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In this master’s thesis, I study Estonian pastor Annika Laats’ argumentation in favor of sexual 
minorities and their right to register their partnerships. I compare Laats’ comments to Patrick S. 
Cheng’s three definitions of queer theology and my main research question is: How can Annika Laats’ 
views on LGBT rights and Registered Partnership Act be interpreted through the concept of queer 
theology? With the research question and the comparison, my aim is to define Annika Laats’ queer 
theology. 

Theoretical background of this thesis relies on queer theology. Queer theology questions several 
doctrines, norms and traditions of Christianity and seeks to observe religion in a new, complex way. 
Contextuality is at its core. Because of this, I am comparing Annika Laats’ queer theology to 
Evangelical Lutheran queer theology and my thesis presents one example of Estonian queer theology 
of 2010s and 2020s. 

As research material of this thesis, I am using newspaper articles published in four main Estonian 
national newspapers from October 5th 2017 to December 23rd 2020. Since Estonia is statistically very 
secular and homophobic country, giving pastor Annika Laats media space was not at all obvious. That 
makes Estonian national newspapers an interesting research material for this thesis. The method of 
my thesis is thematic analysis. However, instead of searching, defining and naming the themes for the 
analysis, I use already existing themes of Patrick S. Cheng’s three definitions of queer theology. 

Annika Laats’ comments and theology in Estonian newspapers fit to Patrick S. Cheng’s all three 
definitions. She bases her comments on theology and her personal experiences as a pastor. She also 
evaluates Christianity from a queer point of view. In her critique of norms, Annika Laats’ comments are 
connected to the themes of gender studies and queer theory. 

Annika Laats is not acquainted with queer theology, but I read her comments supporting LGBT rights 
and Registered Partnership Act from queer theological point of view. In this way, several queer 
theological features can be found. With these findings, I rely on queer theology’s unruly idea that 
Christianity itself is undeniably queer, and claim that there are always queer theological features in 
defending minorities from a Christian perspective.



 

Table of contents 

1. Introduction ........................................................................................................................ 1 

2. Lutheran queer theology and Radical Love ......................................................................... 6 

2.1. Queer theory in the background of queer theology ................................................................................ 6 

2.2. Approaches of theology as the roots of queer theology .......................................................................... 8 

2.3. Queer talk about God ............................................................................................................................ 10 

2.4. Evangelical Lutheran queer theology ................................................................................................... 13 

2.5. Radical Love – the place where Christian theology and queer theory meet ......................................... 15 

3. Thematic analysis as a research method ............................................................................ 18 

3.1. Researcher’s positionality..................................................................................................................... 18 

3.2. Research material and sources .............................................................................................................. 20 

3.3. Thematic analysis as a method ............................................................................................................. 23 

3.4. Ethical reflection .................................................................................................................................. 25 

4. Analysis ............................................................................................................................. 27 

4.1. An ally talking about God .................................................................................................................... 27 

4.2. Queer God and human as a queer picture of God ................................................................................. 31 

4.3. Queer theological critique against the norms ....................................................................................... 33 

5. Conclusion ......................................................................................................................... 37 

References ............................................................................................................................. 41 

 

 

 



 1 

1. Introduction 

 

On January 2021, Mari-Liis Helvik, the editor-in-chief of Estonian women’s magazine Anne & 

Stiil, described pastor Annika Laats as “one of the greatest thinkers and spiritual pioneers of 

Estonia today.” Laats was chosen as Woman of the Year because of her empathy, tolerance, 

human dimension and speaking skills. In the image attached to the announcement of the award, 

Laats was wearing an alb, a liturgical garment of a pastor, and a stola with rainbow pattern 

(Helvik 2021). In her picture published in a secular magazine, Laats made it clear that she is 

both a pastor and an ally of the LGBT1 community. 

 

In current European development, it has been quite evident that the religiousness of the people 

and negative attitudes towards sexual and gender minorities are often in the same line (Diamand 

& Gardner 2018; Slenders & Sieben & Verbakel 2014, 350). However, the situation is 

interestingly different in Estonia. Homosexuality was decriminalized in Estonia in 1992 

(Tiidenberg & Allaste 2020, 309), but when the Human Rights Centre of Estonia conducted a 

study on LGBT themes on 2021, it appeared that still 42 percent of Estonians considered 

homosexuality unacceptable (Eesti Inimõiguste Keskus 2021, 14). In OECD’s homophobia 

index, Estonia is ranked as third most homophobic of all OECD countries and 9th most 

homophobic among the 27 EU countries (Valfort 2017, 38). Low acceptance of homosexuality 

is in line with other Eastern European countries (Slenders & Sieben & Verbakel 2014, 349). 

However, since Estonia is also one of the most secular countries in the world (Huttunen 2017, 

227; Talonen 2010, 135), it seems that the connection between this attitude and religiousness 

is not similar to for example Bulgaria, Poland or Romania. 

 

Besides these realities related to the religiousness and intolerance of sexual minorities, pastor 

Annika Laats has been able to represent the Lutheran church and support the LGBT community 

at the same time. She has done it in the biggest women’s magazine in Estonia and in other mass 

medias as well. At first sight, she seems a little too liberal for the church, a little too religious 

for the LGBT community and excessively liberal and religious for the Estonian society. 

However, it seems that during the past four years, Laats has achieved a stable and respected 

position in all of them. 

                                                      
1 Even though this study focuses mainly on sexual minorities rather than gender minorities, I have chosen to use 

term LGBT throughout my research to settle into a continuum with several other studies related to Estonia and 

gender studies (for example Aavik et al 2016; Tiidenberg & Allaste 2020). 
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On January 1st 2016, gender-neutral Registered Partnership Act (RPA) came into force in 

Estonia. The Act made it possible for both same-sex and different-sex pairs to register their 

partnerships, and allowed for adoption within the family. (Aavik et al 2016, 16.) However, since 

the ruling parties of Estonia disagreed ideologically on the question of same-sex partnerships, 

RPA lacked implementation acts and did not function. For example, it was not clear how the 

same-sex partnerships were added to the population registry. (Aavik 2020, 127–128, 131–132.) 

It was also theoretically possible for people to register several partnerships at the same time and 

it was not possible to end the registered partnerships officially (Huttunen 2017, 231). Moreover, 

even though RPA allowed the adoption within the family, it was not clear if the parent who 

adopted the child had parental rights over them (Aavik 2020, 131–132). 

 

In the fall 2017, the Conservative People’s Party of Estonia (Eesti Konservatiivne 

Rahvaerakond, EKRE) campaigned in the municipal elections with its goal to cancel the 

Partnership Act. EKRE had opposed the same sex marriage and the right of homosexuals to 

register their relationships already earlier, but its campaign raised the topic to greater 

discussion. Because of the campaign, the Estonian Public Broadcasting (Eesti 

Rahvusringhääling) chose the RPA to be the theme of its current affairs program Suud puhtaks. 

(Huttunen 2017, 231–232.) Then still quite unknown pastor Annika Laats was asked to speak 

at the program and she gave the “most emotional and most applauded speech in the studio” that 

night (Rajavee 2017). After the television program was showed, all Estonian national 

newspapers were interested in Laats and her favourable views on Registered Partnership Act. 

Several articles and interviews were published already as early as the day of the television 

program, October 5th 2017. 

