and its perceived meaning; he investigates the broad range of 
historical and contextual meanings for attributes often perceived to signify 
homosexuality. halperin argues that many seemingly gay characteristics 
have at many points in history marked typical—even aspirational—quali-
ties of manliness. halperin deploys the past as a queering mechanism: the 
strangeness of history helps to dissolve the fictive unity of modern sexual 
identities and reveal the “incoherence at the core of the modern notion of 
homosexuality” (90–91).

This essay adopts a version of halperin’s method, using Bible transla-
tions (and accompanying commentaries) as the queering device to dissolve 
the fictive unity of modern biblical heteronormativity. Whereas halperin 
investigated the premodern cultural signification of ostensibly homo-
sexual behavior, this essay searches for the earlier interpretive histories of 
scripture and commentary about homosexuality. This body of outdated 
and seemingly irrelevant biblical commentary, especially as it appears in 
tertiary reference tools, has been largely overlooked in the contemporary 
scholarly discussion about the historical meaning of 1 Cor 6:9 and rom 
1:26–27, the go-to passages on homosexuality. most biblical scholarship 
on these passages bypasses historical interpretation—and especially the 
interpretation directed at everyday Christians. The focus of this literature 
is instead the original languages and ancient historical contexts. While this 
approach may uncover new knowledge about ancient contexts, a direct 
dive into the primary sources also risks the beguiling mirror of a desired 
past. There is nothing more seductive—or more Protestant—than this 
desire for unmediated access to the text’s so-called original meaning. an 
inquiry into the history of interpretation helps to mediate against this false 
sense of textual intimacy.

First, a caution: old Bible dictionaries are like outdated time machines. 
each one of these contraptions promises to transport the reader into the 
mind and context of the historical author. exploring these alternative 
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pasts in sequence, however, jarringly unsettles their respective claims to 
timelessness. each disparate past was generated in its time by an author 
convinced his insight gave us access to the true original. The discordant 
originals help to make visible the naturalizing operations of Protestant 
biblicism.

other sodomites

The first time machine: a Bible dictionary from 1929. Homosexuality is 
nowhere to be found in this reference work. The first Bible dictionary 
entries for this medical neologism did not appear until the 1960s (Baab 
1962, 639). What do appear are entries for Sodom and, under that, sod-
omite. definitions acknowledge a link between these terms: the former is 
a city referenced in various passages throughout the old and new testa-
ments, most famously in gen 19, which recounts the city’s destruction 
by god as punishment for the sin of its denizens. Those denizens are the 
eponym for later namesakes: “sodomites” were guilty of “a loathsome vice” 
that “owes its name to their behavior” (eiselen, Lewis, and downey 1929, 
232). Circling tautologically through city, sin, and denizens—these entries 
defined each term in reference to the others. a cross-listed biblical pas-
sage—ezek 16—promised substance: this sin of sodom, committed by 
sodomites, and thus bearing their name, is “defined as arrogant prosper-
ity and callousness” (724). another widely used early twentieth-century 
reference elaborated that sodomite was an english word translated from 
the hebrew keddeshim, which designated persons guilty of “not ordinary 
immorality but religious prostitution, i.e., immorality practiced in the wor-
ship of a deity and in the immediate precincts of a temple” (selbie 1902). 
Cross-listed passages point the reader to five old testament passages that 
reference these sodomites: one in deuteronomy, three in 1 Kings, and one 
in 2 Kings. similar definitions prevailed in other popular Bible reference 
materials (Barnes 1900; orr 1915; davis 1917).1

1. deut 23:17: “There shall be no whore of the daughters of israel, nor a sodomite 
of the sons of israel.” 1 Kgs 14:24: “and there were also sodomites in the land: and they 
did according to all the abominations of the nations which the Lord cast out before 
the children of israel.” 1 Kgs 15:12: “and he took away the sodomites out of the land, 
and removed all the idols that his fathers had made.” 1 Kgs 22:46: “and the remnant of 
the sodomites, which remained in the days of his father asa, he took out of the land.” 
2 Kgs 23:7: “and he brake down the houses of the sodomites, that were by the house of 
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First, we must notice the absences. The so-called clobber passages 
are not there. not one of the Bible dictionary entries on sodomites points 
readers to a passage in the Pauline epistles or even in the new testament. 
homosexuality—or same-sex sexuality—is at best hinted at as a “loathsome 
vice,” but other parts of the definition directly name other meanings—
namely, arrogant prosperity or religious prostitution. The latter definition 
distanced sodomy from ordinary sexual immorality. sodomy, in these 
definitions, was a perverse ritual practice.

The Bible translation to which these reference tools referred was the 
KJV. For american Protestants, as for the rest of the english-speaking 
Protestant world, this Bible was no mere translation. The KJV stood unri-
valed for more than four centuries as the Bible (noll 2011; marks 2012). 
Published in 1611, the KJV was a product of the english reformation, and 
this context gave rise to particular visions of sodom.

historian harry g. Cocks (2017, 158) shows how the reformers read 
the story of sodom as a sacred history of the reformation fight against the 
“Whoredom and uncleanness” of roman Catholicism. in this theologi-
cal polemic, the biblical sodomites were perverse papists, and the city of 
sodom was the roman Church. homoeroticism was a component part of 
these biblical and theological narratives, but same-sex perversion was only 
one thread in a nest of bodily perversions signified by sodom, which also 
encompassed fornication, adultery, prostitution, gender inversion, and 
subhuman monstrosity. These forms of sexual, gender, and bodily devi-
ance further tangled with religious difference. roman Catholicism was at 
the center of this thicket, as the paradigmatic prototype of the illicit hea-
thenism found in false religion (133–60).

american Protestants, as inheritors of the reformation legacy and its 
english Bible, also narrated their encounters with religious and bodily dif-
ference through the biblical story of sodom. This pairing of sodom and 
perverse idolatry was an interpretive tradition that continued to hold 

the Lord, where the women wove hangings for the grove.” (a sixth passage, Job 36:14, 
contains the same original hebrew word, but the KJV renders it “the unclean”: “They 
die in youth, and their life is among the unclean.”) none of these five passages appear 
in contemporary Bible dictionary references to homosexuality, and later translations 
substitute “cult prostitutes” (or a similar phrase) for “sodomites” in these verses. sev-
eral contemporary scholars challenge the sexualized meaning of the word as an inter-
pretive gloss and argue that the english rendering should simply be “holy man.” For a 
history of interpretation, see Budin 2008 and Lings 2013.
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power through the early twentieth century. indeed, the Bible dictionaries 
and commentaries cited at the beginning of this essay section appeared in 
writing by Protestant domestic missionaries in the 1920s. herbert Welsh, 
an episcopalian missionary to Pueblo nations of the american south-
west, referenced definitions of sodomy as an immoral pagan rite in order 
to argue—speciously—that Pueblo dance ceremonies “resembled this 
ancient religion practiced by the people of sodom and gomorrah” (quoted 
in Wenger 2009, 218–19). Welsh was no wacky outlier: quite a number 
of religion scholars viewed the so-called primitive religion of pre-israelite 
cultures as naturally similar to non-Western spiritual practice. The entry 
for sodomy in James hasting’s widely used Encyclopedia of Religion and 
Ethics was written by such a scholar: george aaron Barton, professor of 
semitic languages and history of religion at the university of Pennsylvania 
and seminal thinker in the field of oriental studies (speiser and albright 
1942). Barton surmised that biblical sodomites were practitioners of 
religiously based sex rituals, comparable to the reported “indecencies” 
practiced within saivite sects of hinduism and in the coming-of-age 
rituals of australian aboriginal people (Barton 1921, 673). These interpre-
tations of the biblical sodom located sodomitical perversion on the bodies 
of religious and racialized others.

These exotic constructions of sodomy tended to exempt from 
scrutiny the homoerotic affections of those within the Protestant fold—
particularly when these believers were white europeans. historians’ 
investigations of seventeenth-century sodomy discourses underscore 
this distancing effect: the associations of sodomy with a broader social 
disorder had the effect of removing everyday homoerotic affection from 
the fearsome condemnations of sodomitical sin (herrup 1999; Bray 
2006). historians of sexuality in the united states also argue that other 
dynamics of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century american Prot-
estantism contributed to a lack of concern about homoerotic behavior. 
Protestant practice focused on various worrisome aspects of relation-
ships between women and men, which included not only attention to 
the marriage but also the more concerning task of preventing temptation 
between women and men. same-sex friendships and single-sex institu-
tions, in contrast, provided safe havens from sexual danger. in practice, 
these social and religious configurations meant that institutions like the 
Young men’s and Young Women’s Christian associations, with ameri-
can branches founded in 1851 and 1858 respectively, provided surprising 
latitude to homoerotic relationships between women and between men 



 how Paul Became the straight Word 297

(gustav-Wrathall 1998; Chauncey 1985). historian Kathi Kern (2018, 
18), examining the amorous same-sex friendships of one YWCa leader, 
argued that religion in this context offered “vocabularies of spiritual 
intimacy, religiously affiliated homosocial spaces, intimate rituals, and 
powerful theological concepts that transcended stigmas of deviance.” For 
those within the spiritual fold, these religious spaces could nurture rela-
tionships of same-sex desire not in spite of theological commitments but 
because of them.

homosexuality Comes home to roost

By the 1940s, as new frameworks of sexual health began to circulate in 
the american vernacular, same-sex love could no longer claim unexam-
ined innocence. in 1946, for the first time, Christians could open a Bible 
and find a reference to homosexuality in its pages. This Bible was the new 
testament of the rsV; the complete translation with the old testament 
came out in 1952. The american standard Bible Committee, the group 
of biblical scholars that labored over this translation, began their work in 
the late 1930s. as Protestant liberals educated in elite intuitions, they were 
likely well acquainted with the fields of psychology and psychotherapy. 
in many ways, the rsV translation was the product of liberal Protestant 
commitments to glean insight from new historical and scientific research 
as a resource for Christian revelation. The rsV was advertised as the “first 
modern Bible”; it promised to match the “timeless beauty” of the KJV but 
with “more accurate and easier to read prose” (rsV advertisement 1952; 
Thuesen 1999). The new direct reference to homosexuality dovetailed with 
the translators’ mission to replace the KJV’s vague anachronisms with 
modern, accessible wording.

