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ABSTRACT Too often 'spirituality' and the methods of leading students toward it are
defined zn terms of religious beliefs. Even when the notion of spirituality is connected to such
benz"gn terms as 'love' or 'caring', it is open to dangerous inte7Pretation. In this paper, I
provide illustrations of such znte7Pretations. The way that some people define the many
notiom that surround spirituality serves to deaden the very spirits they claim to want to
save. This is particularly true vis-a.-vis the issue of homosexuality in schools. I argue that
the spirituality of gay and lesbian students can best be served by heeding certain pnnciples
of justice.

Introduction

In the United States there have been renewed calls for schools to take on the role of
providing such things as moral guidance, values education, and character education.
The inevitable debates emerge around valid questions like 'whose morals?' or 'whose
definition of character?'

These questions are raised because suggestions of moral or character education
are immediately suspect. They are suspect for two related reasons. First, the United
States has followed a relatively strict interpretation of the first amendment of the
ConstitJUtion separating church and state. (The 'state' includes public schools and
the US Supreme Court found organized school prayer unconstitutional in 1962.)

't Second, over the past decade or so, the religious right in the United States has
.become increasingly vociferous in its attacks against this strict, but widely accepted,
'J separation. In this context, it is not surprising that a seemingly benign notion like

'character' would become suspect. It should be even less surprising that any
suggestion of 'spiritual' education is immediately seen to be loaded from the right.

Notions of 'spiritual' and 'spirituality' need not and, in the name of the spiritual
well-being of all children, should not be narrowly construed in religious terms, as is
the wont of the religious right. Ultimately, a non-religious notion of spirituality will
be embraced by far more people and some of its basic tenets agreeable to all.

In this article, I merely begin a discussion of what secular spirituality is. Secular
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spirituality has been defined elsewh re~ most notably in 1923 by Martin Buber in his
seminal I and Thou (see also How, 1975 and Newby, 1996). Therefore, I devote
much more time to demonstrating e ways in which religion can and has influenced
people's actions in the education arena and the negative and dangerous conse-
quences of these actions. In other w rds, my primary purpose is to demonstrate why
a secular notion of spirituality is re uired, using homosexuality as a case in point.

An underlying point of my argum nt is that spirituality, properly construed, is not
an improper issue for schools to tak on. I, however, am unwilling to leave it at that. .

I will argue that we must link spiri ality to justice. Not to do so is to risk allowing
our schools to be influenced by ~rtain dangerous religious elements. I should .
emphasize that I am in no way suggesting that religion is necessarily dangerous or
bad. However, as we shall see, certain dogmatic interpretations of religion can cause
real harm to students.

Spirituality I.
I

I do not know what 'spirituality' $ns. It has been said that 'spiritual is a
meaningless adjective for the atheist anc!i of dubious use to the agnostic' (Priestley,
1997, p. 24). This, I believe, is sim ly wrong. Many non-believers would claim to
have a spirit. Getting one's brain aro nd what it means 'to have a spirit' is, however,
much more complex. Some days I fe 1 more 'spirited' than others. When do people
feel more spirited? We feel more spiri edf I think, when we are with people who love
us, care about us, or take an interes in I us. But complete spirituality here requires

reciprocity. It is then that we feel m t whole. Perhaps this is because, as Huebner
(1995) posits, 'in spite of this cultur 's bias toward privacy and individualism, we
cannot be human beings without oth rs' (Huebner, 1995, p. 19).

Spirituality, in this view, is huma 'wholeness'. Seymour, Crain, and Crockett
argue that 'wholeness includes our reI tionship to the Holy, to others with whom we
share the earth, and to our inner selve ' (cited in Huebner, 1995, p. 15). As alluded

to above, I don't think that a relatio hip to 'the Holy' is a necessary requirement
to feeling whole. I do think, however, that Seymour et al. are correct about the last
two requirements. Wholeness, to my ind, requires fellowship (involving reciprocal
love, caring, and interest) and the fre dom to live one's life from the inside out. In
this sense, 'spiritual' can be a meani I adjective for everyone.

