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Polyamorous Theology: A Dialogical Experiment in Thinking

	Introduction by Rev. Dr. Jeff Hood:
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All right. The beauty of this project is that we are bringing to the table lived experience and putting that lived experience in direct dialog with various critical theologies. The definition of lived experience for is not quite or only that which is visceral, but rather more like the relational polyamorous experience, physically, emotionally, and spiritually. The focus of this project is to engage these facets of the polyamorous experience from a place of theological intrigue, placing that experience within the contexts of faith and practice. As a non-practitioner of polyamorous lived experience myself, I, together with Bryan, am bringing all of these different facets together. My belief is that what we've accomplished is something that is rare, and I especially give thanks to Bryan for being bold, confident and brave enough to not only share these lived experiences with me and the world, but also to embark on a journey of theological reflection within – engaging modern liberation theology, queer theology, progressive theology and more. The resulting outcome is creating a theology that is all together something new, and while not necessarily unbiased, but rather the bringing together of two different perspectives to the table in a way that may have not been done before.

I don't feel like there were certainly conclusions that we brought to the finished product, because there was not definitively any particular destination in mind; rather, it is very similar to taking a Sunday drive to explore and have an adventure together without placing any strict demands on one another or focusing on a specific endpoint. As we discussed the theological intersectionality within the contexts of polyamory, there were indeed moments when our various definitions of both polyamory and theological specifics were different. And then there are moments where they're the same. What is interestingly significant is that the actual working definition of polyamory tends to be kind of amorphous in the same way that the actual practices of polyamory are equally flexible and amorphous. Bryan and I created a conversation that is a theological construction that is more physical or emotional or relational and more intimate and/or sexual into the space. In many ways, we simply talked about human connectivity that is sometimes physical, sometimes emotional - sometimes this, sometimes that. That reality and flexibility encompasses the beauty of this emerging theology that we are offering  - and we hope for at the very least a tremendous potential opportunity for theological and spiritual growth. 

This theology is not one that should be read the same by every person because every person is different and, therefore, every polyamorous experience and sets of encounters are going to be divergent. And so lastly, I'll ask this almost rhetorical and loaded question: What was surprising about doing this project? For me, part of the resulting all-encompassing answer is going be the case in most situations. This is my first time actually completing a project keeping in mind very candidly that I am a cisgender heterosexual male who is monogamous, while my primary conversation partner identifies as a cisgender homosexual male who is polyamorous.  On some plane of existence the adventure was and is kind of miraculous in that we were able to kind find so much common ground. Even though it is true that we seem to have quite an excellent and trusted working relationship and work well together, it is still somewhat surprising for me and for Bryan that it's almost like our ideas flow easily in a congruent and fruitful manner – despite such different worldviews and experiences in terms of loving relationships.  To that end, I'm given hope, in that surprising reality that we do have what I call “proleptic possibilities” in these kinds of conversations and in the revelatory conclusions with this project, because we would not necessarily see the typical resulting conclusions in the same manner. As scholarly partners on a project like this, we come from completely different backgrounds. But in that difference - a set of differences – we have found common ground theologically and experientially. And such common ground is based in a very critical experiential and theological concept that we keep tossing around: love. 

Later in the project we make the distinction between ethical non-monogamy and polyamory, since they are, in fact two different concepts, even though they are often lumped together. Polyamory within the bounds of its definition, even though it may be somewhat amorphous, is focused on LOVE, while ethical non-monogamy has foci that may or may not include love. And when one brings love to the table from different perspectives, I was completely surprised that we could get to this point and create a project that's going to be what I’ll call poly-transformative. You know, such love-centered transformation speaks of human relationships and that human relationships have way much more potential that we've ever truly understood. Therefore, this project has helped me realize that if we allow ourselves the space to dream, if we allow ourselves the space to love more widely than we ever thought possible, then such transformation can, does and will happen. 