 

In this master’s thesis, I study Annika Laats’ argumentation in favour of Registered Partnership 

Act, same-sex couples and individual homosexuals. As research material, I use newspaper 

articles published in four main Estonian national newspapers from October 5th 2017 to 

December 23rd 2020. I chose Estonian national newspapers for my research material, because 

it is interesting to find such comments from the main secular newspapers of a highly secular 

and homophobic country. As I mentioned earlier, giving Annika Laats media space was not at 

all obvious in Estonia, and this makes the national newspapers an even more interesting 

research material. In my thesis, I compare Laats’ quotations to Patrick S. Cheng’s (2011) three 
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meanings of queer theology. I do this to find out, how Laats’ argumentation can be interpreted 

through Cheng’s division. 2 

 

Queer theology is an approach of theology basing on queer theory and several approaches of 

contextual theology. Queer theology questions several doctrines, norms and traditions of 

Christianity and it seeks to observe religion in a new, complex way (Järviö 2017, 212, 219). 

Quite literally, queer theology could be defined as “queer talk about God”, but an unequivocal 

definition to it would not be possible since a certain kind of indeterminacy and infinity are 

crucial to it (Järviö 2012, 7–8). Even though queer theology does question several things 

belonging to Christianity, it still commits to an idea of Christianity having an unchanging 

doctrinal core (Järviö 2017, 219). This simultaneous questioning and committing to an 

unchanging core create a tension between queer and theology. At first sight, it seems that those 

two, queer with an aim to question and break matters defined as permanent, and theology with 

a commitment to something permanent, are not compatible because of the inherent 

contradictions of the concept of queer theology. However, the objective of my research is to 

show their compatibility. 

 

One quite unruly idea related to queer theology is that Christianity itself is undeniably queer 

(Cheng 2011, 10; Loughlin 2007, 2, 9), because its doctrines, image of God and conception of 

human are so peculiar, strange and queer (Järviö 2012, 11–12; Ratinen 2015, 27). The objective 

of my research is to confirm this idea. My aim is to testify, that even though Annika Laats has 

neither studied nor become acquainted with queer theology (Laats 2021), her comments related 

to LGBT+ rights and RPA end up being queer theological just because she bases her comments 

on Christianity. I argue that since Christianity is undeniably queer, Laats’ comments defending 

sexual and gender minorities and other discriminated people on the basis of Christianity, are 

that as well. 

 

 

 

                                                      
2 It should be noted that even though I am studying Laats’ queer theology related to the registration of 

partnerships of homosexuals, combining those two is not unambiguous and uncritical. The queer potential of 

marriage or registration of partnerships has been criticized quite a bit in queer theory, since those produce new 

homonormativity instead of taking into account other sexual practices, intimate and caring relationships that are 

part of the queer lifestyle. (Kuosmanen 2007, IV, VII). However, to launch a debate on the relationship between 

queer theology and registration of partnerships in Estonia, I have decided to focus on Laats’ comments in favor 

of RPA. 
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The main research question of my thesis is: 

 

How can Annika Laats’ views on LGBT rights and RPA be interpreted through the 

concept of queer theology? 

 

With this question and interpreting Annika Laats’ comments with Patrick S. Cheng’s division, 

my aim is to find out, how does she do queer theology. How is it shaped by her context, how 

does she use queer theology as a methodological approach and how can her norm critique be 

interpreted as queer. What is Annika Laats’ queer theology? 

 

There has been some studies related to LGBT people and RPA in Estonia, but in those, there 

are almost no mentions of the church or theology (For example Aavik et al 2016, Aavik 2020, 

Tiidenberg & Allaste 2020). My earlier article (Huttunen 2017), that was related to the internal 

controversy of the Estonian Church over homosexuality, was the first text to handle both the 

church and the RPA and this thesis settles into a continuum with it. Besides the abovementioned 

studies, there have been several Finnish studies using discourse analysis to define different 

opinions and viewpoints of churches, religious people and/or pastors on same-sex partnerships 

and homosexuality (For example Järviö 2017, Kallatsa 2020, Vainio 2007). My thesis sets in 

continuum with these studies as well and I use them as a background material for my study.  

 

During the 21st century, the Lutheran Church of Estonia has consistently opposed same-sex 

marriages and the right of homosexuals to register partnerships. The archbishop of the EELC 

has stood publicly against Laats and her opinions, (Huttunen 2017, 229, 233.) which makes it 

clear that her perspective is not in line with the mainstream of the church. At the time of writing 

this thesis, Annika Laats is the only pastor in the Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church who 

has spoken publicly in favour of the LGBT community.  Because of that, she is also the only 

pastor doing queer theology in the EELC and researching her opinions and argumentation will 

clarify the nature of Lutheran queer theology in Estonia. Queer theology is always contextual, 

tied to time, place and its doer, and in constant change (Kinnunen 2016, 12). By researching 

queer theology of an Estonian pastor of 21st century, my research will give one example of 

Lutheran queer theology in a post-Soviet, highly secular country, but also a fixed point in the 

constant change of queer theology. 
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In the second chapter of this thesis, I will present my background theory, Lutheran queer 

theology and especially Patrick S. Cheng’s division of queer theology. Since the definition of 

queer theology is in constant change and it has not yet been defined in the Lutheran churches 

very clearly, I define both queer theory and the theologies that underlie Lutheran queer 

theology. In the third chapter, I present my research material and method. I will also describe 

my own position as a researcher and do some ethical reflection on my study. For the fourth 

chapter I have divided my research material into three themes according to Cheng’s division. 

In that chapter, I will analyse how Laats’ comments on the newspaper articles fit to the three 

meanings of queer theology and what can be interpreted of her queer theology by analysis. In 

the last chapter, I will conclude the results of my thesis and consider possible further research 

opportunities.  
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2. Lutheran queer theology and Radical Love 

 

2.1. Queer theory in the background of queer theology 

 

The term queer was originally an epithet meant to insult and injury people identified as or 

perceived to be homosexual (Johnson & Boisvert 2012, ix). Queer meant something strange, 

odd or twisted (Merenlahti 2015, 154), but in the 1990s several individuals and communities 

retrieved the term and started to use it as a sign of intentional counterculture. At the same time, 

the term queer was attached to theory. (Johnson & Boisvert 2012, ix.) Later the term queer has 

begun to mean opposition to identities. Sometimes it has been used instead of constantly 

growing letter list of sexual and gender minorities (LGBTQIA+), but using the term in that 

sense is problematic since one of the aims of queer is to oppose the identification standard 

related to the LGBT tradition. (Järviö 2012, 10; Pulkkinen 2005, 124.) 

 

One of the basic aspects of queer theory is critique against identity policy. The pioneers of queer 

theory started to discuss about the clearly defined identities of different sexualities and 

minorities, which had been on the basis of gay and lesbian theories. (Kinnunen 2016, 14.) Queer 

theorists insisted more polyphone on the discussion about the different identities (Hekanaho 

2010, 145). The idea of queer theory was not to destroy or dismiss the identities but to 

undermine the categories considered permanent and dominant. Nowadays, intersectionality is 

a crucial part of current queer research. It is noticed that sexual orientation and gender are not 

enough to analyse person’s identity, but research should discuss about social class, age, 

ethnicity, race and other things as well. (Kinnunen 2019, 152, 154.) 

 

Since queer is something indeterminate and willing to be outside all categories, a perfect 

definition of queer is likely impossible. All definitions of queer show the background, context 

and current situation of the determinant, which makes it especially important to open those 

while doing queer research (Kinnunen 2019, 154–155). Queer has been described as a self-

reflective research approach. Pia Livia Hekanaho has pointed out that even though research is 

an attempt to get results out of certain material with a certain method, queer research means 

also constant reflection and writing out the concepts, assumptions, starting points and position 

of the researcher. (Hekanaho 2010, 149.) In this research queer is present in several ways. I am 

studying queer theology, but also doing queer research. 
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Besides challenging the defined identities of different sexualities and minorities, queer theory 

is committed to certain values and aims mostly related to protection of minorities and rights of 

oppressed (Vainio 2007, 178–179). Even though queer theory and research are mainly practiced 

in academia, there is always certain political or activist undertone in them. This political 

dimension is one of the reasons why it is especially important to do queer research according 

to the abovementioned terms. 