The Bible passage was 1 Cor 6:9, where homosexuals were now listed 
among the sinners barred from the kingdom of god. This change stream-
lined into one figure what the KJV listed in two words: “effeminates” and 
“abusers of self with mankind.” The new wording received little notice, 
but various authors discussed how the new translation challenged previ-
ous assumptions about what kinds of sins were being addressed by the 
KJV’s vague wording. one local pastor reminisced about a favorite sermon 
that expanded on the figure of the “effeminates” in 1 Cor 6:9. The minister 
understood the term as an obvious reference to “the soft, the pliable, those 
who take the easy road.” The sermon’s message was a challenge to under-
take the difficult path of faith. This minister reported “his amazement and 
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chagrin” when he read the same passage in the rsV and discovered that 
“effeminate” was translated “homosexuals” (Jones 1956, 77). The point of 
this anecdote was to warn other ministers to use updated reference tools 
in their sermon preparation. The outdated source for this sermon may 
well have been the 1929 Abington Bible Commentary, which expanded on 
the apostle Paul’s concerns about “self indulgence of appetite and speech” 
(eiselen 1929, 1178). This earlier understanding of effeminacy was not the 
only nonhomosexual interpretation of the sinners named in this passage. 
another widely shared assumption about the reference to “abusers of self 
with mankind” was that it prohibited masturbation (“self-abuse”) or any 
other kind of nonprocreative “spilling of seed,” such as the use of birth 
control (Fletcher 1960, 118; northcote 1906, 34). The rsV’s unambiguous 
reference to “homosexuals” in this passage foreclosed these earlier inter-
pretations with the simple insertion of a new word.

The new wording of 1 Cor 6:9 was only one part of a broader recon-
figuration, which shuffled the KJV-based sodom tradition into a new 
interpretive tradition that focused on homosexuality as a distinct category 
of deviance. These changes are exhibited with particular clarity in the 
twelve-volume The Interpreter’s Bible: The Holy Scriptures in the King James 
and Revised Standard Versions, published by the theologically moderate 
abingdon Press. Careful perusal of these twelve hefty volumes promised 
to open up timeless truths that transcended the time-bound transla-
tions of the KJV and rsV. This magisterial reference tool, in sum, built 
an accessible door for modern-day Bible readers to glean timeless truth 
from ancient texts. even the editors marveled: this new commentary, the 
introduction promised, offered a “veritable ‘open sesame’ ” to the world of 
the Bible (Buttrick 1951, xvii). This paradox of ancient truth and modern 
relevance also suffused the volume’s newly frank discussion of homosexu-
ality. The direct speech about homosexuality was a first for Bible reference 
tools. as the scholarly authors addressed it, this modern innovation was 
truth always present in the original texts.

The primary textual anchors for this new antihomosexual Bible tra-
dition were in 1 Cor 6:9 and rom 1, with old testament support found 
in Leviticus and in the gen 19 story of sodom. The Interpreter’s Bible 
explained the same-sex meaning of these passages with language that 
evoked psychoanalysis. Commentary on rom 1:26–28 explained that 
homosexuality was a “manifestation” of “the root cause of both the sin 
and corruption in idolatry,” phrasing that followed disease diagnosis of 
homosexuality as the behavioral manifestation of a deeply rooted pathol-
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ogy (1954, 401–3). The biblical commentary also stressed the contagious 
aspects of this sexual pathology: those who “refuse to give god any place 
in their thoughts,” this same commentator warned, might also be aban-
doned to corrupt desires (471).

The entry of new homosexual meanings into these Bible verses took 
place alongside the sodomite’s exit. in five old testament passages where 
the KJV spoke of “sodomites,” the rsV now named “cult prostitutes.” The 
change in term offered what translators and commentators alike saw as not 
an innovation but a clarification. Biblical scholarship widely insisted that 
the term sodomites in the passage was misleading and inaccurate. While 
mid-twentieth-century scholars continued to interpret these as references 
to sex acts linked to pagan rituals, most of the biblical scholarship theo-
rized that these practices were part of an ancient fertility cult, in which 
sexual intercourse was linked to the deities’ power over the propagation of 
life (Brooms 1941). This interpretation would seem to necessarily exclude 
homosexuality. as one scholar pointedly argued, “homosexual coitus 
would be meaningless in the ritual of a fertility cult” (Bailey 1955, 53). 
These textual changes, as mere translations, made no claim to innovation. 
But they were shaped by a new common sense: heterosexuals could not 
possibly be sodomites.

The new homosexuality tradition was thus centered on a different 
set of passages than the earlier sodom tradition. The old testament sod-
omites and their pagan idolatry were now replaced by a new therapeutic 
orthodoxy that focused on the new testament. at the center of this anti-
homosexuality tradition were rom 1 and 1 Cor 6:9. This shift introduced 
a new interiority to the sin of sodom. Whereas earlier interpretations 
emphasized the foreignness of the biblical sodomites, the therapeu-
tic turn of the mid-twentieth-century located homosexuality—at least 
potentially—within everyday Christianity. Biblical scholar dale B. martin 
has discussed this shift toward interiority as a peculiarly modern under-
standing of rom 1: “What for Paul functioned as a sign of the boundary 
separating idolatrous civilization from monotheistic faith,” martin (2006, 
64) writes, became “a symptom par excellence of what is wrong with ‘all 
of us.’ ” Whereas sodomites were distant enemies of the faith, homosexual 
perversion threatened Christianity from within.

The rsV and accompanying commentaries, through the labors of mid-
twentieth-century Bible scholars, generated a new antihomosexual biblical 
literalism. The interpretive strategies of historical criticism embedded a 
distantly modern interpretive tradition into the text as a faithful repli-
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cation of original meaning. This process also effectively disappeared the 
earlier perceptions of these passages as erroneous translations or inaccu-
rate interpretations. These interpretive changes pared down the capacious 
forms of deviance signified by the figures of “sodomites,” “effeminates,” and 
“abusers of self with mankind” and retrofitted these figures into a modern 
therapeutic framework as simple anachronisms for homosexuality. Thus 
a neologism that was not even a century old—and that had only recently 
appeared in theological commentaries—fit so smoothly into the grooves 
of older biblical prohibitions that it seemed as if it had been there all along.

the antigay tradition

This new tradition also influenced Protestant conservatives. There was, 
however, nothing inevitable about this influence; conservative Protestants 
initially resisted both the rsV and the therapeutic paradigm for sexual-
ity. it was not until the mid-1970s that conservative Protestants began to 
write and reflect at length on the biblical teaching about homosexuality. 
evangelical and conservative Protestants worked to adopt and adapt the 
therapeutic views of sexuality first circulated by their liberal counterparts 
into a framework that eschewed their liberal counterparts’ deliberate 
adaptations of secular forms of knowledge. What conservatives embraced 
as biblical (rather than secular) truth, however, had been effectively chris-
tened by a previous generation of Protestant liberals. The Bible’s plain word 
on homosexuality proceeded from a newly implanted therapeutic tongue.

Conservative attachment to biblical authority was key to a process of 
authorizing change in the supposedly bedrock text. Critical to the process 
of consolidating a new orthodoxy was the 1978 publication of the niV. 
This Bible translation was the evangelical answer to the liberal rsV, and 
it quickly surpassed the KJV as america’s bestselling Bible. The rsV was 
the first Bible to use the term homosexuals in the plain text—in a new 
testament passage in 1 Corinthians. The rsV also excised some sodomites 
from the plain text as well. The KJV has several old testament passages 
that referenced “sodomites” as ancient pagan idolaters. The new transla-
tion changed them to “cult prostitutes.” These changes tracked along a 
therapeutic logic, which narrowed the meanings of sodomy to homosex-
ual behavior and thus sloughed off the previously attached meanings of 
idolatry. When the evangelical translators made their own choices for the 
niV, they challenged a number of the rsV precedents, but they adopted 
this particular set of textual interpretations. in these translation changes, 
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evangelicals belatedly followed liberals’ modern therapeutic paradigm by 
reconfiguring an older sodomy tradition into an emergent homosexual-
ity tradition. Thus the niV translation worked to ratify and authorize a 
new antihomosexual tradition. translators did not only change the Bible’s 
meanings; they changed the wording to make plain newly understood 
meanings. The debate over whether a modern notion of a sexual orienta-
tion should moderate the Bible’s plain prohibitions against homosexual 
acts obscured the more fundamental changes in modern Bibles. The seem-
ingly plain tradition of homosexual prohibition was itself a product of 
earlier interpretive changes that through the process of translation became 
embedded into the words of the text.

The direct impetus to explicitly stake out this orthodoxy was not a sec-
ular movement for gay rights but the heterodox interpretations within the 
ranks of conservative Protestants. Leading conservatives were concerned 
about pro-gay Christian teachings that were gaining influence through the 
1970s. The united Fellowship of metropolitan Community Churches, a 
gay-welcoming fellowship, voiced a thoroughly biblicist message of gay 
acceptance (Perry 1972). at the same time, a small but vocal movement 
for gay and lesbian acceptance also began to emerge within evangelical 
institutions (gasaway 2014). This group included ralph Blair, who led the 
organizing efforts for evangelicals Concerned, the affinity group for gay 
evangelicals founded in 1975 (see Blair 1977). it also included Virginia 
ramey mollenkott and Letha scanzoni’s (1978) best-selling pro-gay trea-
tise, Is the Homosexual My Neighbor? Both respected evangelical Christian 
authors, scanzoni and mollenkott made an argument that even critics 
acknowledged took biblical authority seriously. The first systematic writing 
by conservative Protestants on the biblical condemnation of homosexu-
ality was a defensive response to previous pro-gay Christian arguments 
(Lindsell 1973; Bockmühl 1973; Kinlaw 1976; Lovelace 1978; Kirk 1978).

These developments were important because they showed the covert 
ways that the interpreted meanings of the Bible changed over time, even 
for conservatives who strongly insisted upon biblical authority. What 
conservatives defended as tradition was in many ways a reanimated ver-
sion of liberal therapeutic orthodoxy, which underscored the binding 
meanings of the Bible’s condemnation against homosexual acts. anti-
homosexual conservatives hewed closely to what they saw as the plain 
evidence of biblical authority. Liberals emphasized historical-critical 
methods that cultivated a critical distance between the reader and the 
perceived meanings of scripture. Through this deliberate attention to 
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interpretation, liberals challenged and reinterpreted seemingly plain 
Bible prohibitions on the grounds that they should be seen not as time-
less rules but as contextual practices. in contrast, those who professed 
an attachment to the plain or literal meanings of the Bible accused their 
opponents of arguing away plain meanings that conveyed the Bible’s 
unchanging authority.