I
Promoting Wholeness in Schools rough Love and Caring ~

A number of approaches have surfac to promote spirituality of school children.Among these are Huebner's religiousl based notion of redemptive love and Nod- ..

dings' more secular pedagogy of care.
Huebner (1995) argues that we ca at pinpoint anything special that can be

identified as spiritual in the activities 0 the school because all activity in school hasI moral or spiritual consequences. One f the faults of the school in this vein is its
perpetuation of the myth of redempti e violence: that the world can be corrected
and redeemed through power (includ" g the power of knowledge) and might, but
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not thro\lgh love' {Huebner, 1995, p. 22). I Huebner insists that the spiritual must be
realized instead through redemptive love, noting 'because the myth of redemptive
love is nOt deeply ingrained in our characters (a major failure of religious traditions), IIour eduqational system short circuits the journey of the self or leads it to dead ends' ,,(Heubn~r, 1995, p. 21). :

The gJleat moral purpose in education is 'to care for children so that they, too, will !

be prepared to care' (Noddings, 1992, p. 64). Such caring requires attentive love
.which 'iI)volves responsibility for direct care: the physical care of infants, the bodily

affection.! needed for emotional growth in children, and a holistic concern for the
physical,! emotional, and spiritual well-being of particular others' (Noddings, 1993,

.p. 46). It may also involve, among other things, 'direct involvement in the other's
project' and support in 'acceptable behavior' (Noddings, 1993, p. 48). This is
because s carers teachers 'want to produce acceptable persons-persons who will
support orthy institutions, live compassionately, work productively but not obses-
sively..., (Noddings, 1993, p. 50). Carers help to shape moral people by helping
students to understand and evaluate their thinking and behavior.

I do t have a problem with either of these approaches, prima facie (except for
Huebne 's insistence on a relationship with God). What concerns me is how these
many n tions can play out in actual classrooms and educational policy. The
problem is determining what these notions actual mean. For there are many
compet" g conceptions of the very abstract ideals of 'caring', 'spiritual well-being',
'accepta Ie behavior', 'acceptable persons', and 'moral'. The way that we define
concept~ like "spiritual well-being" also determines how we love and care. The
imPorta1 ce of my concerns becomes clear when we look at the controversial issue of
whetheriand how to include homosexuality in school curricula.

l
God, C~nservatives, and Redemptive Violence

The red~mptive violence that Huebner writes of is particularly evident vis-a-vis gay
and les1>ian students. By this I mean that violence (physical, emotional, and
spiritual) is used against gay and lesbian students in an effort to force their own
redemption. In this process, God is often used to support hateful positions. The
problem is that the purveyors of these positions see them not as hateful but loving
and ca~g.

In a ~cent article, I describe the reactions of some of my students in a Social
.Founda~ons of Education class to the issue of homosexuality (Petrovic, 1998). I

describe these reactions briefly here to illustrate typical uses of God and 'the Holy'.
One assignment in this course was to write a coming out letter-whether you were

.gay or not. One of my students, wrote of being 'in the midst of more turmoil than
[she ha~] ever experienced' due to her sexuality. She explained that:

BeiIllg blessed with incredible love, the Lord sat me down immediately,
helped me examine my heart, and for the next few days I was nowhere but
on ~y knees in prayer. I was feeling these homosexual feelings, but was
fac~ with the reality of God's word. Why was He putting me through this?
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Why couldn't I be normal? studied His book, praying constantly for
guidance and strength to oveI!Come this ever-so intense temptation.

This student clearly viewed homo~exuality as an evil choice, as mortal sin. If she
were a lesbian, she would be clean$ed of it with the help of God. In fact, if she were
a lesbian, Jesus would '[hold her] 4and through it all, [open her] eyes to His glory,
and [cleanse her] heart from the etil which was strangling [her].'