 

Tuija Pulkkinen has described queer theory as a generic concept for the theoretical approach 

that particularly clearly doubts the assumption or norm of the two sexes, and that in queer theory 

sexuality is taken seriously (Pulkkinen 2005, 124). One theorist who has influenced queer 

theory significantly is Michel Foucault. In his book The History of Sexuality (Histoire de la 

sexualité) Foucault points out how there is no original or natural form for human sexuality. 

Foucault notices that sexuality has taken shape during history and it cannot be restored to any 

original format. (Kinnunen 2019, 156–157.) 

 

One of the interests of queer theorists is to question, how the borders between normality and 

abnormality are constructed and maintained. In this way, queer theory is more deconstructive 

than constructive orientation. (Hekanaho 2010, 148–149.) This interest follows the thinking of 

Michel Foucault especially on its critique on clear and natural identities and their links to certain 

sexual desires and pleasures (Ratinen 2014, 25–26). It also questions how an idea of “normal 

sexuality” is related to exercise of power (Kinnunen 2016, 28). Queer point of view challenges 

to discuss and critique the idea of “normal” and especially what is outside the borders of normal 

(Ratinen 2014, 26). 

 

One of the main ideas of queer theory is that sexuality and gender are constructed historically 

and maintained by repetitions (Järviö 2012, 8). In Judith Butler’s classic work of the field, 

Gender Trouble, Butler herself did not use the term queer, but her idea of performativity of 

gender served as an initial impetus for queer theory (Kinnunen 2019, 155–156). In her book, 

Judith Butler pointed out how gender is constructed by performance, hence more by doing than 

being. Gender is a socially and culturally constructed idea of what natural, biological sex is 

thought to be. (Järviö 2012, 8.) In Butler’s theorization, both sexuality and gender are 

understood as discursive constructions built by language and power relations (Ahonen & Vuola 

2015, 19). If gender is constructed “appropriately”, the institutional arrangements based on sex 

categories are sustained, reproduced and rendered legitimate. In contrast, if gender is not done 
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“appropriately”, individuals, not society, have to take responsibility for it. (West & Zimmerman 

1987, 145–146.) Heteronormativity is built with the repetitions and construction of gender, and 

only the forms of gender according to heteronormativity, are accepted (Järviö 2012, 8). 

 

Judith Butler has named the institution constructing different gendered and sexual identities 

and power relations between them heterosexual matrix. By this, she means the common 

understanding that makes some bodies, genders and desires normal and natural. By 

heterosexual matrix, gender is understood via certain biological sex, social sex and sexual 

desire, and everyone is characterized as heterosexual men or women. Foucault’s observation of 

no original sexuality and Butler’s idea of heterosexual matrix are a couple of the obvious links 

to Christianity. Christian sexual ethics is described to be one of the border stones of 

heterosexual matrix and it contradicts Foucault’s ideas. For example, the Creation in the Bible 

attaches the gender difference and heterosexual desire to be one of the phenomena of the 

Creation, and hence leaves other possible genders and desires outside the original creation. 

(Ratinen 2014, 29–30.) 

 

2.2. Approaches of theology as the roots of queer theology 

 

Besides queer theory, queer theology bases on several other backgrounds as well. In this 

subchapter, I will represent the other branches of theology that queer theology is based on. 

These are liberation theology of Latin America, feminist theology and gay and lesbian theology 

(Järviö 2012, 4). The origin of word theology is in Greek words Theos, God, and logos, word, 

which defines theology as talk about God (For example Kinnunen 2019, 158). While study of 

religions focuses on different religions as spiritual traditions of people, theology is mainly 

focused on Christianity (Raunio & Luomanen 2010, 3). In theology, it is already assumed that 

it is significant to talk about something called God, and that something called religion or for 

example church is relevant to people. 

 

Liberation theology is an approach of theology that rose especially in Latin America during 

1960s and 1970s (Vuola 2010b, 119). Liberation theology brought the experiences of poor and 

suffering to the discussion and everyday life of the church, and made space for the voice of the 

poor. In liberation theology, the connection between the faith and justice is seen as the core of 

Christianity. Because of this, the disadvantaged and oppressed should be brought up. Liberation 

theology is on the background of queer, feminist, gay and lesbian theologies with its aim to first 



 

 9 

notice and then improve the situation of the oppressed and disadvantaged. It also questions the 

traditional power stills in the church and what is the core thing of Christianity. (Järviö 2012, 4, 

7–8.) 

 

Feminist theology is an approach of theology developed in the second half of the 19th century 

from the need to get the voice of the women heard in the church. The bearing idea of feminist 

theology is that traditional theology has been built by patriarchal society, and that is why 

women are not noticed in Christianity. In feminist theology, traditions related to gender and 

gender roles are discussed. (Järviö 2012, 5.) Feminist theology has at the same time pointed out 

the theoretical discussions of feminist and gender studies to religion, and brought religious 

issues to feminist theoretical discussions (Vuola 2010a, 170). In feminist theology, feminism is 

understood in its broadest context of analysing societal inequality rather than demanding rights 

for women in an unequal society. Feminist theology is based on experiences of women and its 

methods bases on process thought and liberation theology. (Isherwood & McEwan 1993, 9–

10.) Feminist theology has been criticized for its “bland glossing-over of difference” and hence 

failure to challenge the heteronormativity, which has been at the core of theology (Cornwall 

2011, 33–34). 

 

To fix the failure of the feminist theology to abandon the assumption of two genders or 

heterosexual desire between them rose gay and lesbian theology. On 1960s and 1970s, Christian 

representatives of sexual minorities emerged alongside the other gay movement. Even though 

gay and lesbian theology rose among the religious people, the theme soon emerged in academic 

theology as well. In academic gay and lesbian theology, the position of sexual minorities within 

the churches history is researched and the Bible is studied from the point of view of 

homosexuality. (Järviö 2012, 6–7.) Gay and lesbian theology is on the basis of queer theology, 

but in queer theology the gaze has widened from the queerness of the people to the queerness 

of religion (Johnson & Boisvert 2012, xv). In other words, when in gay and lesbian theology 

the point was to assess the relationship of homosexuality or queerness of the people to the 

religion, queer theology began to explore what is queer in religion itself. 

 

One thing common to liberation theology, feminist theology and gay and lesbian theology is 

that they are contextual. Contextuality is also on the core of researching queer theology. 

Contextual theology is theology depending on situation, time and place, which means that all 

of them vary depending on where, when and by whom theology is done (Kinnunen 2016, 12). 
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What all approaches of contextual theology have in common is the idea that all people, 

communities and societies are socially constructed. Because of this, nothing is natural or 

constant, but social order and societies are changeable and continuously buildable. In contextual 

theology, the questions and approaches rise from the grassroots and theology is highly political. 

(Kinnunen 2019, 160.) From the point of view of this research, it can be predicted that the 

situation, time and place of Annika Laats has affected her queer theology and those should be 

noticed while researching her theology. 

