Hello, and welcome back to An Introduction to Trans Theology. This week, we’re looking at the siblings, Paul and Billie Hoard’s book, Eucontamination. Paul is a psychotherapist with a background in psychoanalysis, while Billie is a high school history teacher and trans woman—but both also write quite widely, and are writing here as theologians. This book, which draws on the authors’ experiences of evangelical Christianity in the US, addresses the question of why churches have strongly enforced boundaries around things like purity—boundaries which serve to police marginalised groups, not least trans people. From the outset, this book is interesting because it subverts a common expectation about the nature of transphobic hostility: that it is motivated by fear. They write,
We aren’t so much afraid of one another as disgusted—a much harder truth to face. We don’t resist the foreigner, orphan, and widow out of fear for our lives and well-being so much as out of a fear that they will contaminate us—change us into something we do not want to become. It’s a very human and very normal reaction but not one that Jesus seemed to follow. The Way of Jesus runs in the opposite direction of the exclusion that disgust instigates: it welcomes instead of rejecting, integrates instead of segregating, and loves instead of fearing.
(Xiii)
This last reference to the Way of Jesus also presents us with the constructive aspect of the book’s project. The Hoards outline a theological concept of “eucontamination”: contamination for good, which they find evidenced in the Gospels, and which they then use to address a range of issues around church life—again, not least around how the church responds to transness and queerness.
This book is also interesting because it is not straightforwardly trans theology. It draws from Billie Hoard’s experiences of transness as a trans woman, and addresses the situation of transness in US society and Christianity. However, it approaches this topic as part of a broader range of issues in a way that potentially subverts our expectations about what trans theology should look like. I’ll offer an account of how the book might still be read as trans theology later in this lecture. However, I’ll mainly use this as a jumping-off point for discussions about trans theology itself as an intellectual discipline—another important issue that’s worth covering in a course exploring trans theology as such! But all this is for later. First, we need to get a handle on the Hoard’s central idea—disgust, and its significance.
Part 1 – What is disgust?
Disgust is about the border of the self, keeping what is you and what is not-you separate. This is illustrated by the way that we become disgusted by our bodily fluids once they are outside our body, but not within it—you wouldn’t drink a cup of your own spit, even though it’s already in your mouth.
Paul Hoard is a psychoanalyst, and the book uses psychoanalysis to frame its understanding of disgust. More specifically, it looks to the work of the French psychoanalyst, Jacques Lacan. Lacan claimed that we learn to see ourselves as a unified ‘self’, and to identify and police its boundaries. The self, for Lacan, is identified with the Ego—the bit of human subjectivity for which we have language, and can thus represent to ourselves, and therein find intelligible or meaningful. However, according to Lacan, there is always something that escapes this unified vision. We acquire a sense of self through being perceived by the other—be it as a reflection, in which we are both perceived and the perceiving other, or in language, which we receive from the Other that is our speaking community. But this means that there is always something that escapes being part of the self: the thing that looks in the mirror; or that receives the language or does the speaking or meaning-making. This is what Lacan calls the Subject. It is prior to and thus not fully contained in the Ego or the self.
Disgust emerges within this process because this establishes a split between the self and the subject that tries to identify with it—a split threatens to undermine the self as a unity and is thus disturbing to the subject. This split must therefore be policed in order to maintain the self, with things that evoke it being kept away. Disgust comes into this because it revolves around these sorts of things—for example, bodily fluids that are both internal to us in origin, yet also do not belong to us. 
Bodies are particularly bound up in this because our self is tied to the body, in which we become visible. We identify the self with the body insofar as we perceive the body as having the unity, consistency, and coherence we attribute to or aspire to in the self. When the body begins to break down—for example, it takes in something external to it, or externalises something internal to it, or its surface is broken—this raises the spectre of the dissolution of the self. As a result, things that present us with the breakdown of the body as a unity are particularly disgusting.