The late twentieth-century explosion of new Bible products also fur-
ther expanded and cultivated readers’ connections to those newly plain 
meanings. Conservative Protestant publishing companies offered an 
expanding array of what one religion scholar calls the “culturally relevant 
Bible” (gutjahr 2008, 326). glossy covers, attractive images, and magazine-
like styles were important to the consumer packaging of new translations, 
paraphrase editions, and Bible study tools. They offered the Bible as a 
lifestyle product with to-the-minute wisdom for everyday choices. These 
Bible products illustrate a second important aspect to conservative Chris-
tian practices of literalism that were important to the practice of this new 
antigay tradition. in addition to avowed fidelity to biblical authority, the 
practice of literalism also conveyed a personal and affective relationship to 
the text and its divine author—the Bible not only speaks authoritatively; 
it speaks to me (malley 2004). indeed, the format of late twentieth-cen-
tury Bible products actively cultivated this sense of closeness. Formats 
that elicited readers’ personal engagement with the text also gave material 
meaning to the repeated injunction to “hide god’s word in your heart.” 
The Bible’s meanings were not an external authority but an interiorized 
truth. The personal attachment to the Bible’s meanings served as a mech-
anism for the production of a distinctive sexual self. When evangelicals 
spoke of the ways that biblical authority marked out a distinct practice 
of sexual behavior—sexual abstinence, heterosexuality, and marital fidel-
ity—they were not speaking of a rote performance of external rules; they 
were referring, rather, to living out a deeply embedded sense of self. The 
political rhetoric of “defending moral values” might communicate to out-
siders an adherence to external rules and authorities; for the born again, 
however, the affective personal life of faith was about remaining authentic 
to an interior truth.

Conclusion

This history of the straight Word is not only important for understand-
ing Christianity, but it also helps to illuminate the durable equation of 
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heteronormativity with religion writ large. in the late twentieth-century 
debates over homosexuality, sexual identity and biblical orthodoxy 
seemed to proceed from opposing sources of truth. gay and lesbian 
identities are modern and secular; the Bible is ancient and religious. This 
patent truth stood as such, however, because of the ways that americans 
of various faith traditions—and none at all—perceived the Bible’s newly 
implanted antihomosexual tradition as an accurate map of the past. 
What “the Bible says” about sexuality has circulated well outside the fold 
of believing Christians. indeed, many non-Christians would aver that 
scripture does plainly forbid homosexuality. These nonbelievers might 
regard the scriptural condemnation as a fact—even if the significance 
they take away from that fact is that religion is homophobic. modern 
Bibles, that is, are often read and interpreted as neutral historical evi-
dence about religion writ large, as if modern english translations can 
account for the long and variable past of a monolithic Judeo-Christian 
tradition. such influence suggests a further reason for inquiring into 
the sexual history of modern Bibles. not only have they been shaped by 
modern medical constructions of sexuality, but they have also reinforced 
and naturalized these new ways of thinking about sexuality by projecting 
them—via new translations and interpretations—into the ancient past. 
moreover, because these modern Bibles have been signified generically 
as the Bible (rather than a Bible or a particular Protestant translation), 
these practices of translation and interpretation have also played an 
important role in constructing a religious past assumed to be shared, 
monolithic, and heteronormative.

This felt sense of the past, this essay suggests, is a specter of twen-
tieth-century Protestant biblicism, which continues to pervade civil law 
and public discourse as the rhetorical touchstone for what historian mark 
noll (2011, 72) calls a “biblical civil religion.” indeed, noll’s observation 
about the nineteenth-century debates over biblical teachings about slav-
ery seems to hold continued relevance for today’s debates over sexuality. 
not only did both sides “read the same Bible,” noll (1998, 43) argues, but 
“they also read the Bible in the same way.” The Bible’s plain meaning con-
tinues to haunt the supposedly religion-free zone of the secular. nowhere 
is this ghost more pervasive than in the ideology of sexularism, a neolo-
gism coined by Joan Wallach scott (2009, 1–2) to name “the elision of 
the secular and the sexually liberated—their assumed synonymity.” Prot-
estant biblicism, as a felt sense of the past, powerfully underpins all sides 
of public debates over sex.
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interpreting as Queer or interpreting Queerly?

Lynn r. huber

in the introduction to Feeling Backwards, heather Love (2007) describes 
the desire of queer critics and readers to reach back into a past looking to 
find and maybe rescue forebears who we intuit as queer like us. although 
these haints and haunted souls resist our advances, we find it hard to stop 
glancing backward. Love, however, finds something productive in these 
backward glances, since “tear-soaked accounts of same-sex desire compel 
readers in a way that brighter stories of liberation do not.” Thus the queer 
affect is often despairing, melancholic, and even nostalgic, on account of 
“the historical ‘impossibility’ of same-sex desire” (3). This backward-look-
ing queerness colors many of our attempts at engaging in queer biblical 
interpretation, as a number of the essays in this volume reveal. in the fol-
lowing, i engage a select number of these essays as a way of thinking more 
broadly about the contours of queer biblical interpretation.

in his essay, tyler m. schwaller foregrounds the queer practice of 
glancing back, as there exists “pleasure and power … in alliances forged 
across time with those who resist and exist beyond dominant ideals.” in 
his own look back at Paul’s writings, schwaller connects enslavement 
with queerness.1 The relationship between these categories commends 
itself, since the question of whether those enslaved in the first century 
were understood as full members of the ekklēsiai in Christ resonates with 
contemporary discussions about who deserves full inclusion within the 
Christian community.

1. in adopting the language of “the enslaved” rather than “slave,” i follow the lead 
of Pauline scholars such as Katherine a. shaner (2018, 123 n. 4). This shift in language 
points to the fact that oppressive structures construct the identity category of the slave 
and that it is not an identity inherent to an individual.
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While he ultimately focuses his attention upon Paul as a queer subject, 
since Paul self-identifies as a slave, schwaller begins by discussing the queer 
potential of the ancient enslaved individual more generally. in so doing, 
schwaller converses with Jasbir K. Puar’s 2005 essay “Queer times, Queer 
assemblages,” adopting Puar’s understanding of queerness as capable of 
both resisting and colluding in structures of domination. Puzzlingly, while 
the terrorist as queer assemblage provides the focal point of Puar’s essay 
and her subsequent monograph Terrorist Assemblages (2007), this charac-
ter remains unnamed as schwaller applies Puar’s insights to the enslaved. 
seemingly, however, the terrorist is essential for understanding queerness 
as described by Puar here, especially as she associates queerness with com-
plicity and collusion. While the queerness of the terrorist resides within 
her body as an assemblage of organic and nonorganic materials and as a 
site of both self-annihilation and self-preservation (Puar 2005, 128–29), 
it is seemingly the way the terrorist body is deployed by others that lends 
queerness its collusive potential. For it is the homonationalist practice of 
leveraging queerness to justify us military, and other invasive forms of 
international, intervention that serve as the focus of Puar’s critique. even 
though schwaller mostly forgoes mention of homonationalism, attention 
to this seems helpful for understanding how Paul’s self-designation as a 
slave deploys the potential queerness of being enslaved in a way that col-
ludes with structures of domination.2

schwaller’s rich discussion of Paul’s self-appellation as enslaved in 
1 Corinthians reflects the struggle that characterizes much of queer bib-
lical interpretation and historical investigation. We follow schwaller 
through a process of asking “is he?” or “isn’t he?” as we try to nail down 
Paul’s queerness. even though Paul’s use of enslavement as a strategy 
for lowering himself (i.e., disassociating himself from the elite) suggests 
queerness, schwaller ultimately seems to indicate that Paul’s self-portrayal 
as the ideal slave—a slave who recognizes and accepts his role as one who 
brings in profits for others—points to queerness employed toward rein-
forcing the ideology of slavery. What may appear as a queer move on the 
surface complies with a variety of rhetorical strategies that employ “slav-
ery” to maintain extant hierarchies. Paul employs queerness to “pro[p] up 
dominant material and discursive practices.” and yet, schwaller observes, 
Paul is unable to control how people read his performance. his slavery is 

2. schwaller does explain homonationalism in n. 30.
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interpreted variously, as evidenced in Paul’s defense of his violable body in 
2 Cor 11:25–28. in other words, some read Paul’s rhetoric queerly, despite 
his own intentions.

Throughout, schwaller notes the importance of recognizing the mate-
rial reality of enslavement in the ancient world, even though Paul’s use 
is primarily metaphorical or rhetorical. among other things, schwaller 
encourages readers to think about how the enslaved within Paul’s congre-
gations might have heard and responded to Paul’s teachings, including his 
call to flee from porneia. given first-century protocols, participating in 
porneia might have been a fundamental aspect of an individual’s enslave-
ment.3 This focus on materiality and the reality of enslavement in the 
ancient world prompts me to think about two related things. First, i am 
interested in how material objects, such as collars and fetters, contributed 
to the enslaved body as an assemblage and how this relates to queerness. 
For Puar, the terrorist embodies queerness as a pastiche of explosives, 
timing devices, and the organic matter of the body. do we see Paul (or 
other new testament and early Christian authors) ever using rhetoric that 
draws on these material aspects of enslavement?

second, not only am i interested in how the ancient enslaved might 
hear and deploy Paul’s self-description as a slave, but i am also curious 
as to how this rhetoric falls on the ears of contemporary queers who self-
identify as slaves or submissives. similarly, i wonder how the practices of 
modern Bdsm communities might shed light upon appropriation of the 
enslaved identity. Can an exploration of how participants within Bdsm 
communities negotiate power relationships help us understand how Paul 
attempts to negotiate power? as in the case of Paul, submissives are not 
literally enslaved and, in fact, consent to be dominated, controlled, hurt, 
and even humiliated by the dominant other. Can Paul’s self-description 
as a “slave to all” be understood as his consent to be dominated and even 
abused by the Corinthian community? Furthermore, exploring Paul’s use 
of enslavement imagery in relationship to Bdsm provides an opportunity 
to think critically about how one identifies as slave or a submissive in his-
torical contexts where the literal buying and selling of people occurs and 
is accepted as natural.4