 

2.3. Queer talk about God 

 

Even though queer theology has taken influences from liberation theology’s requirement of 

justice, feminist theology’s critique on patriarchal order and gay and lesbian theology’s interest 

in the relation between Christianity and heteronormativity, its focus is on other things (Ratinen 

2014, 26). In addition, even though it has taken at least insights from queer theory, it is 

something different. Susannah Cornwall has explained that even though queer theology 

“usually begins with issues of sexuality”, it is “not really about sexuality” but about theology 

(Cornwall 2011, 66). In this subchapter, I am defining queer theology and comparing it to queer 

study of religions to point out their difference and thus, why am I researching especially Annika 

Laats’ queer theology, not just queer in her ecclesiastical or religious speeches. Religion is 

significantly on the background of Annika Laats, whose opinions and arguments I am 

researching, and it is natural to compare her thinking to (protestant) queer theology, which 

presupposes the existence of religion and religious tradition. 

 

As the origin of word theology defines it as talk about God (For example Kinnunen 2019, 158), 

a quite literal and simple definition of queer theology could be “queer talk about God”. 

However, the term queer theology is almost impossible to define unequivocally, since just like 

queer theorists, queer theologians avoid evident definitions. Certain kind of indeterminacy is 

part of both of them. (Järviö 2012, 7–8.) 

 

Queer theology often asks more questions than gives answers. Queer theologian Susannah 

Cornwall has pointed out how that is actually a sign of its success. Queer theology has received 

its vague objectives if reader dares to ask new questions, since the aim of queer theology is not 

to give straight answers but to encourage the reader to question the previous explanations of 
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text and to read it from a queer point of view. (Kinnunen 2016, 19.) For queer theologians, the 

purpose of theology is not to define the nature of either human or God, but to “liberate 

Christians by demonstrating the impossibility of defining essence” (Ratinen 2014, 27). 

According to Nina Järviö, the aim of queer theology is to point out “distortions” within 

Christianity by researching religion more broadly and complexly. The distortions found by 

research are places where the multiplicity of gender and sexuality are welcomed. (Järviö 2017, 

212.)  

 

One of the points of queer theology bases on the finding that theology is never able to give a 

complete picture of God, who is always a different and a strange mystery (Ratinen 2014, 27). 

Because of that, human as an image of God can also be at the same time anything and 

everything, but also something, that cannot be fully put into words (Järviö 2012, 11–12). 

Another core point of queer theology is related to the idea of unchanging sexual identities. The 

idea has been cherished in theological discussion, but it has maintained and strengthened 

oppressive identity categories (Ratinen 2014, 27). In queer theology, the perceptions of sex and 

gender and hierarchy between those are seen as constructed during history. Because of this, 

interpretations of a certain historical period does not necessarily fit to another historical period 

or culture. (Järviö 2017, 219.)  

 

Queer theology has faced critique on its limitedness to the queerness of only gender or 

sexuality. Even though both of them are important factors defining people, people are defined 

by several other factors as well. Queer theology should recognize intersectionality better and 

widen its understanding on people and how, for example, age, education, race and other factors 

effect on people. (Kinnunen 2016, 17–18.) Another problem of queer theology is related to its 

idea that everyone is equally queer since there is no natural or original gender or sexual 

orientation. If there are no groups to identify, how can one recognize the subordinate groups of 

people and seek to improve their position within for example the church? (Järviö 2013, 12.) 

 

When comparing queer theology to queer theory, the first one has its own interests and core 

ideas. However, even if queer theology does not always base on ideas of for example Michel 

Foucault and/or Judith Butler, it still takes several insights from queer theory. These are at least 

deconstructionist methodology, ideas of constructing meanings and gender as performance, 

belief that identity is not stable, understanding that individuals are shaped by discourse and that 

both individuals and the norms disseminated via such discourses occur simultaneously 
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(Cornwall 2011, 27). Queer theologians have also sometimes just used queer theory for its own 

purposes. For example, terminology and methodological background are sometimes borrowed 

straight from queer theory without any further analysis. As Susannah Cornwall has pointed out, 

it can cause confusion (Cornwall 2011, 10.) When a reader of queer theology points out 

language familiar from queer theory, they can assume that queer theology is drawing on similar 

figures and ideas than queer theory (for example Butler and Foucault). However, sometimes 

terminology is borrowed without any further common ground. This leads to possible problems, 

since if queer theologians use the terms borrowed from queer theory in a different sense, it will 

affect queer theology’s credibility and possibility to review queer theory.  

 

Queer scholar Nina Järviö has pointed out that even though queer theology questions several 

norms, traditions and doctrines of Christianity, it still commits to the idea of the unchanging 

doctrinal core of Christianity (Järviö 2017, 219). The core of Christianity is related to Jesus 

Christ and salvation of people, but several approaches of theology have interpreted and 

emphasized those differently. For example, from the point of view of queer theology, the core 

of Christian theology can be interpreted as that even there would be some binary categories, 

such as life and death or human and God, Jesus Christ and his role in the salvation of the people 

makes them fluid and variable (Cheng 2011, 10; Ratinen 2014, 27). In other words, for queer 

theology the doctrinal core of Christianity could be how Jesus Christ undermines and brakes 

the categories and borderlines between people, normality and abnormality. 

 

According to Järviö, this committing to some core idea is one of the things separating queer 

theology from queer theory (Järviö 2017, 219). Idea of an unchanging core separates (queer) 

theology also from (queer) study of religion. To study of religions, an unchanging doctrine is 

not needed and it could even harm the diverse research of religions and religiosity. In theology, 

however, it is always on the background of the research, and other issues are compared and 

valued with it.  

 

Another difference between theology and the study of religions is related to the two meaning 

categories of the word theology. Study of religions is mainly located in academic world, but 

theology has also another location. First, there is academic theology practiced in academic 

world and second, religious theology practiced in religious communities. Even though these 

meaning categories can be separated, the line between academic research and religious theology 

is sometimes is sometimes difficult to draw. Despite the abovementioned things, theology is 
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not same as religion or practice of religion; it is knowledge on religion, science and uses the 

same methods as other scientific research. (Heininen 2010, 8). However, the two meaning 

categories are often seen in academic theology as well. For example, in this thesis, I study 

theology of pastor Annika Laats, and her theology is clearly the religious one. However, even 

though I study religious theology, the methods and principles of this study are clearly academic. 

To simplify, I practice academic theology but research religious theology. 

 

When comparing theology to the study of religion, another difference is related to the position 

of the researcher in relation to the topic of the research. Theologian observes the religion and 

religious traditions from the inside of it, researcher of study of religions more without 

committing to its doctrine. Since in theology the religion is researched in relation to it, 

theologian has to commit or at least take a stand on the traditions and the abovementioned 

unchanging doctrinal core of the religion. According to Elina Vuola, the advantage of this 

“operating from the inside” is that theologian has a certain authority to research a religion. 

(Vuola 2010a, 175.) However, because of this role within the religion, it is even more important 

for theologians to clarify their research position and relation with the church and/or religion 

they are researching. To do so, I have written chapter 3.1. about my positionality and position 

within the religious tradition I am researching. 

 

2.4. Evangelical Lutheran queer theology 

 

As I have pointed out, queer theology is always contextual. Since Annika Laats, whose queer 

theology I am researching, is pastor of Evangelical Lutheran Church of Estonia, I am focusing 

on Evangelical Lutheran queer theology instead of for example Catholic queer theology. Even 

though there is a named core of Christian queer theology, all churches and denominations have 

their own special focuses. 