Another student, similarly invoking God, also saw homosexuality as an evil to be
fought. Her reaction was to a video shown in class. This video follows two teens -.
one lesbian and one gay-both of whom have come out. The girl's parents accept
her sexual orientation without question. At the end of the video this girl happily and .
confidently attends her senior prom with her girlfriend. The boy's mother is not as
accepting. While she does not rejeq her son outright, she cannot accept his sexual
orientation. At the end of the video, ~ e boy throws himself from an overpass in front
of a speeding truck.

The student in my class reacted a follows: "I am dedicated to treating homosex-
uals with as much love and respect $S anyone else. While I might hate their actions,
I hate all sinful actions." Therefore,! she "related most to the first scenario [the boy
who killed himself] most [sic] in th~ film and thought that was the situation better
handled." She emphasized that she ~idn't think "suicide is good" but believed that
"to face the problem head on andl be unhappy is far better than accepting the
problem and live [sic] with it in bliss. t She thought "it was wonderful for him to fight
it [his sexual orientation] ."

These types of reactions against homosexuality permeate all levels of society. In
the United States, these arguments ~e heard in the US Senate, school boards, and
principals offices. LaBarbera (1996)~ for example, includes homosexuality among
the other 'evils' of alcoholism and aFIultery. 'Even were it true that self-perceived
'homosexuals' are prone to commit£ UiCide in higher numbers than other youth,'
LaBarbera argues, 'it does not mean at schools should be confirming young teens
in an immoral and dangerous lifes Ie.' In a briefing in the Capitol to fend off
recognition of gay marriages, LaBar era is clearly aghast when he writes:

As surely as summer follows s~g, legal homosexual 'marriage' would
quickly be seized upon by pro-gay educators as the latest teaching tool to
inculcate the normalcy of homosexuality to young minds. How young? The
publishers of the latest homosexual children's book, Daddy's Wedding tells
us it is 'appropriate for childre1tl ages 2 to 6'. The book uses colorful
pictures to tell the story of a young boy, Nick, who is best man at the ~
'wedding' ceremony between his 'gay' daddy and his homosexual lover.
One page shows the men kiss. g at the altar as young Nick looks on
(http://www.students.uiuc.edu/ -broin/gayschool.html). ..

Clearly LaBarbera embraces the ou andish heterosexist notion that 'homosexual-
ity means sex and heterosexuality eq als love, family, and much more' (Friend,
1993, p. 216).

The revulsion of two men (or two omen) in a loving relationship (and demon-
strating it by-gasp-kissing) has also ,reached the floor of the US Senate. Senator
Robert Smith asked, "Do we really w,nt our youngsters subjected to that? Do we

I
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want to I ucate them to it just to make sure that they have a good shot at becoming

lesbian or homosexual?" This he asked during a debate on withholding federal
funding from school districts that 'promote' homosexuality. "We can and must
protect *e taxpayers by keeping this kind of trash out of our schools," Smith
concluded (Chasnoff & Cohen, 1996).

Certain schools' policies, born from similar mindsets, border on the absurd. When
parents m Byron Center, Michigan, learned that there was a gay teacher at their

.school, they called for his dismissal. The school board in response proclaimed that
'indi~du ~IS v:ho ~sp~use homosexuality d~ not constitute pro~er role models' and
promised to momtJOr the teacher. In Memmack, New Hampshire, the school boa!:".

.adopted policy which states that the school district 'shall neither implement nor
carry out~ny program or activity that has either the purpose or effect of encouraging
or suppotting homosexuality as a positive lifestyle alternative'. Since the decree, a
video on ~alt Whitman and Shakespeare'~ Twelfth Night have been dropped from
the curriCfulum. In Salt Lake City, Utah, the school board voted to ban all after
school cl~bs in order to avoid having to grant permission for a gay/straight alliance
club to meet in the local high school. The state legislature subsequently banned gay
clubs in high scho<l>ls statewide (Smolowe, 1996).

A prinqipal in Wisconsin was reported as saying to a gay student who had just
been bea~en up, "If you're going to be openly gay, you have to expect this kind of
treatme~ " (Wilsolll, 1996). An associate superintendent of schools in Maryland

'pulled e plug' bn a students television production dealing with homosexual
marriage. The Superintendent was quoted as saying, "It's not something I think
appropri e to run on the educational channel" (Beyers, 1996).