3. The sexual element of enslavement is explored by marchal 2011.
4. according to the international Labor organization (https://tinyurl.com/

sBL0699c), in 2016 there were approximately 40 million individuals enslaved around 
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Like schwaller, timothy Luckritz marquis looks to the Corinthian 
correspondence for insights into queerness. drawing upon José esteban 
muñoz’s 1999 monograph, Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Per-
formance of Politics, Luckritz marquis demonstrates that disidentification 
proves useful for understanding how Paul, as a minoritized subject, is 
always under construction. his identity is shaped by cultural forces that 
push him to be read in particular ways, as well as through his own disiden-
tification or disassociation with these forces.

among the cultural forces that shape Paul’s identity, providing him 
with a range of identities with which to disidentify, are literary tropes 
about traveling Bacchic or dionysian preachers. These representatives of 
a foreign or eastern god (dionysus was often associated with asia minor) 
were both depicted as triumphantly bringing their deity into the cities of 
the West and maligned as hucksters and frauds. Paul creates a space in 
relation to these depictions to craft his identity. it is not that Paul chooses 
the dionysian tradition as a foil; rather, as Luckritz marquis observes, 
“because he is a preacher of an eastern god, the only way to distinguish 
and authenticate himself is to take dionysus, god, and the baggage they 
come with in new directions. as such, Paul cannot present himself as not 
dionysian, as not eastern; rather he must present himself as eastern in 
new ways.” among other strategies of disidentification, Paul highlights 
his difference from the Bacchic bunch, typically associated with drunken-
ness and sexual excess, by emphasizing his celibacy. one might argue that 
a life of celibacy implies Paul’s queerness, given the political and social 
importance placed upon marriage and procreation within the roman 
imperial period. it is interesting to note, however, that while Lucritz mar-
quis depicts Paul employing a queer method of world building, he never 
really outs Paul as a queer. But Paul’s celibacy arguably does the work of 
queerness, as it is a form of resistance in the vein of Lee edelman’s (2007) 
vision of queer negativity.

even though Paul uses a queer strategy for world building, Paul uses 
it here to underscore how different he is from some of the queerest cats 
in the empire.5 Luckritz marquis mentions that dionysus is imagined as 
“effeminate and licentious,” but he does not really connect this to queer-

the world. This includes those in forced labor and forced marriages. in other words, 
the tacit acceptance of slavery is not just a historical problem.

5. i am indebted to former research student Zachary gianelle for insights into the 
queerness of the cult of dionysus.
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ness. in fact, the Bacchanalia, an annual festival to honor the god, was 
repressed in rome during the second century BCe on account of its radi-
cal queerness. not only was the event associated with sexual transgression 
and excess, but these practices, according to roman history Livy, included 
violence and death (Hist. Rom. 39.8–9). While Livy’s account of the cult 
likely exaggerated the participants’ depravity, one cannot help but imagine 
the Bacchanalia as a precursor to the performances of queer artists who 
explore the boundaries between pain and sexuality, such as ron athey 
and dominic Johnson. given the queerness of dionysus and his followers, 
what does it say that Paul, whom others may read as similar to this eastern 
cult, disidentifies himself with the movement? Yes, Paul adopts another 
queer positionality vis-à-vis sexuality, but he appears to throw his queer 
sisters under the bus. is Paul perhaps a self-hating queer? This makes me 
wonder about the value of focusing on Paul’s use of disidentification as a 
specifically queer rhetorical strategy.

Both schwaller and Luckritz marquis emphasize the critical aspect of 
queerness as a form of resistance (and complicity for schwaller, following 
Puar) and not as some thing, identity, way of being, or doing related to 
sex, sexuality, or gender. even though i understand the movement away 
from connecting queerness to particular identities, as though individuals 
and communities had stable identities, i must confess that i personally like 
some sex and gender transgression in my queerness.

one of the things i find most interesting about Luckritz marquis’s 
essay is his aim to unsettle “the white, straight, cis-male gaze of the major-
ity of Pauline studies [that] continues to reconstruct an apostle firmly in 
control of himself and of a system of ideas that are intentional and, as 
system, thought to be intelligible to the careful critic.” This type of willing-
ness to unsettle the field strikes me as one of the most important features 
of queer biblical interpretation and something we see only rarely.

one essay in this collection that really takes on the possibility of 
unsettling the conventions of straight biblical studies is Jay twomey’s 
essay, since twomey invites another partner, the novelist michel Faber, 
to join him in an interpretive ménage à trois with Paul. exploring Faber’s 
(2014) science fiction novel The Book of Strange New Things, twomey 
looks to a future “Paul” as a means of looking back to find a queer or 
questioning Paul. Faber uses the model of Paul as an apostle to the gen-
tiles to shape his portrayal of the character Peter’s mission to the oasans, 
the indigenous population of a far-away planet that a global corporation 
is considering—so it seems, at least—as a possible alternative to earth, 
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given the impacts of climate change and the disintegration of political 
and social structures.

The novel’s conceit, sharing the gospel with the inhabitants of a new 
planet, raises a host of issues and questions, including the complicity of 
religion in colonizing projects and the human nature of religious belief. 
among these issues twomey focuses his attention on Faber’s depiction 
of the protagonist, Peter, and Peter’s embodiment of gender expectations 
and sexual desire. specifically, twomey highlights the subtle depiction of 
Peter’s affection for one of the genderless oasans, who goes by the name 
Jesus Lover number 5. Peter tries, rather obliviously, to fit the oasans 
into binary gender categories; Peter identifies Jesus Lover number 5 as 
female, while another human assumes the oasan is male. since he has 
some unexplored and possibly romantic feelings for Jesus Lover number 
5, “she” must be female according to Peter’s perspective. on account of 
this gendering, as twomey explains, Peter becomes a locus for unsettling 
the assumption that heterosexuality and gender categories are natural. 
The irony here is that Faber manages this even while constructing Peter as 
about the straightest and most clearly cis-gendered, white man a person 
can imagine. The portrayal of Peter comes complete with a penchant for 
mansplaining and a lack of empathy for his wife and future mother of his 
child. twomey’s sympathetic reading almost makes Peter bearable.

given the explicit connections that Faber draws between Peter and 
Paul, twomey suggests, “The Book of Strange New Things at least encour-
ages us to imagine [or to see more clearly?] Paul’s own possible infection 
by the queer alterities he encounters in his travels.” even though Paul 
appears bound by the protocols of an ancient sexuality that operates upon 
a masculine/feminine binary, perhaps Paul’s encounters with others to 
some extent unsettle this view. Paul’s invocation of an early Christian bap-
tismal formula in gal 3:28, which claims that there is no longer “male and 
female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (niV), suggests this possibil-
ity for twomey. This is especially the case if the formula is read as Paul’s 
description of the present rather than a future status. given this, twomey 
suggests that perhaps Paul, like his future counterpart, is queerer than he 
appears on the surface or, perhaps, that Paul is at least questioning. one 
possibility that twomey does not fully explore is that Paul, confronted 
by differing embodiments of sex and gender (including the Corinthian 
women’s prophetic tendencies), simply clings even more tightly to binary 
gendered expectations. i would argue that Paul’s torturous reasoning in 
1 Cor 11:2–16 points to the viability of this third option. and yet i still 
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think that twomey’s suggestion that we imagine the possibility of Paul 
changing his views on gender and sexuality in light of experiences with 
others is important and provocative.

twomey’s use of science fiction to explore the contours of Paul’s under-
standing of gender and sexuality offers an interesting contrast to readings 
that look primarily to the past as a way of queering Paul. in so doing, he 
evokes muñoz’s (2009) Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futu-
rity, in which muñoz challenges the predominance of queer negativity in 
favor of the more constructive aspects of queerness. For muñoz, queerness 
is a type of eschatological hopefulness. Queerness is the “not yet” that we 
imagine and live into, a little like how some might imagine Paul’s eschato-
logical vision. This is an eschatological vision of “belonging in difference,” 
to use a phrase from muñoz (2009, 20). given Paul’s eschatological vision, 
queer futurity seems like a productive area for thinking about how we 
might queer Paul.

Finally, Joseph a. marchal grapples with the connection between past 
and present perspectives on sexuality. in so doing, marchal offers a valu-
able discussion of what has become a canonical assumption in discussions 
of ancient sexuality—namely, david halperin’s insight that ancient sexual 
practices should not be equated with modern understandings of sexual 
identity, particularly hetero- and homosexual identity. as halperin suc-
cinctly states, “sexuality is not a somatic fact; it is a cultural effect. sexuality, 
then, does have a history—though … not a very long one” (1989, 257). 
marchal recognizes the earlier work of scholars such as amy richlin and 
Bernadette Brooten who have troubled this mandate by examining what 
they understand as particular ancient sexual identities, cinaedi (males 
who like being penetrated) and lesbians respectively. marchal builds upon 
these insights by suggesting the possibility that modern scholars flatten 
the complexity of ancient experiences and perspectives because of the 
boundary drawn by halperin and others.

marchal suggests that modern scholars overemphasize the perspec-
tives of elite males about what constitutes appropriate and even desirable 
sexual practices in the ancient context. in other words, we buy into and 
privilege what halperin (1990, 34–35) described as “an ethos of penetra-
tion and domination.” Just as twomey uses the lens of Faber’s novel to 
rethink Paul, so marchal leverages theorizing about contemporary queer 
experiences and ways of being to rethink how we participate in this 
ethos. drawing upon the insights of ann Cvetkovich (2003), marchal 
encourages us to question the sexual mathematics that scholars use 
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to understand ancient sex—namely, that penetration equals activity/
strength/the masculine and that receptivity equals passivity/weakness/
the feminine. Then each item separated by the slash would be a single 
word. Contemporary examples that challenge these binary equations are 
the power bottom and power femme; as marchal notes, however, ancient 
material artifacts, including the raunchy graffiti of Pompeii’s tabernae, 
already defied the strict understanding of ancient sexuality that scholars 
are wont to erect.

By challenging the boundary between the past and the present, 
marchal’s essay raises the question of why scholars offer queer readings of 
Pauline and, for that matter, biblical texts. marchal seemingly wants schol-
ars to think about queering our own relationship to the sources we engage. 
Quoting elizabeth Freeman (2010, 109), marchal argues,

to look to the bottom means rethinking our relations as users and recipi-
ents. it also entails feeling our way toward being recipients, not of Paul’s 
letters, but of their letters—the ancient recipients of these epistles, named 
and unnamed, addressed or marginalized, anticipated or unanticipated. 
We are reading and hearing and passing along their mail. if we are recep-
tive not merely to the authority of an empire or apostle, to the demands 
of a kyriarchal ethos, we cultivate, in the words of Freeman: “a kind of 
bottomy historiography.” (2010, 109)

interpreters should not just use and penetrate the past; we should allow 
ourselves to “receive a touch from the past,” as the boundary between past 
and present is more porous than we might think. in light of this, i wonder 
about the role of scholarly identity in queer readings of Paul and biblical 
interpretation more generally. are we reading as queers and/or in search of 
queers? maybe we are reading in service to queers?