 

During the past decades, the situation of Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church has been 

completely different to for example the Lutheran churches outside the territory of the former 

Soviet Union. For example, during the Soviet times, several core activities of the church had 

been forbidden and the number of memberships were low. Later, during the years surrounding 

the collapse of the Soviet Union, the church faced a rapid rise in religiosity and was yet again 

allowed to continue its previously forbidden activities. The problem, however, was that since 

there had been a gap of decades in many activities, the church had to start its operation almost 
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from a scratch. The growth of religiosity ended very soon and the church once again had to 

reshape its operations. (Huttunen 2015, 6–8, 14.) All abovementioned matters and phases shape 

the context of Estonian queer theology and make it unique. Inter alia because of these matters, 

contextual issues matter as well. However, since no research on Estonian queer theology has 

been done yet, I am comparing Laats’ theology with other Evangelical Lutheran and Protestant 

queer theology. 

 

Nina Järviö has pointed out that Evangelical Lutheran queer theology often focuses on re-

reading of Bible, since the church has judged homosexuality on the basis of certain verses of 

the Bible (Järviö 2017, 219). In queer theology, it is not relevant, what the original meaning of 

Bible is, or if it is even possible to find it. Since the texts of Bible are impossible to understand 

without interpretation, it is not possible to know if the Bible itself is queer. However, since at 

some point every text starts to live its own life, it has been pointed out that reading Bible with 

a queer interpretation is part of its life. (Kinnunen 2016, 16.) 

 

On the queer theology basing on queer theory, one crucial question is that if gender and 

sexuality are built, performed and constructed, and not natural or evident, why would those be 

central to Christianity or salvation. Queer theology focuses on the core of Christianity, Jesus 

Christ and salvation, and compares it to the issues related to sexuality, gender and oppression. 

(Järviö 2012, 8, 12; Kinnunen 2016, 28.) In Evangelical Lutheran queer theology, it has been 

noted that even though for example gender and sexuality do not matter to salvation, the church 

and Christian people are supposed to act according to the Bible, Christ’s example and the 

message of love. When realized that Christianity is not related to only salvation but to terrestrial 

life as well, queer theology does not paralyze the political action of a church or a group of 

Christian people, but forces them to improve the situation of disadvantaged. (Järviö 2013, 13.) 

 

While I was becoming acquainted with queer theology during the course of this research, I 

found out that queer theology is still mainly done in Global North, where it emerged as well. 

Even though its theological roots, like liberation theology, can be found from for example Latin 

America (Vuola 2010b, 119), it seems that queer theology as only around 30 years old approach 

of theology has not yet spread beyond the Global North. One reason for this may be that in 

recent decades, the Christianity of Global South has been typically more conservative about 

sexuality than the one of Global North (For example Anderson 2011, 1589). Because of this 
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and the certain political or activist undertone of queer theology, it is understandable that it has 

remained mainly in the North. 

 

2.5. Radical Love – the place where Christian theology and queer theory meet 

 

“Queer theology – that is, the place where Christian theology and queer theory meet – is all 

about radical love” (Cheng 2011, x). 

 

In his book Radical Love. An Introduction to Queer Theology Patrick S. Cheng (2011) has 

defined the connection between Christian theology and queer theory with an idea of radical 

love. To Cheng, radical love means extreme love that is able to dissolve the boundaries between 

people, preconceived notions and separation between human and God. In Christian theology, 

radical love is seen in Jesus Christ dissolving the boundaries between death and life, temporality 

and eternity, and the human and the divine. (Cheng 2011, x.) Cheng’s thesis is that Christian 

theology is fundamentally queer because it challenges and deconstructs all kinds of binary 

categories thought to be permanent and unchangeable. The core of Christian theology is that 

even though some binary categories would seem fixed, they are fluid and variable. (Cheng 

2011, 10; Ratinen 2014, 27.) For Christians, several boundaries and binary categories perceived 

as permanent, such as the binary life/death and the boundary between them, are dissolved by 

Jesus Christ’s actions, life and character. 

 

According to Cheng, radical love can also be seen at the heart of queer theory, since queer 

theory challenges the defined boundaries related to sexuality and gender identity, and points 

out how those are rather social constructions than essentialist concepts (Cheng 2011, x). 

Without boundaries or binary categories, the world would be equal. Radical love in queer theory 

is related to the idealism of better world and an equal society (Compare for example to 

Kinnunen 2016, 25 or Vainio 2007, 177). 

 

Patrick S. Cheng has defined queer theology with three meanings. First of Patrick S. Cheng’s 

definitions to queer theology is that queer theology means queer people doing theology. Since 

the term queer can be seen as an umbrella or collective term of LGBT people, one of the 

meanings of queer theology is a shorter term for theology done by and for “lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, transgender, intersex, questioning people as well as our allies” (Cheng 2011, 9). 

Anyone self-identifying to a sexual or gender minority or outside the boundaries can fit under 
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the term queer (Kinnunen 2016, 8–9). Cheng’s definition of queer theology as theology done 

by queer people is in line with queer theology’s contextuality, since there are several other 

approaches of theology named by their doers and background. 

 

Moona Kinnunen has criticized Cheng’s first definition of queer theology as religiously 

committed, non-academic and basing on a narrow understanding of queer. She has pointed out 

how queer theology done in Christian churches meets the criterion most clearly, but that in 

academia the background of researcher does not limit their research topics (Kinnunen 2019, 

159). Even though this queer study is academic, I am researching queer theology done by a 

pastor working and hence doing theology in a Christian church. I agree with Kinnunen’s 

critique on narrowness of the understanding of term queer, but question whether people who 

do not fit Cheng’s definition could even do queer theology. Due to the political nature of queer 

theology, it is always done with an aim to improve the situation of LGBT people. That aim 

limits its doers to the LGBT people and their allies. Hence, I will compare Laats’ theology to 

Cheng’s first definition, theology done by queer people and allies, as well.  

 

The political nature of queer theology is also seen in Patrick S. Cheng’s second definition of 

queer theology. According to Cheng, queer theology can also mean a self-conscious method to 

do theology (Cheng 2011, 9), in other words, queer theology as a methodology. Queer theology 

challenges the norms of sexuality and gender, raises the oppressed to notion and aims to give 

voice to the silenced (Kinnunen 2019, 159). This definition of queer theology is close to the 

theological approaches in the background of queer theology. For example, Biblical texts, 

Christian traditions or church history can be researched by means of queer and with an aim to 

challenge the societal norms related to sexuality and gender (Cheng 2011, 9). The second 

definition of Patrick S. Cheng is also a part of ecclesiastical queer theology (Kinnunen 2019, 

159), not just academic theology, which is why it as well is a relevant comparison for Annika 

Laats’ thoughts. I have clarified the difference between academic and ecclesiastical or religious 

theology in subchapter 2.3. 

 

And third, according to Patrick S. Cheng, queer theology can mean theology that is clearly 

rooted in queer theory rather than the other roots of queer theology. This kind of queer theology 

reviews the binary categories of sexuality and gender identity as socially constructed. This third 

meaning is based on especially Michel Foucault’s work and it interprets sexuality as something 

fluid, continually changing and variable, not a mere natural fact. In this definition, queer 
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theology challenges and deconstructs the binary categories of sexual and gender identity on the 

basis of theology. (Cheng 2011, 6, 8, 10.) 

 

Cheng’s definitions third meaning for queer theology bases significantly on academic queer 

theory and is closest to the queer-theoretic theology and study of religions studied in 

universities (Kinnunen 2019, 159). Because of this, it is out of the definitions the most difficult 

one for me to compare Annika Laats’ thoughts on. Annika Laats has not studied queer theology 

on her studies at the University of Tartu and she has not used queer theorists as her background 

at least on purpose (Laats 2021). Still, she has several University Degrees and as a well-read 

person, she has probably familiarized herself with the abovementioned people (Õpetaja a.a.). 