For a lot of people, the reason why they struggle with the idea of polyamory is because they simply hold on tight to their ideas of what love is supposed to be, usually in an idealistic image created and blessed and reinforced by culture, society – and even by often unrealistic Hollywood caricatures. And polyamorous practitioners are quite accepting of other people's relationships in the ways that they encounter and experience love and they realize that the different ways do not necessarily mean that preclude the way that I love and the way that I live; likewise, this reality does not place a fixed way to experience love.  It seems that as this project has progressed, there's so much that I have learned that will assist me in being a more polyamorous person, at least in the sense of learning how to love more widely and more universally without so much judgement, not necessarily including the romantic or intimate parts of polyamorous relationships, but learning how to love more in ways that will transform me and transform those that I come in contact with. 

From now on, I hope that people's engagement with this book, whether it is to engage and to discover how to practice polyamory in a more intimate, sexual or physical sense, or for people who practice polyamory in a more emotional, spiritual, theological and/or existential sense, or simply to engage the process of poly-transformation in order to truly love more widely as we envision a truly loving God would love with reckless abandon and grace and mercy. I hope that what happens when people encounter this book is that they learn to love more immensely, more fully, more totally, more broadly and so on – and that they learn to love THEMSELVES more in these ways. My hope is that they learn to open their hearts and their minds more to all different and often previously unimagined possibilities and ways of being loving in the world. 

If we've accomplished anything, with our relationship - our friendship - with each other and with our pathway and resulting adventure with this project it is that we have paved a new way to open more room for love. Indeed, I hope this text will help people will truly make more room for love. On a personal note, the kind of comradery that Bryan and I have shared and have built in our friendship and working relationship has pointed me towards his side of the conversation more where I had previously attended the topic focusing on the romantic relationship side, the physical, the sexual – and with concerns around the resulting whole familial structure, rather than the support structure through scholarship. However, when, through our dialogues, the idea of loving more widely revealed itself, it deconstructed my thoughts and reflections as well as my understanding and experience of a cisgender heterosexual, monogamous man. The introduction of the possibility of loving more widely pointed me in a direction that is going to not only enrich my own personal life, but also my professional and scholarly future. That’s the kind of transformation that I've experienced in this project and continue to hope for, for people who read and digest the thoughts and reflections we’ve revealed in this project. Definitely. Thank you.

2. The Nature of Polyamory and Its Theological Concerns

––––––––
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Jeff: So, as we enter this polyamorous conversation, I wanted to get us started, I wanted to ask Bryan first of all what polyamory is and just how old polyamory actually is. Furthermore, what does polyamory look like in history? I’m interested in engaging some of these types of moments and rich conversations. Another question that I’d like to pose, since we will be discussing the Holy Trinity in conjunction with polyamory, is polyamory as old as trinitarian theology – and perhaps is it just that eternal? 

Bryan: All excellent questions, of course, and what a way to begin! So, in my years of research and experience listening to people and various portions of the human polyamorous conversation, the place we should begin is that polyamory predates the existence of humanity. Eternal? Not sure, but let’s begin here at least before the development of humanity itself.  

If we take a serious set of moments to think about every other species of primate on the planet.  In fact, each and every current species of primate practices at least one of the very rudimentary forms of polyamory. Whether it is a head male with subservient males with an ordered hierarchical standing of these males as well as females and various youngsters, or if it is something like the bonobos practice, which is a highly complex matriarchy and organized form of true polyamory, with sexual, romantic, and familial relationships not too far off from what we experience in human polycules, polyamory is a “thing” in the primate realm. In fact, bonobos have sex to bond and for recreation and so much more.  They even have kinks and fetishes, not unlike their human relatives.  And such a lovestyle among bonobos certainly pre-exists human relationships because bonobos have been around much longer, according to the fossil record.  Not only can we extrapolate that polyamory has been around long before monogamy, but I also certainly posit that primates practice forms of polyamory naturally and that they have been polyamorous most likely from the beginning of their evolution.  Furthermore
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