The idea that scholars might allow themselves to be receptive to the 
past, to be touched and possibly haunted by its ghosts, raises a question 
regarding our use of sources. in challenging the boundary between past 
ideas about sexual practices and contemporary interpretation, marchal 
draws upon holt n. Parker’s influential 1997 essay “The teratogenic 
grid.” This essay, only one among Parker’s multiple publications, proves 
useful for understanding how power relations defined what constituted 
socially acceptable sexual practices in the ancient world. The effectiveness 
of this piece is due mainly, in my estimation, to the author’s unambig-
uous presentation of sexual acts and his construction of an actual grid 
that describes specific sex acts by naming which appendages are inserted 
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into which orifices in order to describe what constituted acceptable sex. 
For example, “There is the vir, the normal/active/male, who has open to 
him three possible sexual activities: to fuck someone in the vagina, the 
anus, or the mouth” (49). The lack of circumlocution aids understanding. 
however—and this is a big however—the directness with which Parker 
addresses past sexual acts takes on another valence when read through 
the lens of the author’s admission to and arrest for collecting and trad-
ing child pornography.6 Court documents related to his arrest, conviction, 
and imprisonment reveal that Parker had an email address, “daddy.cruel@
yahoo.com,” that even pointed to his own position on the teratogenic grid. 
Likewise, these documents reveal that Parker employed the same direct 
language that characterizes his essay on the teratogenic grid in some of his 
illegal online conversations.

The resonance between Parker’s academic work on the sexual practices 
characterized as monstrous (terastios) and his private life are striking and 
startling. Parker, one might argue, was unusually receptive to the practices 
and perspectives of the past even while highlighting historical distance 
and difference. Perhaps that is why scholars of Paul are, as marchal notes, 
quick to underscore how different things were when Paul wrote his mis-
sives.7 in other words, we draw strict boundaries so that we do not receive 
parts of the past, as a way of ensuring that we do not re-create, normalize, 
or justify past oppressions and injustices. at least in the case of Parker, 
however, an arguably extreme case, those boundaries were not sufficient. 
The case, moreover, raises the question of how scholars, especially those 
who identify as queer and feminist, express commitments to ethical sexual 
practices and frameworks—such as consent, mutuality, and being sex 
positive—in their work: do we avoid the work of those who operate with 
practices and frameworks that diverge from our own, use their writings 
conditionally with appropriate explanatory footnotes, or approach the 
work as something disconnected from the scholar?

6. i first became aware of the charges against Parker in the summer of 2017, when 
i read scullin 2016. There are a number of online articles about the case against Parker. 
see, for example, grasha 2017. For a link to the FBi complaint against Parker, see 
“university of Cincinnati Professor arrested” 2016.

7. i am not faulting marchal for using Parker. Personally, while i am not ambiva-
lent about Parker’s admitted crimes, i am ambivalent about using his work. my con-
flicting feelings here align with those of other scholars, whom scullin (2016) quotes 
anonymously in her online essay about this case.
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The main question that these essays (which constitute only a few of the 
thoughtful contributions to this important volume) raise for me is: What 
constitutes the queer biblical interpreter? to return to Puar, i wonder if 
we might imagine the queer biblical interpreter as an assemblage. The 
queerness of this interpreter does not reside within a gay/lesbian/bi/trans/
intersex/asexual/gender fluid/aromantic/asexual/et cetera identity; rather, 
this queerness emerges out of the interpreter’s willingness to move nimbly 
and nonlinearly across time and location, to embrace difference in terms 
of affect and aesthetics, and to transgress canons and interpretive con-
ventions as a way of creating space for difference, especially difference in 
terms of sex, gender, sexuality, and desire. all of the authors discussed 
here do this skillfully. of course, as i note with schwaller’s essay, the queer 
assemblage envisioned by Puar is the terrorist. The terrorist is disruptive 
and dangerous, which prompts us to ask whether our scholarship is or 
even can be dangerous. do the words, ideas, and images we offer disrupt 
the bodies encountering them? do they disrupt to the extent that we risk 
the scholarly self, risk implosion? do we embrace the opening up of space 
for queer futures other than our own?
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getting to the Bottom of Paul’s Letters,  
or getting real with Biblical studies?

tat-siong Benny Liew

Just as queer has been turned from a derogatory term into one of self-iden-
tification, the tendency to present queer as an undesirably grotesque and 
outlaw figure becomes, in this wonderful collection of essays, a positive 
and productive entry point to interrogate Paul’s letters. For me, the variety 
of images—such as children (guy), slaves (schwaller), animals (hart-
man), monsters (nicolet), and freaks (twomey)—used in these essays to 
emphasize, scrutinize, and utilize the idea of the queer can all fall under 
the category of the “inhuman,” as arguably pointed out most clearly in 
Benjamin h. dunning’s essay (see also runions 2014, 179–212). While 
the inclusion of children as an inhuman category may strike some senti-
mental readers of the twenty-first century as inappropriate, we must note 
that children in ancient greco-roman traditions are often understood as 
sharing a similar nature with animals; as a result, they are often depicted as 
accompanied by and playing with animals (dasen 2011, 311). Xenophon 
felt completely comfortable, for instance, calling a child a “cute puppy” 
(Cyr. 1.4.4). in fact, Plato recommends swaddling or massaging a child 
in the first two years of his or her life because a child in those early years 
is comparable to wax and needs to be properly molded or made into a 
human (Leg. 7.789e); without such swaddling, a child would keep on walk-
ing on all fours like an animal (dasen 2011, 302).

in any case, the inhuman is threatening because it is not simply nonhu-
man. as slavoj Žižek (2005, 159–60) suggests, the inhuman is “monstrous” 
because “although it negates what we understand as humanity, is inherent 
to being human.” in other words, the inhuman remains internal to human-
ity rather than external to it, despite being marked by a terrifying lack and/
or excess; as such, the inhuman threatens human identity and boundary. if 

-323 -



324 Liew

the inhuman’s combination of familiarity and unfamiliarity to the human 
evokes what sigmund Freud (1955, 219–52) calls “the uncanny,” the term 
inhuman itself calls to mind what Jacques Lacan (2008, 51–86) does with 
la chose or das Ding—in english, “the Thing” (see also nasrallah 2014). 
according to Lacan, the Thing represents an intrusion of the real, which 
exceeds and threatens the symbolic order (namely, law and language) that 
organizes and gives us a coherent but really fashioned and fantastical real-
ity (see Chang 2012, 8–9).

The reality under threat in this anthology is primarily what Paul’s let-
ters seek to construct and impose on various Christ-following assemblies 
regarding gender and sexuality. The queer as inhuman and the queer-
ing of the inhuman expose not only Paul’s illusion of control but also the 
contradictions and excesses of his own vision. as their constant and con-
sistent employment of the term assembly (or the greek ekklēsia) shows, 
contributors to this anthology generally assume elisabeth schüssler Fio-
renza’s (1987) position and read Paul’s letters within rhetorical situations 
where Paul’s audience might or might not have been persuaded to agree 
with Paul’s viewpoints. in ways similar to what schüssler Fiorenza suggests 
about their counterparts in the first century, Paul’s readers in this anthol-
ogy end up rejecting or disidentifying with his attempt to create a united 
community that is based on conformity. mikhail Bakhtin (1984) has also 
theorized about the polyphonic, multivocal, or heteroglossic dynamics 
within any discourse, so discourses are inevitably dialogical. These essays 
therefore emphasize, in midori e. hartman’s words, “the radical possibility 
of the ekklēsia’s interpretation of the Christ message.” This radical possibil-
ity is emphasized, for example, in response to Paul’s self-identification as a 
slave and Paul’s self-presentation through a textual parade, including that 
of a dionysian procession, in his correspondences with the Corinthians, 
as tyler m. schwaller and timothy Luckritz marquis argue, respectively. 
Paul might have tried to exert pressure and control on various assemblies, 
but he could not guarantee how his letters would be received or how his 
words would be interpreted. in various ways, then, the essays in this collec-
tion query and queer hegemonic forms and inhuman forces of community 
and belonging, especially when it comes to matters regarding gender and 
sexuality. as ann Laura stoler has argued,

To study the intimate is not to turn away from structures of dominance.… 
Foucault’s “biopolitics” … provides not an abstract model but one ana-
lytical tool for asking grounded questions about whose bodies and selves 



 getting to the Bottom of Paul’s Letters 325

were made vulnerable, when, why, and how—and whose were not.… it 
reminds us how central the emotional economy of sexual access, parent-
ing, and domestic arrangements have been to colonial politics. (2006, 
13–14, emphasis original)

Paul’s castigation of gentile sexual practice, as mentioned by several 
contributors—especially Lindsey guy, midori e. hartman, and James n. 
hoke—reveals how the presence of what Paul sees as sexual deviance may 
ironically be tied to the boundary-crossing logic of Paul’s mission to the 
gentiles. as hoke puts it, “The Thessalonian Christ followers live among 
and, indeed, are from these [supposedly deviant] ethnē.” given Paul’s mis-
sion of going out and bringing in the nations, it should not be surprising 
that certain alien practices, including sexual ones, might be found in the 
assemblies he founded or helped form. Perhaps Paul scapegoated certain 
sex acts and sexual dissidents so these early Christ-following assemblies 
would gain recognition from or inclusion in the empire, as hoke suggests. 
alternatively, perhaps Paul was simultaneously fascinated and terrified by 
the nations. destabilizing existing boundaries inevitably blurs together 
the interior with the exterior, thus creating what Lacan (2008, 171) calls 
extimité, or “extimate,” with the external, exotic, or estranged actually 
becoming internal, intimate, and innate. We see similar dynamics in the 
ways that imperialistic expansions have resulted in the presence of immi-
grant communities and various foreign practices within the homelands 
and heartlands of empires. Paul’s rhetoric may then be read as his attempt, 
in ways typical of colonizers, to cover over the alterity that he himself 
introduces by blaming others. Paul sought to reestablish a boundary by 
removing a sense of belonging from some who had already been incor-
porated into the orbit of his gospel. While Paul welcomed the nations to 
become part of Christ-following assemblies as the nations (i.e., without 
the need for circumcision), Paul did expect them, as a result of this affili-
ation, to live different lives as “ex-ethnē,” to use hartman’s terminology. 
Paul’s attempt to create and maintain a coherent community with homo-
geneous practices betrays, therefore, the fact that his gospel is not as free, 
democratic, or open to all as it seems. We do know from other noncanoni-
cal writings that early Christ-following assemblies might have had vastly 
diverse understandings and practices, as many of the contributors to this 
volume, following schüssler Fiorenza, assume. The gospel of mary, for 
example, suggests that what one does with one’s body is never sinful; what 
is sinful is mistaking one’s physical body for one’s true self (see King 2003). 