Because of this, even though Annika Laats’ theology is not unequivocally queer theology 

basing on academic queer theory, I compare her argumentation to Cheng’s third definition of 

queer theology as well.  
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3. Thematic analysis as a research method 

 

3.1. Researcher’s positionality 

 

In addition to my MA studies in Gender studies, I am a doctoral student at the University of 

Helsinki and writing my dissertation about the foreign relations of the Estonian Evangelical 

Lutheran Church (EELC). During the years I have followed the situation of the Estonian church 

and written my dissertation, it has become clear that the intra-church discussion related to 

sexual and gender minorities is somewhat different to the one in Finland. First thing that caught 

my attention was on October 2017, when pastor Annika Laats defended the right of homosexual 

pairs to register their partnerships and told that she was willing to bless the couples if the church 

would allow it. Soon after her declaration, the archbishop of EELC Urmas Viilma settled very 

prominently against Laats (Huttunen 2017, 233). Already this was something that I had not 

been used to in ecclesiastical discussion, even related to topics that are more controversial. 

 

I continued following the discussion and the situation of homosexuals and Registered 

Partnership Act in Estonia. It seemed that the name of Annika Laats rose into the discussion 

every now and then, and that the non-ecclesiastical media had chosen Annika Laats to represent 

the more modern, liberal ecclesiastical voice. In June 2018, the Estonian Sexual Health 

Association chose Annika Laats as the sexual health promoter of the year 2017 (Mägi 2018), 

in May 2020, Estonian LGBT Association chose Laats as their ally (vikerkaarekangelane) 

(Eesti LGBT Ühing 2020), and in January 2021, she was chosen Woman of the Year by a 

significant Estonian women’s magazine Anne & Stiil (Helvik 2021). Annika Laats and her 

opinions had raised discussion during the years, but after the last title, she rose to an even more 

prominent debate. And my interest on her grew even more. How is she able to be the only one 

representing the church and supporting the LGBT community at the same time? And how does 

she argument in a way that she is given exposure in all main newspapers in Estonia even though 

the attitude towards both LGBT community and the church is generally negative? 

 

Because of these questions, I decided to start researching the views, opinions and arguments of 

Annika Laats. For some reason, she is able to articulate in a way that is more generally accepted 

than the articulation of other pastors and/or LGBT allies. Now she is the only publicly known 
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ally and pastor of the EELC in Estonia and she will be known as the first one. Researching her 

ideas and opinions clarify the more liberal and affective thinking in the EELC. 

 

I have lived in Estonia for a few periods and studied as an exchange student in University of 

Tartu. I speak Estonian and know quite a lot about the context of my research. However, I am 

not an Estonian, Estonian is not my native language and I have not grown up in Estonian culture. 

Because of this, there may be some misinterpretations related to the culture and language in my 

analysis. However, externality allows me to offer a new perspective on this Estonian discussion 

related to homosexuality, church, queer theology and Registered Partnership Act. 

 

Another significant point related to my researcher’s position is my relation with the Lutheran 

church. I am a Master of Theology and an ordained pastor of Evangelical Lutheran Church of 

Finland. My background as a theologian and as a pastor gives me insight on the language 

Annika Laats uses in her speeches and comments. Laats uses quite a lot ecclesiastical and 

biblical terms in her speech and knowledge on theology and ecclesiastical language helps to 

understand for example the difference between the original sin and actual sin and the Christian 

meanings of saviour, yoke or mercy. 

 

I am a pastor and an ally of the LGBT community, just like Annika Laats. However, it is 

different to be those in Estonia than in Finland. For example, the attitude towards sexual and 

gender minorities is significantly different in Finland compared to Estonia. It has been possible 

for same-sex couples to marry in Finland since 2017, and already before that, the couples were 

able to register their partnerships (Finlex 2017). Another difference is related to the roles of 

Finnish and Estonian churches in their societies. While in early 2020, almost 70% of Finnish 

people were members of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland (Kirkon jäsenyys a.a.), in 

Estonia the membership number was only 11% (Our church a.a.). Even though the membership 

numbers are not the only factors defining the significance of a community in a society, it is 

clear that the Finnish Church is a majority church and the Estonian Church a minority one. 

 

Due, inter alia, to these factors, being a pastor and an ally in Estonia is different thing than 

being those in Finland. For example, in Finland there are hundreds of pastors defending the 

marriage of same-sex couples and willing to marry them (Kallatsa 2020, 158). At the same time 

in Estonia, Annika Laats is the only EELC pastor who has publicly defended the right of same-

sex couples to even register their partnership. This means that even though my somewhat 
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similar position helps me to understand something about the role and position of Annika Laats, 

I cannot completely identify with the situation in which she participates the discussion. 

 

3.2. Research material and sources 

 

My research material is based on articles of four main daily national Estonian-language 

newspapers: Eesti Päevaleht, Postimees, Õhtuleht and Äripäev. In this research, I used the 

online archives of the newspapers and searched for articles by keyword “Annika Laats”. The 

keyword gave 103 articles, 17 from Eesti Päevaleht, 63 from Postimees, 22 from Õhtuleht and 

one from Äripäev. Eesti Päevaleht and Õhtuleht are both owned by media house Ekspress 

Grupp, and it should be noted that the articles published by Õhtuleht were mainly summaries 

and links for the articles of Eesti Päevaleht. 

 

After searching for the articles, I went through them and chose the actual articles that dealt with 

Annika Laats’ viewpoints and opinions related to homosexuality and/or Registered Partnership 

Act. I chose articles from year 2017 on, since Laats’ role on the discussion related to RPA rose 

then. I only selected articles where there were quotations from Annika Laats and excluded the 

articles where Laats’ opinions or statements were merely commented or answered. For the 

analysis, I only used Annika Laats’ straight quotes, so even if the author of the article was able 

to derive the situation through questions, Laats’ comments were not shaped or mediated by 

journalist’s own values or for example objectives. This limited my source material to 14 

articles, four from Eesti Päevaleht, five from Postimees, four from Õhtuleht and one from 

Äripäev. 

 

Five of the 14 articles were published on October 5th 2017, the day when Annika Laats spoke 

at the Suud puhtaks television program related to the Registered Partnership Act. Six of them 

were published later that year, one article on 2018 and two articles on 2020. The release dates 

of the articles make it clear that the discussion and Annika Laats’ viewpoints were at their most 

prominent during the end of 2017. However, since the latter articles showed how the opinions 

and visions of Annika Laats changed and evolved during the years, I decided to include them 

as well. 

 

The original articles of Estonian daily newspapers were in Estonian. I read the articles in 

Estonian and made notes to find the important and relevant comments from Annika Laats. For 
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this thesis, I translated those comments into English. With the translation, I aimed to follow 

Annika Laats’ word choices, speech style and her references to biblical texts and sayings. To 

do so, some translations of this thesis are quite literal, some more interpretative. For example, 

while translating ecclesiastical words or concepts, I chose to follow what Laats means with her 

words rather than make a verbatim translation. Some concepts were better understood when 

translated more creatively. Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke (2006) have pointed out that 

while doing transcript for thematic analysis, it is important that transcript a. retains the needed 

information, b. does it in a way that is ‘true’ to text’s or speech’s original nature and c. is 

practically suited for the analysis’ purpose (Braun & Clarke 2006, 88). Even though I did not 

do transcript but translation, I followed these same principles. When translating Annika Laats’ 

Bible quotes, I used the contemporary New International Version (NIV) translation of the Bible. 

 

Since the theme of this master’s thesis is significantly related to the Estonian Evangelical 

Lutheran Church, I considered using its newspaper Eesti Kirik as my research material. 