However, disgust goes beyond bodies. The self—which is to say, our identity—is also social. Policing the boundaries of the self also involves policing social boundaries, for example by creating ‘us and them distinctions’, wherein we identify the self with some group, and then project the kinds of threatening alterity that threatens the self onto others. This includes through representing those groups as bearing a more straightforward kind of threat, such as when White people represent Black men as being sexually violent. That said, given how sex is so bound up in issues of boundaries and the self, examples like this one also show how even these threats can represent more direct threats to the self too. It is through these mechanisms that we come to be disgusted by people as members of social groups: they bear a social meaning that challenges the meaning through which we construct our sense of self in a social context. Hence, the Hoards argue, we often encounter rhetoric that associates groups that are experienced as threatening with disgusting things, like stigmatised sexual behaviour, or which represents them in ways that evoke disgust—for example, around dirtiness. 
They also note that the projective aspect of these dynamics is significant. Projection is where we ascribe to others something we find in ourselves. In this case, we project the incompleteness of the self and the danger it represents. Hence it is unsurprising that the vehicles for these projections—for example, narratives around sexual violence—often express something more specific about the projector themselves. To run with the example of sexual violence, Black men in the US are painted as sexually violent by White men, despite the fact that more sexual violence in the US is perpetrated by White men than Black men. The face of sexual violence in the US is White—a fact that threatens the sense of self of a lot of White men. Correspondingly, it is not just a general sense of threat or disgust that gets projected on to Black men, but this sexual violence specifically.
In this way, disgust is also bound up in stigmatisation. The Hoards write: 
People are stigmatised when they are marked by characteristics and identities that some significant part of society has deemed disgusting, and those who are stigmatized are conceptualized in certain ways that are peculiar to disgust. 
(9)
Citing trans theorist, Julia Serano (whom you may have heard of!), they note that stigmas are bound up in fears of contamination. Stigmas are seen as a contamination risk, being permanently transmittable by contact or association, and bearing a significance that outweighs any positive aspects of the person who bears them. This leads groups to expel stigmatised individuals and groups from within themselves—often “in a way that is final and extreme as social contamination by the stigmatized body will be seen to irrevocably mark the social body as other also” (10). The way stigmas are also seen as outweighing any positive characteristic also means that disgust tends to offer an inverted view of power. Groups that are stigmatised tend to wield little social power, yet disgust presents them as bearing a threat that outweighs their disempowerment. In this way, disgust and stigmatisation lead not only to exclusion and social punishment, but of already disempowered groups by the powerful.
Finally, disgust is related to shame. Shame, according to the Hoards, is a response to becoming become less than we ought to be. This tracks on to distinctions between the self and other: if we construct a self based around worthiness, what is unworthy becomes other to us. Correspondingly, an encounter with the unworthy is an encounter with something that is other to us by virtue of the fact that it is lower than us. Where contamination itself is seen as lowering us, disgust itself brings shame. Disgust is the sense that we are being contaminated, which occasions shame as we see ourselves as being lowered. This lies at the heart of another disciplinary effect of disgust. We are ashamed of becoming disgusting, and therefore avoid the kinds of contamination that engenders disgust—including that associated with stigmas and the stigmatised.
Part 2—disgust and theology
The Hoards argue that similar dynamics of disgust lie at the heart of Christian purity culture, which they claim is 
based in the conviction that purity is fragile and must be protected from contamination, and that people—those who are marked by their variance from the cultural, theological, political, and sexual norms of the church—are the vectors for that contamination.
(10)
Christian purity culture causes people to conform to a set of restrictive and oppressive social norms by motivating disgust towards forbidden objects, activities, or groups—including sex and sexual minorities—and shame in people associated with them. It is precisely this dynamic that they seek to push back against, arguing that this represents a misinterpretation of the nature of purity in scripture.
They do so first by problematising the place of concepts of purity and disgust in theology. In scripture, ideas about sanctity and sin are commonly expressed via images of purity and contamination. Indeed, this link between purity and sanctity is so common that we take the relationship between the two for granted. However, the Hoards argue, not every set of imagery in scripture ought to be taken literally. Scripture is full of metaphor that communicates truth, but which becomes misleading when conflated with a plain account of that truth. Christ, after all, may be the Lamb of God, but this does not mean that he is a literal lamb. Might we read imagery around purity in a similar way—as imagery or metaphor?
The Hoards argue that Christ’s life suggests such a reading of purity imagery. They write:
By consistently violating the accepted social norms of his day and moving towards—making contact with—the outcasts, contaminants, and disgust-inducing others, Jesus inverts the power of contamination and dares us to trust in the power of love. Instead of protecting a fragile purity within us, we are instead called to be the contaminants in a world that cannot overcome the Spirit. It is this simple but subversive notion of a contamination for good—a eucontamination—that can help us boldly move towards and embrace instead of fearfully excluding.