326 Liew

did some of the assemblies to which Paul wrote interpret his gospel of 
freedom in similar ways? if so, is it conceivable that Paul’s opposition to 
and aggression against certain queer understandings and practices might 
actually be caused by his jealousy or envy of the greater freedom being 
enjoyed by these Christ followers? i cannot help but wonder about these 
questions given the connections with Lacan that i mentioned above.

to be fair, several contributors do see Paul himself as being subversive 
in some ways. in addition to focusing on different letters by Paul, they 
also bring different emphases. While both hoke and hartman fault Paul 
for ending up privileging roman norms to keep the assemblies from get-
ting any queerer, timothy Luckritz marquis and Jay twomey seem more 
inclined to emphasize the openings that Paul’s rhetoric provides for fur-
ther queer variations in the future without highlighting Paul’s desire to 
rein in the assemblies. having said that, there are certainly more than suf-
ficient overlaps and crossings among the various essays to make this a 
delightfully coherent collection. For instance, several authors (guy, hoke, 
and schwaller) underscore the economic context or dynamics in their 
reading of Paul’s letters. hartman’s emphasis on animality is echoed by 
schwaller’s point that slaves in Paul’s time were “akin to animals” and were 
hence threats to “ideal humanity,” while both schwaller and hoke refer to 
Jasbir K. Puar’s work in order to caution that queerness can become com-
plicit with dominant and oppressive discourse. The implication of Paul’s 
rhetoric about growth and maturity on children, as guy discusses in the 
case of 1 Corinthians, is, as Valérie nicolet shows, also found in gal 4:1, 
6–7, though nicolet does not develop her reading of those verses in the 
direction that guy does.

The anthology is also well planned, with articles focusing on differ-
ent letters from Paul, such as romans (dunning, marchal), 1 Corinthians 
(guy, hartman, schwaller), 2 Corinthians (Luckritz marquis, schwaller), 
galatians (nicolet, twomey), 1 Thessalonians (hoke, marchal), and Phi-
lemon (marchal). readers will no doubt observe that only one of Paul’s 
seven authentic letters—Philippians—is missing in this lineup. despite that 
lacuna, this collection of essays gives me plenty to consider and reconsider.

The inhuman figure in many of these essays points to the failure to 
normalize in the subjectivation process that has long been explored by 
michel Foucault (1988–1990). i appreciate how authors in this anthol-
ogy discuss this failure through the inhuman for the purposes of pleasure 
rather than for purposes of protest (see Chang 2012). They do not put the 
inhuman in the position of Freud’s woman, who is forever trapped within 
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a longing for something she lacks by going after all kinds of substitutes (see 
Chow 1994, 129). in other words, they celebrate the queer as inhuman or 
the inhuman as queer. By not making arguments that the inhuman is actu-
ally human, they refuse to reinforce the exclusion of whoever or whatever 
that does not fit the human norm. hoke’s essay on homonationalism help-
fully points out how tempting and easy it is for sociopolitical dissidents, 
even sexually deviant dissidents, to (re)make themselves into “subjects 
worthy of rehabilitation” (Puar 2007, 38). Writing about Paul’s emphasis 
that the Thessalonians become sexually exceptional and respectable in the 
eyes of the larger society and hence critiquing Paul’s romanormativity in 
1 Thessalonians, hoke’s statement about “sexual exceptionalism” is true 
and readily transferrable to the problem of (re)fortifying the human as 
norm: “Being exceptionally sexually moral produces bodies that are sexu-
ally immoral exceptions.” or, in the telling words of nancy armstrong,

to insist on being “subjects” as opposed to “objects” is to assume that we 
must have certain powers…; these powers make “us” human. according 
to the logic governing such thinking as it was formulated…, only certain 
kinds of subjects are really subjects; to be human, anyone must be one 
of “us.” (1990, 33)

instead of assuming that humans are the only acceptable and real sub-
jects, contributors to this anthology embrace the inhuman—often through 
a creative mixing of queer, animal, affect, and postcolonial studies—as a 
powerful counterhegemonic trope. nicolet, for instance, refers to susan 
stryker’s (1994) performance of “transgender rage” and proposes that 
“monsters are angelic, even prophetic, figures requiring, even demand-
ing greater attention.… Thus, monsters have the potential to question this 
desire for an ideal body.” Confronted with the inhuman, readers are asked 
to imagine and reconstruct some form of queerness at the heart of many 
early Christ-following assemblies despite or perhaps even because of Paul’s 
letters. as nicolet argues in light of Paul’s own criticism of circumcised, 
female, and enslaved bodies in galatians, this queerness is actually found 
in Paul’s own body (which Paul presents as maternal, disgusting, and stig-
matized) as well as in the galatian assembly’s baptized, re-created, and 
hybrid body (which Paul sees as embodying Christ in drag and as united 
in one despite differences in ethnicity, status, and gender). or, as hartman 
notes, Paul’s use of ritualistic language and the plural pornoi in 1 Cor 5 to 
warn against porneia shows that this problem “can never be completely 
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excised.” This is especially so and quintessentially queer, adds schwaller, if 
one takes into consideration slaves who belonged to the assemblies, includ-
ing Paul’s self-identification as “a slave to all” in 1 Cor 9, given how bodies 
of slaves were readily available for sexual uses by their masters. The same 
can be said of twomey’s reading of gal 3:28 as an “abolition of dimorphic 
sexuality,” dunning’s reading of rom 1 to underline eve’s haunting pres-
ence in Paul’s anthropological system that supposedly centers on a male 
adam and a male Christ, guy’s reading of a Christ-following assembly as 
a family in drag because Paul’s ascetic emphasis in 1 Corinthians actually 
denies the logic of family, and Luckritz marquis’s reading of Paul’s words 
in 2 Cor 1–9 in light of dionysus’s foreign, suspicious, and deviant associa-
tions. is Paul, as Julia Kristeva’s (1982) theory of abjection proposes, trying 
to disavow and flush out what is a part of his gospel and his assemblies 
by projecting the queer or the inhuman onto some external or external-
ized others? Both Paul and the assemblies to which he wrote come across 
as more queer, complicated, and multifarious—and hence, to me, more 
real—in this anthology.

The desire to, in Luckritz marquis’s words, “decenter” and “disiden-
tify with” Paul takes an even queerer turn in Joseph a. marchal’s essay. 
seeking to rethink how the so-called passive partner in sexual acts during 
Paul’s time might have agency for both pleasure and power, marchal ambi-
tiously proposes a “more porous” relation between two sets of seemingly 
binary opposites: on the one hand, active penetration and passive recep-
tion, and on the other, Paul’s texts from the past and queer questions of 
the present. in fact, the anthology’s emphasis on how different Christ-
following assemblies might have variously interpreted Paul’s gospel and 
responded to Paul’s letters in general, and marchal’s attempt to reconsider 
“the bottom” in particular, brings out something that biblical scholars, 
especially those who are more historically inclined, do not generally (want 
to?) talk about—namely, the importance of imagination and the concern 
with the present in our work.

hayden White (1973, 1987), of course, pointed out decades ago that 
while people working with the past like to think that they are working 
with the real past, they must rely on an often-implicit framework to imag-
ine and organize that past in and through a narrative. heather r. White’s 
essay in this volume certainly shows how an implicit heteronormative 
framework was at work in modern english translations of the Bible. in 
addition to talking about how our work about the past involves our active 
manipulation rather than merely passive collection of data, michel de 
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Certeau (1986, 1988; see also nasrallah 2015) points to our dependence 
on the modern and mighty computer, and hence our own embeddedness 
in the present. This is further evidenced in this anthology by the perva-
sive references to cutting-edge queer scholarship (especially the work of 
Jasbir K. Puar, Judith Butler, Judith halberstam, and José esteban muñoz), 
to—albeit to a lesser extent—current works in the classics (particularly 
by hoke, Luckritz marquis, and marchal), and, in a single but spectacular 
case (by twomey), to a 2014 science fiction novel that seems to literalize 
the title of Judith halberstam’s (2005) influential book, In a Queer Time 
and Place. today’s readers will and do bring their questions and their con-
temporary resources to their reading of Paul’s letters. if John ellis (1974, 
44) is correct in defining literature as texts “that are used by society in 
such a way that the text is not taken as specifically relevant to the immedi-
ate context of its origin,” then biblical literature like Paul’s can hardly be 
confined to its original or “immediate context”—even those letters are by 
definition occasional. as J. albert harrill (2000, 175) has suggested, “Con-
temporary moral debate can and does shape broad and influential trends 
in biblical criticism.” if this anthology, as i mentioned earlier, emphasizes 
the failure of the subjectivation process, it confronts us with not only the 
failure to normalize sexual subjects (by Paul and others) but arguably also 
(as Luckritz marquis discusses more explicitly) the failure to engender a 
monolithic tradition of “real” biblical scholars who identify with Paul and 
read Paul’s letters in a certain way. today’s assembly of biblical scholars is 
as diverse as a first-century Christ-following assembly being assumed in 
this anthology; their biblical scholarship involves different understandings 
and different practices, including even queer ones that others may deem as 
perhaps not inhuman but certainly incorrect. despite the rigid “regime of 
truth and error” (Foucault 2003, 164) that many of these contributors went 
through in their formal education within the discipline of biblical stud-
ies, they came up with this collection of counterreadings, counterstories 
that are, in my view, similar to de Certeau’s (1986) pluralized “heterolo-
gies.” These readings of Paul’s letters do not sharply separate the past from 
the present by inscribing or imprisoning the (minoritized) other, whether 
that is Paul or an assembly of early Christ followers to whom Paul wrote, 
in the past; they are committed to know these (minoritized) others with-
out domesticating them or suggesting that they can be fully known (see 
Buchanan 1996). instead, they work with the present and the past to open 
up real questions, questions of which we will never be able to get to the 
bottom but through which there can be real academic and political effects.
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survival and the nonetheless

Will stockton

1.

i take, one sentence at a time, one of the passages in eve Kosofsky sedg-
wick’s essay “Queer and now” to which i—a former disciple of Christ cum 
queer atheist literary scholar—attach:

i think that for many of us in childhood the ability to attach intently to 
a few cultural objects, objects of high or popular culture or both, objects 
whose meaning seemed mysterious, excessive, or oblique in relation to 
the codes most readily available to us, became a prime source of survival 
(1993, 3).

a few of my childhood’s high culture objects: shakespeare plays, Thomas 
hardy novels, and Beethoven sonatas. a few of my childhood’s pop culture 
objects: michael Jackson, the rocky film series, and the epistles of Paul, 
especially their more athletic passages such as 2 tim 4:7: “i have fought the 
good fight, i have finished the race, i have kept the faith.”1

i did not know until six or seven years ago that Paul most likely 
did not write 2 timothy, or 1 timothy for that matter. i learned about 
the deutero-Pauline epistles on Wikipedia. Would my youthful attach-
ment to Christ’s spiritual athlete have grown or diminished had i been 
a better student of ancient history, early Christianity, Pauline theology, 
and greek?