The Efflts of Redemptive Violence

Richard Jriend (1993) offers a useful way of looking at the policies-such as
banning books, Cllilbs, and student work, and condoning violence (physical and
spiritual)-defended above. Friend distinguishes between systematic exclusion and
systemati~ inclusioJ1. Systematic exclusion is 'the process whereby positive role
models, messages, and images about gay, lesbian, and bisexual people are publicly
silenced in schools' (Friend, 1993, p.212). The implicit message here is that
heterosexttality is dIe only acceptable identity. The message becomes particularly
insidious! when syStematic exclusion is paired with the systematic inclusion of

.homosexqality 'only as a pathology, only in regard to sexual behavior and/or framed
as dange us' (Friend, 1993, p. 215). Additionally, as the examples of my students
illustrate, systematic inclusion often holds the message that homosexuality is evil and

.sinful.
The re tilts of both systematic exclusion and systematic inclusion are the same.

Both add to the message to gay, lesbian, and bisexual (GLB) students that a part of
their ideqtity should not and cannot be shared. GLB students are forced to act
straight in order to fit in and often feel that there is no where to turn, even, or
perhaps especially, to teachers and other school personnel. As a teen participant in
one stud}! commented:
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School was a definite hell hole... Like, you sit in class, right, and all these
girls are talking about which bobrs they like and all that crap. And you make
stuff up, like 'oh yeah, he's real cute. Yeah Tom Selleck, wow.' You don't
know how many times I wante to .lean over and say, 'hey, what about Julia
Roberts? Some fox, huh?' (0' onor, 1994, p. 9)

The effects of such closeting have becn well-documented and include alcoholism,
drug addiction, and poor academic eljformance. Consider these two typical recol- .
lections of school days:

John: "Ninth grade was the wo t. I wasn't accepted. I knew I was gay, and .
I knew everyone else knew bec~use they told me I was a faggot every day.
But I was still trying to be sttaight with the friends that I did have. I

I

stopped doing homework and f idn't pay attention to school. I felt like
something was exploding insid of me. I started smoking pot too. I was
trying to hide from what I reall felt". (Bass & Kaufman, 1996, p. 45)

Michele: "More and more I wa f using alcohol to try to avoid uncomfort-

able parties and things, where I knew there would be boys." Michele was

aware that she drank a lot, a lot more than her friends and recalls, "I took
the first sips and made sure I h d the last". (Chandler, 1995)

Such self-destructive actions are c~monplace among GLB youth. Of course, the
most serious effect of systematic incl~sion/exclusion is suicide. Approximately one-
third of all teen suicides are committe~ by GLB youth (Remafedi, 1994). Fifty-three
percent of gay youths served by t Angeles, Youth Services Department had
attempted suicide at least once and fo ~seven percent more than once (The Center
for Population Options, 1992).

This is not to say that the effects 0 being gay in a heterosexist society are always
so obvious or lead to the same results. For example, instead of going through an
academic decline, a gay teen at loca~ youth group confided in me that he threw
himself into his schoolwork and beca e a 'model' student. Behind this fa~ade was
hidden his personal despair and lonel. ess. While he had never attempted it, he had
contemplated suicide "nearly every d y through high school."

Creating fa~ades is a forced 'optio for GLB youth. Consider William who tells
us that he "wasn't having any harass ent problems, but [he] was isolating myself
from the rest of the students. I knew. I came out, there would be consequences, .
either verbal or physical, and I was 't willing to do that" (Due, 1995, p. 187).
Another student eloquently summa. es the circumstances of GLB youth. When
asked what he thought being gay will ean to him, he responded: .