(38)
They note several examples from Christ’s life which illustrate this point, not least his statement in Matthew 15:11 that “it is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but it is what comes out of the mouth that defiles”. Here, Christ is suggesting that we are not made unclean via contamination from something outside of us, but by our own hearts. However, they pay particular attention to the Incarnation, which embodies this theme of good contamination in an especially profound way. As they put it,
Jesus, the God-man, is, in Christian theology, both fully God and fully human. God (the only One who is pure good) is also now part of God’s fallen world, joined to a world marked by sin and death, but somehow at no point does this remotely threaten God’s holy pureness. To the contrary, the joining of human and divine in the person of Jesus of Nazareth is the broken boundary through which holiness has infected a fallen world and has gone to work at making it whole again. In the [Athanasian Creed], because of the incarnation, humanity is assumed into God and in that process, instead of contaminating God’s holiness, humanity “puts on divinity”. The whole disgust process is working in reverse.
(40)
In short, the Incarnation is contamination of God by the human—the higher by the lower. But this does not lead to a shameful lowering of God. Rather, it leads to a joyful elevation of the lower: “In bringing the divine into contact with the sinful, it is not God who is at risk, but the sin. Jesus is inverting the power of disgust—contaminating for good” (41).
Humanity itself is also contaminated in the Passion. They write:
In the passion, Jesus drags our humanity down into the very core of corruption, into death itself. And then, rather than being overcome by death, the God-man Jesus defeats death and hell. Instead of the higher being contaminated by the lower, death is defeated when the one who is Life is brought into contact with it.
(43)
According to the Hoards, this is the heart of the Gospel’s message: that contamination is not something to be feared, but something to be embraced—because the lower is not a threat to the higher. Rather, the higher redeems the lower. The violation of boundaries that normally motivates disgust thus becomes the occasion for something to celebrate instead. This, they argue, enables a broader attitudinal shift: Christianity teaches us that we can “audaciously trust in the beauty of love” to overcome the threat of contamination. We no longer need to fear corruption. Rather, an encounter with what is other to ourselves thus becomes an occasion for what they call “eucontamination”—contamination for good.
The Hoards also read the story of the adulteress in John 8 as a witness against shame. When he invites anyone who is sinless to cast the first stone, Christ turns the gaze of the crowd inwards. They perceive their own inadequacies and feel shame, rather than projecting it onto the woman. Meanwhile, he looks at the woman without causing shame—the gaze of the Other that heals rather than causes shame. This scene illustrates how eucontamination interfaces with shame. Christ uses shame to bring the crowd into a truer apprehension of themselves, and the occasion of the woman’s shame in order to communicate his love for her. Thus the contamination of the higher by the lower which engenders shame ceases to be something troubling. It becomes the occasion for something redemptive.
Part 3—transness and disgust
So how does this relate to transness?
First, transness serves as a source of insight into disgust and the significance of eucontamination. For example, in 2024, the trans activist and sex worker Cecilia Gentili had her funeral at St Patrick’s Cathedral in New York. The building was chosen for its grandeur in honour of her life and activism, and her friends were encouraged to dress flamboyantly. The service itself was a celebration of her life and queerness, with one memorable speaker praising her as “St. Cecilia, Mother of all whores”. It was met with great controversy, and the Catholic Cathedral itself offered a Mass of Reparation in response.
The Hoards write,
Accounts are divided, but the specific scandal that prompted the Archdiocese of New York is thought to range from the simple fact of having held a funeral service for a transgender woman, for a former sex worker, for an advocate for sex workers and/or transgender people, for having such a great number of “unrepentant whores” and transgender people in the building, for the immodest outfits that were worn by some attendees, for the use by someone at the front of the building (they were not at the altar) of the word “whore” in both English and Spanish with a sense of approval rather than condemnation, for reported substitution by attendees (though not officiants) of Cecilia’s name for St. Mary’s in the closing hymn, or for some other form of (real or perceived) sin. Or maybe it was some, all, or none of the above. Whatever the cause, something about Cecilia Gentili’s funeral caused the Archdiocese to conclude that the Cathedral itself had been contaminated and needed to be spiritually purified before Sunday morning when the faithful would gather there for Sunday mass.