1. all biblical translations are from the niV.

-333 -
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2.

Paul (the real one) wrote to the Corinthians: “When i was a child, i talked 
like a child, i thought like a child, i reasoned like a child. When i became 
a man, i put the ways of childhood behind me” (1 Cor 13:11). When i 
became an adult, i put away my faith in Christ. i did not, however, lose my 
attachment to certain objects of Christian faith. in their adult form, queer 
children often retain their fascination with those objects whose meaning 
seemed mysterious, excessive, oblique. our relationship to these objects 
may take on new dimensions: embarrassment or, perhaps, scholarly mas-
tery. But we do not so easily let go of those objects that helped us survive.

3.

For evangelical Christians like my former self, the apostle Paul is both high 
and pop culture. high because his epistles come from on high and rep-
resent the height of wisdom. They are the height of all culture. There is 
no knowledge more rarified—and, paradoxically, more widely available—
than knowledge of salvation in Jesus Christ.

Paul is pop culture, too, because Christianity is, and has long been, 
popular. evangelical Christians often position themselves against a mono-
lith they call “the culture,” but the truth remains that evangelicals have 
profoundly shaped contemporary culture, or cultures, especially in the 
West, and especially in the united states. Contemporary pop culture Paul 
is not quite the apostle found in the pages of these essays. Pop culture Paul 
does not worry over the lingering traces of ethnic monstrosity among the 
converts (nicolet). he does not disidentify with dionysus—unwittingly, 
perhaps, inviting his readers not to follow his example (Luckritz mar-
quis). he does not identify as a slave in order to queer, even if only to also 
normalize, the body of Christ (schwaller). Pop culture Paul brings to all 
nations the simple message of love: compassion, sacrifice, and martyrdom, 
always, if only implicitly, heterosexual.

4.

as a child, i wanted to be a boxer, sort of. That athletic investment was, 
and remains, weak. The boxing in the rocky movies interested me less 
than the running. rocky in Converse high tops and gray sweat suits jog-
ging through early-morning Philadelphia streets; in shorts and a tank-top 
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on the beaches of La; in jeans, boots, and a fur-lined leather coat on a 
siberian mountain.

Little about the rocky films is oblique in relation to the codes of 
american sports narrative. more mysterious to my childhood self: my fas-
cination with sylvester stallone’s striding musculature.

5.

sedgwick (1993, 3) continues: “We needed for there to be sites where the 
meanings didn’t line up tidily with one another, and we learned to invest 
those sites with fascination and love.” The Paul who claimed authorship 
of 2 timothy probably was not the real Paul. The meanings of the former 
do not always line up with the latter. But that imposter Paul invested his 
imitation with as much fascination and love as i did my reading of all the 
Pauline epistles. The real Paul wrote, too, about running and fighting; see 
1 Cor 9:24: “do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only 
one gets the prize? run in such a way as to get the prize.” see also Phil 3:14: 
“i press on toward the goal to win the prize for which god has called me 
heavenward in Jesus Christ.”

i am no natural runner. in sixth grade at The heiskell school, a 
Christian elementary school in the wealthy Buckhead suburb of atlanta, 
georgia, my Pe teacher, mr. Lewis, a short, boxy man with a thin beard, 
told me i ran like a girl. he meant that i let my arms swing around. i 
needed to hold them tight to my side. “i do not run like someone running 
aimlessly,” Paul says. “i do not fight like i am beating the air” (1 Cor 9:26).

6.

one last sentence from sedgwick (1993, 3): “This [childhood investment] 
can’t help coloring the adult relation to cultural texts and objects; in fact, 
it’s almost hard for me to imagine another way of coming to care enough 
about literature to give a lifetime to it.” objects of the apostle Paul’s child-
hood fascination include the law, flesh, and gentiles. We can deduce as 
much from the literature.

7.

religiously speaking, those “sites where the meanings didn’t line up tidily” 
(sedgwick 1993, 3) interest two kinds of people: apologists and skeptics. 
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The former sees their interpretive task as one of cleanup—of alignment 
nonetheless. Benjamin h. dunning quotes marcella althaus-reid (2000, 
24) in the epigraph of his essay on the anthropological (dis)order of rom 
1: “decent theologies struggle for coherence, the coherence that sexual 
systems also struggle for.”

several years ago, hank, a campus youth minister with whom i worked 
out, asked me to have coffee with him. For thoroughly suspicious reasons, 
hank wanted to talk about my work on shakespeare and reformation-
era marriage theologies. during our conversation, i mentioned that the 
Paul who only begrudgingly endorses marriage as preferable to burning 
in 1 Cor 7:9 seemed to me a different Paul than the one who, in eph 5, 
enthusiastically likens the relationship between a husband and a wife to 
that between Christ and the Church. “They’re two sides of the same coin,” 
hank told me. “no,” i replied, with no small amount of academic bratti-
ness, “i think they’re two different coins.”

But i am a skeptic, which is to say, i am no less fascinated by and 
in love with those sites where meanings do not tidily line up than hank. 
absent a fascination with Paul, there is no way i could have written a 
book about that particular site, about the differences between the Pauls 
presented as Paul and all the forms of sexual relationality this impossibly 
singular Paul is supposed to endorse, prohibit, reluctantly accept, and fear 
(stockton 2017).

8.

i did not learn how to run until college, when i took up the sport to dis-
tract myself from sexual immorality—from Paul’s porneia, mostly gay.

9.

at the risk of being quotationally excessive, there is a far more famous 
passage from sedgwick’s “Queer and now” that is also worth repeating, 
if only because it helps tie the disparate pieces of this essay together (my 
childhood crush on sylvester stallone, my afternoon coffee dalliance with 
an evangelical who showed an outsized interest in my esoteric literature 
scholarship). i refer to sedgwick’s (1993, 8) definition (or antidefinition) 
of queerness as “the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances 
and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning when the constituent ele-
ments of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality, aren’t made (or can’t be 
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made), to signify monolithically.” What possibilities of gender, of sexual-
ity, was i performing, embodying, and signifying as i ran floppy-armed 
around the heiskell school gymnasium? What possibilities was i running 
from when i finally took up long-distance running—telling myself i was 
imitating the apostle Paul, for whom physical and spiritual fitness were so 
intimately linked?

10.

What forms of erotic activity, of desire, is Paul condemning when he 
orders the Corinthians to flee sexual immorality? he gives one example: 
a man living with his father’s woman (1 Cor 5:1). But his concerns about 
porneia do not reduce to this one incident of incest, and he is not exactly 
forthcoming with more specifics. Porneia has a strategic ambiguity about 
it; Paul wants it held in reserve, to be deployed whenever he comes across 
something, anything, that violates his strange combination of romanor-
mative (hoke) and apocalyptic sensibilities.

i fooled around with a boy for the first time in seventh grade. That boy 
is now a man who runs his own ministry. We took off our clothes and took 
turns laying on top of one another. i reminded him that god is omnipres-
ent. he watches us from the corner of the room. he will be displeased. my 
friend, always more mature than me, countered: “no, he won’t.” he meant, 
i think, that there would be no penetration, no kissing, no sucking, barely 
even a laying on of hands.

11.

a rainy monday night in early april of 2018, i went with a friend to an 
early evening showing of andrew hyatt’s Paul, Apostle of Christ (2018). 
The film had been out for several weeks. in anderson, south Carolina, 
however, the amstar theater was half full. i would have gone alone; my 
fascination with such films is so intense. my friend, also named Will, came 
with me only because i promised to buy his ticket and because he, like me, 
is a former evangelical with a lingering appetite for objects of Christian 
pop culture.

The plot of the film is almost entirely apocryphal. it is 67 Ce, and half 
of rome has burned to the ground. nero blames the Christians and throws 
them to the lions. he lights the streets with the burning bodies of believ-
ers. he imprisons and sentences their leader Paul to death. meanwhile, a 
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secret community of Christians, led by Priscilla and aquila, struggle with 
the question of whether to remain in rome or flee to safety. They want 
word from Paul. They await his wisdom.

The film’s title notwithstanding, Paul, Apostle of Christ focuses equally 
on Luke, who uses his government connections to visit Paul in prison. The 
physician finds the beleaguered apostle at once haunted by the ghosts of 
his past—the Christians whom he used to persecute—and at peace with 
his coming execution. at one point in the film, Luke confesses his desire 
to fight the romans, to avenge the savagery visited upon the believers in 
Christ. But paraphrasing 1 Cor 13:4–8 (love is patient, kind, etc.), Paul 
stills him with the message of love.