However, using the same keyword “Annika Laats” for searching the articles from Eesti Kirik 

gave only links to the articles of abovementioned newspapers. That is why I decided to exclude 

the Estonian ecclesiastical newspaper from this research. 

 

Table 1. Research material. 

Newspaper Date Author Title in English Original title 

Eesti 

Päevaleht 

9.10.2017 Jaagant, Urmas Pastor Annika Laats: 

Norms chaining 

excluded are 

sometimes also called 

traditions. 

Kirikuõpetaja 

Annika Laats: 

tõrjutuid aheldavaid 

norme nimetatakse 

vahel ka 

traditsioonideks. 

Eesti 

Päevaleht 

22.11.2017 Kanarbik, Liina Pastor who supported 

gay rights will 

remain in her job. 

Geiõigusi toetanud 

vaimulik jääb 

ametisse. 

Eesti 

Päevaleht 

23.11.2017 Tankler, Lauri Annika Laats, who 

preaches love, 

showed the influence 

of the church in 

Estonian society. 

Armastust jutlustav 

Annika Laats näitas 

kiriku mõju Eesti 

ühiskonnas. 

Eesti 

Päevaleht 

23.12.2020 Kiisler, Vilja Annika Laats: I was 

very doubtful, 

whether as a single 

mother of two 

daughters I may even 

aspire to be a pastor. 

Annika Laats: 

kahtlesin väga, kas 

kahe tütre 

üksikemana üldse 

tohin vaimulikuks 

pürgida. 
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Newspaper Date Author Title in English Original title 

Postimees 5.10.2017a Mihelson, 

Helen 

Pastor who defended 

the RPA must report 

to the church 

government. 

Kooseluseadust 

kaitsnud 

kirikuõpetaja peab 

kirikuvalitsusele aru 

andma. 

Postimees 5.10.2017b Mihelson, 

Helen 

Pastor of Risti 

congregation 

defended the RPA, 

the Archbishop is 

indignant. 

Risti koguduse 

õpetaja kaitses 

kooseluseadust, 

peapiiskop on 

nõrdinud. 

Postimees 13.10.2017 Kõiv, Sigrid Annika Laats – a 

broken and 

incomplete fixer of 

the world. 

Annika Laats – 

katkine ja puudulik 

maailmaparandaja. 

Postimees 13.6.2018 Mägi, Maiken Pastor Annika Laats 

was chosen as the 

promoter of sexual 

health of the year. 

Aasta 

seksuaaltervise 

edendajaks valiti 

kirikuõpetaja Annika 

Laats. 

Postimees 14.2.2020 Laats, Annika Everyone is different, 

everyone is the same. 

Kõik erinevad, kõik 

sarnased. 

Õhtuleht 

 

 

5.10.2017 Kattago, Denes Pastor Annika Laats 

on favoring the RPA: 

“I did not want to 

heat emotions, but I 

am passionate about 

people.” 

Kirikuõpetaja 

Annika Laats 

kooseluseaduse 

soosimisest: ”Ma ei 

tahnud 

mingisuguseid kirgi 

kütta, aga ma võtlen 

kirglikult inimeste 

eest.” 

Õhtuleht 5.10.2017 Paju, Keit Annika Laats about 

her speech: such a 

simple reasoning has 

caused so many 

emotions! 

Annika Laats enda 

sõnavõtu kohta: nii 

lihtne mõttekäik on 

põhjustanud nii palju 

emotsioone! 

Õhtuleht 5.10.2017 Õhtuleht.ee Laats: ”The church 

has much, much more 

to do in this world 

than to study, who 

goes to bed with 

whom.” 

Laats: “Kirikul on 

siin maailmas teha 

palju-palju 

olulisemat kui 

uurida, kes kellega 

voodisse läheb.” 

Õhtuleht 6.10.2017 Raud, Geidi Pastor knew with 

determination: God 

has created everyone 

in his own image – 

both gay and straight. 

Kirikuõpetaja teadas 

kindlameelselt: 

jumal on igaühe oma 

näo järgi loonud – nii 

gei ku ka hetero. 

Äripäev 13.10.2017 Mets, Mari Humanity does not 

break the bishop. 

Inimlikkus piiskoppi 

ei riku. 
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3.3. Thematic analysis as a method 

 
My method for this master’s thesis is thematic analysis. Thematic analysis has been described 

as a method for “identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & 

Clarke 2006, 79). I decided to use thematic analysis as my method to clarify the themes of 

Annika Laats’ comments in Estonian daily newspapers, because via it, I am able to picture her 

thinking from the point of view of queer theology. Focusing on single words or concepts would 

not allow me to analyze the themes, ideas and contexts in the way that thematic analysis allows. 

Since Annika Laats has not intentionally done queer theology or researched it (Laats 2021), it 

is easier to have a wider scope while analyzing the patterns of her comments. 

 

For this analysis, I followed the guidelines of Jouni Tuomi and Anneli Sarajärvi (2018), and 

Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke (2006). I started by searching for the newspapers suitable 

for my study. To make a limitation appropriate to the scope of this thesis, I decided to use the 

four main Estonian daily newspapers. After that, I searched for relevant articles from the 

newspapers, read them and made notes to gather the relevant and interesting points (Tuomi & 

Sarajärvi 2018, 105). Since my thematic analysis bases on a theory, I also engaged with research 

literature at this point. This is required for a theoretical approach (Braun & Clarke 2006, 86). 

Reading literature helped me to point out, what was relevant and/or inconsistent in the notes 

when equating earlier research. 

 

After gathering the points of interest, I simplified them (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018, 105). While 

next steps of thematic analysis would often be searching for themes, reviewing, defining and 

naming them (Braun & Clarke 2006, 87), I decided to use already existing themes of Patrick S. 

Cheng’s (2011) three definitions of queer theology and sort the points of interest to those 

definitions. Due to the certain indeterminacy of queer theology and the scope of this study, 

using already existing themes was my way of linking my findings of Annika Laats’ queer 

theology to previous research. Cheng’s list of three meanings has been used as a background 

of other theological studies as well (for example Kinnunen 2019). Since queer theology or 

queer-theoretical study of religions as fields of science are only approximately 30 years old, no 

classic works exists yet and one has to use the introductory pieces and other studies as research 

material (Kinnunen 2019, 161). Even though I picked Cheng’s definitions as they were, I have 

evaluated them critically on subchapter 2.5. and on analysis. The last step of thematic analysis 
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is to produce a report out of the points of interest and themes (Braun & Clarke 2006, 87). The 

subchapters 4.1., 4.2. and 4.3. of this thesis act as the report of my thematic analysis.  

 

The meaning of thematic analysis is to reach the core of the research material and its meanings. 

The idea is to find the most relevant points of the material, reduce it, and thus find the key 

meanings and not focus on individual items or details of the material (Moilanen & Räihä 2018, 

49). To follow the principles of thematic analysis, I have read the material more than once, 

translated it and tried to describe the points of interest in my own words. By doing this, I am 

trying to avoid focusing only on interesting words or other details but finding the actual themes 

and ideas behind the individual words.  

  

One of the possible risks of thematic analysis is that the researcher brings to the research 

material themes that are not there. Researcher must stay true to the material (Moilanen & Räihä 

2018, 49–51). To minimize the risk of bringing non-textual themes to the text, I have looked 

for possible conflicts to the themes I have selected for this analysis. When I have found possible 

conflicts between theory and my observations, I have also highlighted them in my analysis. 

 

While researching the material, I found suitable comments and texts for Patrick S. Cheng’s each 

definition. All three definitions of queer theology could be found in Annika Laats’ comments 

on Estonian newspapers, so I divided the articles and comments according to Cheng’s division. 