(22-23)
The Hoards note that there is a tension here. On the one hand, her funeral was treated as the intrusion of profanity into the sanctity of the space—a kind of contamination that motivated disgust in the event’s critics. Yet, they write, 
Here you have a community of marginalized people, the very types of people Jesus loved spending time with and teaching, and for a moment they felt welcomed into a church where they grieved the loss of someone who had cared for them and seen them as full persons with real dignity. They commemorated Cecilia Gentili in their own idiom and with language and music that made sense in their culture and within their value systems. In showing up to her funeral in their most flamboyant and finest, they were honoring a woman who had delighted in them and told them that they had worth, dignity, and beauty. In calling her a whore, they were saying that she knew their experience; in calling her a saint they were using the language and values of Christianity to communicate to one another and to the world how much they appreciated her sacrifice, work, and love on their behalf.
(23)
The archdiocese’ response spoke against all of these things, validating the conservative attacks on their presence and treating them like a contaminant that had to be removed. This is, the Hoards argue, is a disgust problem—one that illustrates how logics of disgust shape (in this case particularly Catholic) responses to marginalised groups, not least trans people.
They then go on to discuss Christian nationalism in the US, which they describe as revolving around similar dynamics of disgust, in which national identity must ostensibly be kept pure from contamination by undesirable racialised groups. Transness also appears here again, in the figure of Nex Benedict, a nonbinary student from Oklahoma who was murdered by three schoolmates. 
The Hoards note that Republican senators were challenged about bullying in schools after the murder, including in relation to the 50 queerphobic bills they were championing at the time. The Senator for Oklahoma, Tom Woods responded with sympathy for Nex, but then continued to declare: “We are a religious state and we are going to fight to keep that filth out of the state of Oklahoma because we are a Christian state—we are a moral state” (27). The Hoards note that Benedict himself is encompassed within this, casting his murder in a different light—not as a crime and a tragedy, but as a purification. This also echoes wider trends in Republican rhetoric that presents various other groups—not least immigrants—as a contaminating intrusion into the body politic, violating the borders of the country and so the integrity of the nation. These are all images that motivate disgust. Moreover, this rhetoric of disgust then went unchallenged by the Democrats who failed to push back on Trump’s attacks on their less transphobic policies, seemingly afraid of contamination by association with the very people they ostensibly sought to protect. Some Democrats then later went on to adopt the line that they had lost the election because their support of trans rights had “gone too far”, thus reproducing Trump’s split between the identifiable figure of the average American voter, and trans people as the other.
Billie Hoard’s personal experiences as a trans person also provides her with insight into shame. She notes that transness is seen as shameful—as indeed are many things associated with marginalised groups. Returning to the theme of projection, the Hoards argue that this is partly the projection of society’s own shame at how it mistreats the marginalised onto the marginalised themselves. In contrast, trans people reassuring her that she was “valid” early on in her transition also helped her to overcome shame. 
In this respect, transness reveals how shame is governed by perceptions of the Other, and our expectations around them. Note that this Other doesn’t have to be a literal Other person. Drawing on Lacanian psychoanalysis again, the Hoards argue that we all internalise a sense of a guarantor of rules and norms—the Big Other. The Big Other is internalised as a figure who is constantly watching, perceiving us and giving force to judgments that might be made about us. When we are perceived by the Other as being less than we ought to be—or feel that the Big Other perceives us us in this way—we feel shame. In contrast, when we are perceived by the Other as not warranting shame, we do not feel it (103-4). This imparts a significance to Billie’s experiences of queerness. She writes,
in this time and place… queerness is an identity which exists in opposition to—or better yet in defiant neglect of—particular sexual and gender expectations… When I say that I am queer, I am certainly referencing my transness and my lesbianism, but I am also referencing an understanding of myself as not-defined by those identities, not fully. To be queer is to explicitly acknowledge that our society’s sexual and gender gazes—our internalized big Others—are bullshit. Said one more way: to be queer is to tell the demand to see myself as disgusting (deserving of shame) to go get fucked.