Paul, Apostle of Christ stays far away from the actual apostle’s anxieties 
about sex and gender, relations between Jew and gentile, or the church’s 
relationship to the roman empire. We do not see this Paul counsel single-
ness and celibacy or tell women to stay silent in church. nor does this Paul 
explain what he meant in gal 3:28, when he wrote (or perhaps quoted), 
“There is neither Jew nor gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male 
and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” near the film’s end, this 
Paul does smuggle out a letter, presumably the first of two, to timothy, 
which diligent readers of the Bible will know reminds the young pastor 
of the reasons for the law (“not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and 
rebels…, for the sexually immoral, for those practicing homosexuality” 
[1 tim 1:9–10]) and which takes the time, too, to dilate on female attire 
and sexual hierarchy (1 tim 2:9–15). These are peculiar issues for Paul 
to contemplate while awaiting execution as Christians supply the city’s 
roman candles. But the film is not interested in the letter’s content—only 
its smuggling, the act of secret, forbidden communication.

halfway through the film, Will leaned over his Vanilla Coke (a relic of 
childhood: “i used to have one every morning on the way to school”) to 
whisper that the handsome, bearded Luke (Jim Caviezel) must have been 
Paul’s “thorn in [the] flesh” (2 Cor 12:7). i laughed. Jim Caviezel is a hand-
some man. That is why mel gibson had him whipped and beaten and hung 
on a cross. But the queer erotics of Paul, Apostle of Christ are less sadomas-
ochist than those of Passion of the Christ (2004). The queer erotics of Paul, 
Apostle of Christ are procreative, textually productive. under the sunlight 
pouring in from a hole in the roof of the prison cell (a ham-fisted repre-
sentation of the inspirational light of god), physician and single apostle sit 
back to back, Paul telling Luke the story of his journeys and Luke writing 
what will become the book of acts. Brothers in Christ. Queer collabora-
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tors. somewhere in there, maybe, Paul’s gloss on his thorny desire, that 
prick in his flesh.

12.

Will and i laughed a lot throughout Paul, Apostle of Christ. The man 
behind us cried.

i imagine this man thought Will and me irreverent at best, blasphe-
mous at worst. i felt for him, though, and tried to keep my laughter down.

13.

reading queerly can entail many different strategies. With the cross-
disciplinary growth of queer studies over the past several decades, queer 
reading methods have only become more expansive. at its most rudimen-
tary, however, reading queerly can mean, as sedgwick writes, “to smuggle 
queer representation in where it must be smuggled” (1993, 3). sometimes 
this smuggling equates with gay spotting: finding the hidden homosexual. 
Think, for instance, of John shelby spong’s (1992, 117) somewhat infa-
mous suggestion that “Paul was a homosexual person,” whose repression 
of his own desire, his identity, produced his antagonism toward sex and 
the body. more often, queer reading, especially of texts produced in the 
distant past, entails a mixture of imagination, projection, and restraint—a 
desire to correspond coupled with a consciousness of the historicity of sex 
and sexuality identity.

14.

What bounds queer interpretation? What constitutes a persuasive or 
good queer reading? These questions might sound suspicious, at least to 
queer ears. if, pace sedgwick, queerness is recalcitrant to definition, why 
should a queer hermeneutic be any less so? in practice, however—and i 
mean the practice sketched out in these chapters—one answer to the first 
question seems to be something like history itself. and one answer to the 
second question seems to be something like the reading’s production of 
a rich opacity.

history introduces us to alterity, to new forms of difference, denat-
uralizing contemporary ideologies of sex and gender, revealing their 
contingency, the condition of their production. in queer terms, history 
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here is not a monolith, or a cold set of irrefutable facts, but an open mesh of 
possibilities, gaps, overlaps, and excesses of meaning. reading Paul queerly 
means reading Paul historically and reading for those moments in Paul’s 
epistles when the “constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sex-
uality, aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically” (sedgwick 
1993, 3)—not within our own contemporary sex/gender system, which is 
hardly monolithic and quite wobbly, but in the greco-roman one, which 
good historicizing shows is also wobbly.

15.

The question of method seems to have played out somewhat differently 
in biblical studies than in my home field of renaissance studies. among 
queer early modernists, historicizing is sometimes suspect as normalizing, 
antagonistic to queerness; to historicize might mean to straighten out, to 
correct, in ways eerily suggestive of ex-gay therapy. The so-called unhis-
torical turn in queer renaissance studies has urged us, instead, to forms 
of presentism, such that queerness resides not so much in the text’s origi-
nal conditions of production as in its many transformed and reimagined 
afterlives, its resonances with queer communities now (see goldberg and 
menon 2005; traub 2013). one reason queer reading works differently in 
biblical studies, i imagine, is simply that the texts are far more ancient and, 
at the risk of undermining my own work, culturally important. no one 
cites shakespeare in condemnation of gay, lesbian, or trans people. They 
cite Paul.

under these conditions, historicizing is a tool of present queer survival.

16.

Yet as heather r. White notes in the opening sentence of her chap-
ter, “when conservative Christians argue that their Bibles tell them that 
homosexuality is immoral, they are not wrong.” Their Bibles tell them as 
much via reductive, anachronistic translations (like “homosexuality” in 
the niV’s 1 tim 1:10) and topical indexes that cross-reference passages 
that previous readers did not think to align. The Bible says that homosexu-
ality is wrong because the Bible is a historically accretive text, one whose 
ostensibly manifest content has transformed alongside ideologies of sex 
and gender. By tracking changes in what “the Bible says,” White peels back 
the ostensibly manifest content of homosexual condemnation to reveal, 
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instead, sites of difference, conflict, and contestation, which are often intel-
ligible only in terms of ancient concerns.

today’s gays are not temple prostitutes, however many of us may have 
hooked up at church camp.

But it is also true that by “homosexuality,” conservative Christians 
mean some of the things the Bible, in ancient and modern contexts, 
condemned as sexual immorality: men getting fucked in the ass or suck-
ing dick, and women fucking, with hands or tongues or clitorises, other 
women. in rom 1, most scholars agree, Paul condemns these acts with-
out naming them, coding them as unnatural in relation to the natural 
distinction between active/masculine and passive/feminine. These people 
who commit these acts by no means exhaust the modern category of the 
homosexual. Their etiologies are actually completely different: Paul’s 
queers have been given over by god to their lust because of their sin of 
idolatry, whereas homosexuality results from some complex confluence 
of genetic, environmental, historical, and discursive factors. But today’s 
homosexuals do many of the same things with their bodies that Paul’s 
queers do.

one strain in antihomophobic biblical scholarship has worked to 
historicize our way out of condemnation, to take the so-called clobber 
passages and so carefully contextualize them that they do not—could 
not—refer to us. hence the real relief offered to me and other gay Chris-
tians by books like daniel a. helminiak’s (1994) What the Bible Really Says 
about Homosexuality. i purchased helminiak’s book my freshman year of 
college, impressed and reassured by the Phd following the author’s name 
on the cover. i needed—wanted—expert guidance; my survival as a Chris-
tian and a human being were at stake.

For helminiak, the Bible does not say anything about homosexual-
ity, because homosexuality—as a sexuality, a sexual identity—did not 
exist in the ancient world. The Bible is always talking about something 
other than what we talk about when we talk about homosexuality. What 
the Bible Really Says about Homosexuality offered me survival through the 
study of history, yes. But in its confident prose, this slim volume of queer 
Christian apologetics also inspired a new unease. disassociation with bib-
lical condemnation could not be that easy. it could not be the case that 
homosexuality and the sexualities of the ancient world simply do not line 
up—that Paul, the pseudo-Pauls, and the authors of genesis, Leviticus, 
and deuteronomy were not talking about anything i had done or wanted 
to do with my body.
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historical difference is not that monolithic. The relationship between 
my body, ancient history, and the Bible is an open mesh of possibilities.

17.

another strain of antihomophobic biblical criticism, exemplified in these 
chapters, questions whether Paul’s thought should be so determinative, 
in the first place, of Christian sexual morality and practice. The conten-
tious bodies in this book are the bodies that argue with Paul—the bodies 
that contest his prescriptions: Corinthians practicing porneia (hartman) 
and senselessly prophesying (guy), onesimus and the Thessalonian ves-
sels sharing “knowing looks with their associates over their washing of 
arretine ware or under colorful wall paintings” (marchal), even michel 
Faber’s Peter, a Pauline evangelist who rejects the apostle’s misogyny but 
still struggles to adapt a progressive Christian sexual ethics to an alien race 
(twomey).

18.

Thesis: in its evangelical and fundamentalist forms, if not also its many 
other forms, Christianity has survived by adapting to, not resisting, the 
evolution of modern sexual ideologies.

19.

one final quote, this time from Paul, via Luke: “i consider my life worth 
nothing to me; my only aim is to finish the race and complete the task the 
Lord Jesus has given me—the task of testifying to the good news of god’s 
grace” (acts 20:24).

Paul, Apostle of Christ concludes with Paul laying his head on the 
chopping block and the executioner raising his sword. Paul and Luke have 
talked about how to end their book on the history of the early church. Luke 
rejects any mention of Paul’s death. The history began with the ascension 
of Christ in Jerusalem (acts 1) and should end with Paul “proclaim[ing] 
the kingdom of god” in rome (acts 28:31). if acts is a training montage 
for future apostles, Paul should finish the race alive, preaching “with all 
boldness and without hinderance” (acts 28:31).

it is not a good argument. i am not even sure i understand it. The film 
makes a flimsy effort to explain why acts does not end with what the film 



 survival and the nonetheless 343

nonetheless presents as the last historical act of the apostle. But i like the 
argument because it admits that some imagination is required to produce 
Christian history. desire shapes the story around and through the facts of 
the historical record. (and how factual is acts to begin with?) desire for 
coherence creates a univocal Paul, sorts the authentic from the apocry-
phal, smoothes out the differences in the gospel accounts of Jesus’s life, and 
plots out the end of days. But desire can also create a history more or less 
monolithic, more or less open to possibility.

For the sobbing man behind Will and me, Paul, Apostle of Christ 
forged an unimpeachable episode in the history of Christian persecution. 
at least, i assume so; this man’s tears testify to his belief in the martyrdom 
of Paul the apostle, the inspired rightness of all of Paul’s teachings, and 
the accurate recording of Paul’s life by his friend Luke. his tears might 
further testify to his belief in the ongoing persecution of the church in 
contemporary secular (atheist, feminist, gay and lesbian, anti-Christian 
and pro-islamic) culture. as for Will and myself, we preferred a queerer 
history; our laughter testified to the “holiness” of the film’s history, the 
erotic possibilities it opened despite itself.

neither reading, evangelical or queer, hews closer to fact, however 
much both offer themselves as sources of survival.
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