It will mean a lot more secrecy bout life. Not being able to show my
affection, haVing to lie to a lot of eople, my friends not knowing as much
about me as I think they should. Right now I'm worried that it will have a
real profound effect, like what kinq of friends I'll have and what kind of job
I can get. And not to say the least~ violence. If people would just let me, I

I would have no problems being ga". I don't know what it does to a person
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whoihas to live in that kind of constant fear: Who might know? (Due, 1995,
p.7 f)

In pa ial answer to what it means to live in "that kind of constant fear," AI
Ferreira, director of a program for GLB youth, observes, 'Living with lies destroys
the fabri of who we are as people. It imprisons us spiritually-and that's a terrible
thing to 0 to other human beings' (cited in Bass and Kaufman, 1996, p. 68). By

I

being fo ed to hide a major pan of their identity, GLB youth cannot live their lives.
from the' inside out. They cannot engage in the fullness of reciprocal love, caring,
and inte st because others do not wholly know them. (Those who might assen that

.our sexu lity is not a major pan of our identity need but count in a day the number
of times sexuality, especially heterosexuality, is displayed. Count the number of
couples ou pass holding hands, kissing, or flitting. Count the number of family
pictures een on desks in the office place. Count the number of wedding rings seen
on hand. Count the number of second glances at a good pair of legs. Count the
number f male comments about how pretty Julia Robens is and female comments
on what hunk Mel Gibson is.)

Democr cy, Justice, and GLB Youth

In order 0 avoid ~iritual imprisonment, we must promote reciprocity of love and
caring fo' and inttjrest in whole persons. But the many (mis)interpretations of the
approach s in doing this lead me to believe that we must approach it from another
avenue. e must promote this spirituality vicariously through democratic justice.

Demo racy requires, inter alia, equality of educational opponunity. Clearly, the
students whom we have read about have not enjoyed equality of educational
opponu ty. For most of them, so much of their energy goes into protecting
themselv s from a1jJuse that educational opponunity is rendered a sham.

Kenne Howe (1997) develops what I believe to be an interpretation of equality
of educat onal opponunity that, if followed, offers principles by which both equality
of educat onal opponunity and the general well-being of GLB youth could be
improved Howe develops what he calls the 'panicipatory ideal.' This ideal builds
into the nciple of equality of educational opponunity 'the requirement to include
the needs~ interests, and perspectives of all groups -especially groups that have been
historicalJjy exclud~d-in determining what educational opponunities are indeed

.wonh wanting' (Howe, 1997, p. 4). This requirement is served by and requires 'the
vinue of ~ecognition' and the 'principle of nonoppression.'

The vi e of r~ognition Howe borrows from Charles Taylor. According to
.Taylor (1992), justice requires that 'we all recognize the equal value of different

cultures; at we not only let them survive, but acknowledge their wonh' (Taylor,
1992, p. 4). Only then can historically excluded voices have real authority-i.e.
beyond being heard and tolerated (and then dismissed)-in democratic discussion.
Howe brqadens Taylor's notion somewhat by including-in addition to culture-
race, e~city, gender, language, religion, and sexual orientation within the scope of
those characteristics that must be recognized.

,
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people] e mentioned [positively] once in a while. The loneliness can eat a person

up" (Kis en, 1993, p. 61).
Under this democratic framework, all of the policies and reactions that I outlined

in above -from the many invocations of God to the banning of GLB-themed
books- e rendered 'immoral' by applying justice (i.e. the principle of nonoppres-
sion and the virtu~ of recognition).

One 0 the effects of recognition is the human wholeness that I presented earlier
.as a defiliition of spirituality. It is the ability to live one's life from the inside out, i.e.

being whp we are and not hiding. Being able to share oneself wholly with others is
the sourc~ of our spirituality. After years of abuse in high school, one student reports

.on the jo of living from the inside out:

No that I'm a junior in college and head of the campus gay group, the
best part of my life is a sense of inner peace, a sense of knowing that I'm
not. g to myself and that I'm not lying to anyone else anymore. And if
som one else has a problem with my being gay, then that's their problem
andtot mine. (Bass & Kaufman, 1996, p. 24)

I am ot claiming that the application of principles of justice will lead to all
students iving from the inside out as this student. This is the typical reaction of
those th~ finally do (see Woog, 1995, for other examples). But, the participatory
ideal still serves those students who don't or, more appropriately, can't. Teachers
who pro ote recognition demonstrate to their GLB students that they are not alone,
that somfbody truly cares. Another student recalls from high school:

We 1ere doing civil rights stuff. For part of our test we were supposed to
writJ. about how you would encourage gay people who are fighting for
equ~ rights to use the lessons of the civil rights movement. I was very
happy about that. It took a lot of guts [for the teacher] to do that. (Bass &
Kaufman, 1996, p. 213)

Summary and Conclusions

Clearly t4ere are many competing notions of caring, spiritual well-being, acceptable
behavior, I acceptable persons, worthy institutions, and morality. The ways in which
people view these notions become particularly polarized when applied to the issue of

& sexual orientation. The people in the many examples provided above do not see
homoseXltlality as acceptable. They do not see it as worthy or moral. Gays, lesbians,
and bise*als are not spiritually well; they are sinners. The institutions that gays,

.lesbians, 'and bisexuals might defend (e.g. same sex marriage) are not worthy of
support.

The pr blem here regarding the notions of redemptive love and care theory is that
many of e people whom I would call heterosexist or homophobic genuinely care
about G youth. One of my students in a pre-service teacher course, for example,
pointed ~ut that the Bible says that we should 'be merciful to those who doubt;
snatch o1(hers from the fire and save them; to others show mercy, mixed with

i 1 J Ll' i
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fear-hating even the clothing sta. ed by corrupted flesh' crude 22-23). This, she
observed, means that we should' ave mercy and love those who do not know
Christ, but with fear, hate their ~othes (actions and thoughts) which are from
Satan." The sexual acts that hom exuals engage in are from Satan. This is why
another student also commented th t she could "love the [homosexual] person, but
hate their sinful actions." Another dent, lamenting Diane Elze's work on homo-
phobia, wrote to me, "I can't belie e she was telling a flippin' five year old about
same sex marriage. He's FIVE" (s dent's emphasis) (Elze, 1992). (To reiterate, .
this student is coming from the hete osexist assumption that homosexuality is solely
about sex. 1 am not suggesting, nor oes Elze for that matter, that five-year-olds be .taught about sex. But they can and hould learn about love and marriage, learning
which is automatic as regards heter se)rnal marriage.) This student also balked at
Elze's suggestion that we 'empower young people to integrate the joys of sex into
their lives, protecting and caring fi r themselves at the same time.' The student
sarcastically replied, "how about th joys of alcohol, as long as they are using it
'wisely.' That's how 1 interpret 'pro ecting and caring for themselves.'" The point,
to reiterate, is that these students en$age in, to their minds, caring. If we care about
students we should not allow them 0 engage in sin. We should not allow them to
embrace a 'lifestyle' that is dange OUB. For homosexuality is, like alcoholism,
dangerous. But care and love with. such mindsets take on a very undemocratic,
oppressive, and imperialist form. 1 d n't think these views and actions are instances
of the 'care' that Noddings and oth care theorists defend. However, these exam-
ples do demonstrate the danger in ndying about notions like 'caring' or 'moral'
without looking carefully at the pote "al (mis)interpretations and without providing
some guiding principles for their a plication. For caring is not caring unless it
includes principles of democracy, u ess it includes justice. For GLB students in
schools, the major requirement of ca ng and justice is positive systematic inclusion.

Finally, 1 would like to point out t in this anicle, 1 have chosen to focus on the
effects of cenain policies-namely s stematic inclusion, systematic exclusion, and
positive systematic inclusion-on G youth. But this story has many other sides.
For example, we also need to consid children who have gay parents (cf. Petrovic,
1999). Another side concerns the ffects of these policies on other 'straight'
students, indeed the effects on all ofu .Both systematic inclusion and exclusion give
implicit (often explicit) endorsement to all forms of violence against GLB youth.
These policies fail to educate all stu nts and teachers to other views of life. This "
failure to educate breeds prejudices at affect (read: limit) all of our choices, from .
the decision to become sexually ac ve (many students, both straight and gay,
become active just to prove they are ot gay) to the kinds of leisure activities we
engage in (cf. Elze, 1992). f,
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