(110)
This attitude then enables her to make what the Hoards see as the necessary psychological movement out of shame and into grief. What they mean by this is that in rejecting shame, we ought not to simply seek to avoid it or ignore it. Rather, we should grieve for a society that creates this sense of shame. Billie notes that this is also vital because of how different occasions of shame require different responses that can be provided by grief. For example, while she may want to dispense with the shame of queerphobia, Billie notes that her shame at being complicit in racism as a White person has a more constructive role to play. Moving through this shame to grief enables her to grieve this complicity, and turn herself towards truer forms of solidarity (113-114). In this way, experiences of transness also open up insight into other phenomena, too, orienting the Hoards towards different kinds of solidarity.
Finally, transness serves as the topic of theological reflection based on these insights. We see this when the Hoards discuss queer joy, which they characterise as a joy in what society sees as shameful. Queer joy, in this respect, testifies to the possibility of joy in what society rejects, and therein has a eucontaminative significance. Queer joy brings what society rejects into joyful contact with society itself. They read this in terms of St Paul’s injunction to love your enemies in Romans 12: queer joy is the enactment of social possibilities beyond those acknowledged by the present. In this respect, it is an enactment of the kind of society we could have after it ceases to reject queerness—which is to say, a society in which there are no queerphobic oppressors. In this way, it enacts a future in which queer people and those who are currently their oppressors exist in a relationship of love and justice. It testifies to the possibility not of overcoming of one’s enemies, but to one’s no longer having enemies. In this way, queer joy offers a radical break with the oppressive present, which is thus eucontaminated by a new relationality—one that the Hoards identify with the Kingdom of God.
Part 4—disciplinarity in trans theology
When you think of trans theology, you might instinctively expect it to be theology that takes a view of transness and uses it to understand theological concepts—like we saw in Mollenkott and Gordon. Alternatively, we might expect it to offer a theological account of trans life as such, such as we saw in Ford. However, the Hoards are doing something subtler here.
In these examples, we can see the Hoards drawing on Billie Hoard’s experience of being a trans person in the US. Transness is one object around which a great deal of political and theological disgust revolves. In this respect, it is also generative of insight into this disgust, illustrating how it functions in these contexts to produce the troubling phenomena against which the Hoards write. Eucontamination is a work of trans theology with respect to the fact that it proceeds from this trans insight to write about a situation that pertains if not specifically then in a significant way to trans people.
Second, transness serves as an object of theological reflection in the book. For example, they use their concept of eucontamination to reflect upon Billie’s experiences of queer joy—a component of her trans life. They also go on to read this in light of St Paul.
Finally, we might go further than this to think about how transness itself is figured here. There is an implicit framing of transness that evokes the kinds of views of transness extant in trans studies, which we saw in the first lecture. Transness in Eucontamination features as an object of disgust; as a phenomenon that crosses particular boundaries of identity and is thus framed or experienced as disgusting. Transness thus functions in the text in the same non-essentialising way it does in trans liberationism. It is not some particular essence that marks out a group of people so much as something identifiable in the way it is responded to by society. Transness is the violation of boundaries—including gender boundaries, but also national and religious ones, and therein of the self as constructed around them. Transness is therein an object of disgust, and policed accordingly. Eucontamination, as theology, emerges from and is correspondingly shaped by the recognition of this dynamic. The Hoards also then recognise this dynamic with regards to other phenomena and groups—a recognition that is thus also shaped by their experience of transness, even as that experience is shaped by that recognition in turn.
This adds a final layer of significance to Eucontamination as trans theology. The book flows from a trans experience of injustice, and seeks a more just way of doing theology in response. In this respect, transness becomes a major test for what constitutes good theology. Theologies of disgust are shown to be bad with reference to the way they treat trans people. Correspondingly, a good theology must be able to respond well to transness. Eucontamination is thus a trans theology in the sense that transness is integral to its shape. Transness is less a lens for interrogating the world than the material from which the book emerges. It is produced out of transness, as the phenomenon in which the goals of its theological inquiry becomes visible. 
Seeing this in Eucontamination also turns our attention to how we can glimpse this in the other texts we’ve covered in this course. Mollenkott is similarly motivated by the injustice of transphobia, and the related injustices that trouble her as a feminist. Likewise, Ford is motivated by worries about trans flourishing, just as Gordon is motivated by the failures of secular language to do justice to trans people. This shows another angle to trans theology—one that might be seen as its material dimension. Theology is not just a matter of ideas floating around disconnected from the world. Rather, it emerges from the concrete lives we live; lives which, in affecting and being affected by the world in turn, give rise to ideas. Trans theology can therefore be thought of not simply as a lens or tool for thinking about the world, but a phenomenon in the world, which emerges from the disruption of transness in the institutions and practices that embody our society and culture.
