Queers, Christ and Buddha: Reconciling the Spiritual in A Hedonistic Queer Community. 

By bentbastard

The process of coming out, that is, reconciling a queer
 identity within a heteronormative society, revealing this queer identity to others, and then coming into an established queer community, involves the expression of many aspects of self that had hitherto been repressed, ignored or unknown. 

Over the last decade coming out as queer in a queer community would appear to have become increasingly easier. The institutionalisation of queer identities, the popularity of the Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras, representations of queer lifestyles in mainstream media (“Queer As Folk”, “Will and Grace”), famous queers in positions of ‘power’ (Senator Bob Brown, Justice Michael Kirby and AMA President Kerryn Phelps) and the establishment of support groups herald success for three decades of ‘gay liberation’. However, I believe that these ‘achievements’ in fact overshadow a darker reality for all queers newly outed or not.  

As indicated by the recent discourses surrounding queer and queer identities the very nuances of the queer community that distinguishes itself from mainstream communities are unsatisfactorily acknowledged within this institutionalised - at worst - ‘gay’ community - at best - ‘lesbian and gay’ community. However while bisexual, transgender, transsexual and intersexed narratives are largely ignored, unknown or openly hated in ‘lesbian and gay’ communities there still exists one significant aspect to our queer lives that has become increasingly lost among the pink dollars, identity politics and lets not forget the sexual behaviour (that supposedly we all have in common) – our spirituality
. 

For many people coming out marks an end to an era. We believe that once we have reconciled the queer identity, revealed this identity to others and emersed ourselves in a queer community we can then just go on and live our lives. However, increasingly queer people are becoming dissatisfied with this queer community, not only because of its focus on ‘lesbian and gay’ identities, but mostly because it focuses on one part of our lives that quite frankly (for the majority or us) is a very small part of our lives – sex. 

Over the past twelve or so years since I ‘came out’ my exposure to others’ life stories reveal one key unifying aspect, and that is not our queer identity. For many people in the queer communities, like their counterparts in the mainstream communities, they have a spiritual side that rarely gets expressed. More poignantly there is this inner drive to express themselves spiritually.

For many queers in the west the problem lies with the fact that we are decidedly confronted with irreconcilable contradictions between the dominant spiritual outlet of the culture (Christianity) and a sexuality/gender identity that seems not to be respected by that culture. For many queers, coming out involves not just a movement away from Christianity but an outright rejection and denial of it. In the process our spiritual selves suffer. 

Informal chats with queers over the years have made me aware that this unifying experience or desire for spiritual expression does not go away once we come out and/or reject Christianity. And because of the dominated nature of Christianity in Australia we have few options readily available to us. But we still need something. A fact that goes largely unacknowledged by queer communities and the surrounding institutionalised support structures. From these aforementioned informal chats and personal experiences few if any ‘coming out’ groups provide any form of spiritual guidance, discussion or outlet. With a focus on safe sex, mental health and/or ‘coming out’ issues, ones coming out process seems to shy as far away as possible from the one aspect that perhaps needs the most attention in our lives as human beings, not just as queer ones. 

My own life story over the past twelve years has been very much a case of looking for ‘something’, and never knowing what it was. Never one to have been a ‘believer’ of the Christian God, even at Primary School’s religious education, I searched for that elusive ‘something’ to help fill the void once I came out. I knew there was something else I needed to express once I started to get the ‘queer’ thang out of the way. 

Early in 2002 the Fourteenth Dalai Lama visited Australia, and although I didn’t go to see him talk I thought to myself well I don’t know much about Buddhism, perhaps its time. So I went to the University library and did a search, borrowed about ten books, one called “Queer Dharma” and went home. A few hours later I was hooked. No supernatural being to believe in, no homophobic interpretations, a meditation regime to follow (which I was already unwittingly doing on and off for fourteen years) and a set of guidelines that fitted in with my view of life, universe and everything. I didn’t even have to ‘believe’ in the whole reincarnation thang if I didn’t want to. Great!

Then I realised shit, this is the ‘something’ I was looking for. All these revelations fell into place. 

While I wasn’t particularly angry at Christianity I knew that my distrust of a ‘belief’ in a supernatural being - stemming from my dissatisfaction with Christianity and in particular its homophobic interpretations – got in the way of finding a spiritual side. I hear lots of people around me sprouting anti-Christian sentiments, to such extremes that it’s offensive to anyone who values mutual respect (even if some Christians don’t). While Christianity may well be responsible for generating a lot of distrust and indeed anger, we as human beings, and more importantly as queers (who demand respect) need to do away with these negative emotions and take responsibility for our own lives and our own spiritual needs. Ok Christianity isn’t for everyone. Fine, accept it and move on. Pardon the pun, but God knows there are plenty of spiritual outlets out there. 

People are creatures of habit, and breaking the cycle of distrust for Christianity is also hard. But once we become ingrained in a non-spiritual culture like the way that the queer culture is we find it harder to embrace the spiritual. Once being caught up in the pink dollar, the body beautiful and the queer identity itself, it’s hard to reject the ego and seek the spiritual, to reject the hedonistic lifestyle and embrace a spiritual one. While the two are not mutually exclusive, finding ‘God’, Jesus, Allah or even Buddha in my case seems to change the perspective a little. Or maybe I’m just getting older. But in a way I wish I had come to this realisation when I had just come out. 

Coming out as queer twelve years ago set me on a path that I don’t regret. I reconciled the queer identity, told others of the queer identity and emersed myself in a queer community. Now its time to come out again. While I reluctantly take on the ‘identity’ of Buddhist (I rather think of myself as using the tools of Buddhism to reach the spiritual side of myself) but one thing that is certain: My queerness doesn’t mean I can’t be spiritual, a Buddhist, or even a Christian. 

� ‘Queer’ is an umbrella term that refers to a myriad of identities that includes (but is not limited to) bisexual, lesbian, transgender, gay, transsexual and intersex. 


� I use the word ‘spiritual’ cautiously and reservedly. I acknowledge that the term means a lot of different things to different people. Because of the limitations placed on expression by the English language I hope that this term conveys the correct meaning for the majority of readers. 