These are questions of what is called disciplinarity. Disciplinarity, broadly put, is the quality of being an intellectual discipline. There is no one definition of what makes a discipline in this sense, although a range of concepts and criteria get referred to, generally as things that might distinguish one discipline from another. These can include unique concepts and conceptual tools, research methods, or canonical texts.
Disciplinarity is a live topic in trans studies, in part because the discipline struggles to separate itself out from what is generally seen as its parent discipline, queer studies. Many accounts of transness derive from concepts of queerness. Likewise, most people working in trans studies do so under the heading of queer studies, not least because this is how they tend to be sorted in universities. This reflects the fact that queer studies is a larger, more established and better funded discipline, with many people working in trans studies needing to appeal to what are seen as established ideas and methods in queer studies for recognition, jobs or funding. These dynamics are then consolidated by other material factors that stop trans people from accessing academic jobs in general, keeping the pool of people interested in trans studies relatively small and marginalised—along with the ever present difficulties that anyone faces getting an academic job, including the need for a great deal of often expensive training, intense competition for jobs that drives down employment conditions, the need to continuously move around from temporary contract to temporary contract, and so on.
On this point, it’s worth noting that neither of the Hoards are professional theologians. This is theology done very much amidst these material pressures. It is written by theologians who do not have a place in the academy—who have day jobs, and do theology on the side. This gives it a different disciplinary form in the sense that it is not conducted within a theological institution, with all the resources that come with it. You might want to consider what similarities and differences this book has with, for example, Gordon’s text from last week, which is also a recent book of theology, but written in an academic context. Is the style of argumentation different? How does each use sources? What are the presumed audiences? Could one have been written in the others’ context?
I included Eucontamination in this course because it’s interesting. But I also included it because it prompts questions about disciplinarity in trans theology. One could make the argument that it is not in fact trans theology: that transness is just one source of insight among many, and that it is folded into a broader phenomenon along with other objects of inquiry in a way that loses the distinctiveness needed to mark out a disciplinary identity. On the other hand, the book draws from and is concerned with transness in not only an integral but perhaps even intimate way—and it feels a bit odd to discount it as trans theology in light of this.
Perhaps it’s fitting for a book about the rupturing of boundaries to take a less clear approach to disciplinary boundaries. To what extent is there eucontamination going on in how the Hoards approach trans theology? Is anything contaminating anything else? And is this good?
Either way, you might be wondering what the point of raising these questions even is. Isn’t this just academic navel-gazing? Surely it’s more important to just write regardless of disciplinary distinctions? 
I bring them up first because this is a course aimed at introducing trans theology—so it makes sense to think about what trans theology is in and of itself. But these questions are also important because they touch on questions of justice. I mentioned a moment ago that trans theology is subject to a range of material pressures—who gets funding, who gets jobs, who gets to decide the criteria that govern who gets these things, etc. That is to say, disciplinarity raises questions about knowledge production, and how it relates to the way we organise our society and institutions. Eucontamination is an interesting book in this context in that neither of the authors are academics—but this just reflects another angle to the whole issue. Why are they writing outside the university? What might be shaping the fact that trans people might have to do so? What conditions might be governing their ability to write from that position? What additional pressures does that bring—are they dependent on the good will of any other organisations, for example? How does this shape what is possible?
Eucontamination is a book about boundaries, and what happens when they are violated. In this respect, it’s fitting that it also raises questions about boundaries—what counts as what, and who gets let into where? Perhaps trans theology itself can be seen as a eucontaminant in this respect, bringing trans people into an arena where they are otherwise excluded. How then is it a eucontaminant? What good does it achieve? What are we even doing here?
Part 5—Questions
That’s all for this week. As you take a look at the reading, I’d like you to consider the following questions:
1) What is the role of disgust in the church communities you have experienced?
2) How is transness eucontaminative?
3) What is trans theology? How should it be defined?
4) What are the pressures shaping the formation of trans theology as a discipline?