Some of the articles had material that suited only one definition, some of them suited more than 

one. In these cases, I used same quotations of Annika Laats more than once. For the analysis, I 

divided the chapter into three subchapters according to Cheng’s division, and in each 

subsection, I dealt with Laats’ comments appropriate to that definition.  

 

There were also comments in the material that did not fit to Cheng’s definitions. Annika Laats 

pointed out how church should not focus on romantic relations between people (Õhtuleht.ee 

2017). Laats’ comment could be interpreted as a critique of the fact that Estonian church, which 

is not an ally of the LGBT community, makes theology on the subject. From this point of view, 

I could have divided this comment into Cheng’s first definition. Mirroring Cheng’s definition, 

if someone else rather than LGBT people or their allies do queer theology, it is not truly queer 

theology and should not be done. However, since the aim of this research was to define Annika 

Laats’ queer theology, I chose to exclude the comments regarding other possible queer and non-

queer theologies. 
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It is clear that making an analysis is always an active performance of the researcher to interpret 

the material; findings do not just emerge from the material but are constructed by the researcher 

(Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018, 105). Since the researcher has a significant impact to the 

interpretations of the text, it is important for the research that the researcher strives to be aware 

of their own position and preconceptions. To open my positionality as a research, I have written 

subchapter 3.1. about my positionality. Things mentioned in that subchapter are the ones I am 

able to see and recognize. However, the awareness of one’s own position and preconceptions 

can only be partial since parts of those are unconscious and difficult to raise to the awareness 

(Moilanen & Räihä 2018, 46). 

 

Besides my position and interpretations, one thing leading my analysis is queer theology as the 

background theory. My analysis is theory-based, which means that I am defining my research 

material on the basis of certain definition of queer theology (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018, 81–82). 

I have defined the queer theology used in this thesis in chapter 2. Reading same material from 

a different perspective or with different background theory could give completely different 

results. It can also be assumed, that since I was reading the research material from a queer 

theological point of view, I was able to find suitable material for its analysis. If someone had 

read the same material without a similar interpretation or an intention to find something queer, 

they probably would have been able to do so. However, since the aim of this research is to 

testify the queerness of Christianity, my queer theological perspective is the most suitable one 

for this research. 

 

3.4. Ethical reflection 

 

Even though the research material of this study does not include human participants but articles 

published in newspapers, I have decided to follow the ethical principles of research with human 

participants in this study and to do an ethical review according to Finnish National Board on 

Research Integrity TENK guidelines 2019 (TENK 2019). The theme of this thesis, queer 

theology in Annika Laats’ thinking, is quite controversial in Estonia and may attract attention 

within the church of Estonia or the neighbouring churches. In addition, since Annika Laats is a 

living and practicing pastor, the possible publicity of this research can affect her life. 

 

One of the general ethical principles of TENK is that “the researcher conducts their research so 

that the research does not cause significant risks, damage or harm to research participants, 
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communities or other subjects of research” (TENK 2019, 8). To avoid causing significant or 

unnecessary harm, I have familiarized myself with the history of the discussion I am following, 

theology of the Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church and current situation of the LGBT 

people and their allies in Estonia. Knowledge on the background of this study will help me to 

realize and avoid the possible risks of hurting the LGBT community and their allies. To avoid 

causing harm to Annika Laats or her career, I have informed her about this study and its possible 

publication platforms. 

 

As for the openness of research data, I follow the principles of TENK and note that “open 

science is a precondition for critical evaluation and the scientific progress” (TENK 2019, 15). 

Since the research data of my study is gathered from already existing open archives, it already 

is completely open. In addition, the analysis of the research data, this thesis, will be open to the 

public at the University of Helsinki’s digital repository so students, scholars or anyone else 

interested in it can use it.  
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4. Analysis 

 

In his introductory work to queer theology Radical Love, Patrick S. Cheng defined three 

meanings of queer theology. First, queer theology can mean theology done by LGBT people 

and allies. Second, it can mean a queer method to research religion or for example religious 

traditions. And third, queer theology can mean theology based on queer theory. (Cheng 2011, 

6, 8–10.) I described the division in more detail in the subchapter 2.5. 

 

In this analysis, my research task is to interpret Annika Laats’ views on LGBT rights and 

Registered Partnership Act (RPA) through the Patrick S. Cheng’s definitions of queer theology. 

Via this interpretation, I aim to find out, how does she do queer theology, what has shaped it 

and what is unique about it. I have divided the subchapters according to Cheng’s division to 

highlight the background of Laats’ theology, her perspective on religion and relation to queer 

theory. 

 

4.1. An ally talking about God 

 

According to Patrick S. Cheng’s definition of queer theology, it can mean “talk about God by 

and for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, questioning people as well as our allies” 

(Cheng 2011, 9). However, since my research question is to define Laats’ queer theology, 

Cheng’s definition alone with its broadness does not really help with it. If anyone supporting 

the LGBT rights can be defined as a queer theologian, anything they say about God can be 

defined as queer theology. If relying only to this definition, there would be no need for further 

analysis of theology. Another problem related to Cheng’s first definition is that it does not take 

into account the difference in perspective between queer theology and gay and lesbian theology.  

 

Even though Patrick S. Cheng’s first definition to queer theology is clearly very broad and even 

a bit problematic, I have decided to interpret Annika Laats’ comments from that definition as 

well. One reason for my decision is to follow Cheng’s original division of three definitions. 

Another and perhaps more important reason is related to the contextuality of queer theology. 

As I have pointed out in subchapter 2.4., queer theology is always contextual and tied to its 

doer. Because of this, it is important to point out, why and from what grounds Annika Laats is 

doing her queer theology. Annika Laats is not a member of the LGBT community, but has been 
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chosen by the Estonian LGBT Association as their ally (Eesti LGBT Ühing 2020). Because of 

this and since Laats has accepted the nomination, it can be predicted that she has accepted her 

position as an ally of the LGBT community. Even though her theology could be simply defined 

as queer only because she is an ally, this definition helps to understand the contextuality and 

hence specification of her queer theology. 

 

Of course, I stand by all the broken and sinful3 people, because I see that God is on their side 

(Kattago 2017). In her interview on Õhtuleht 5.10.2017, Annika Laats pointed out that she stood 

by the homosexuals especially since they were rejected by other people. We must stand up for 

the marginalized. And indeed, I consider them excluded (Kattago 2017). In Estonian society, 

where more than half of the people did not accept homosexuality (Eesti Inimõiguste Keskus 

2019, 15), it was clear that the LGBT people were marginalized and their position should be 

improved. Laats pointed out that especially Christian people should take a critical look at their 

attitudes towards the marginalized: Christianity is not about picking to death those who are 

different (Paju 2017). 

 

In her comment, I do not think that a person has to fight for their own rights (Kattago 2017), 

Annika Laats clarified the role of the allies of the LGBT community. According to her view, 

marginalized and excluded people should not be expected to fight against the society that 

discriminates against them, but the people in privileged positions should change the society. I 

think it is our business – the business of white heterosexual people, to reach out and say it is 

not “us” and “them” (Kattago 2017). Annika Laats’ idea that the burden of challenging the 

inequalities should not fall on the marginalized, but be on the privileged groups, can be found 

on for example critical whiteness studies as well (Applebaum 2016). Even though queer 

theology has been criticized for not recognizing intersecting differences enough (Kinnunen 

2016, 17–18), Laats mentions her race as well while defining herself as a white heterosexual 

person and thus points out two of the several differences defining people. In Laats’ comment, 

a Christian doctrine of unity can also be found. In a Bible verse used especially in ecumenical 

communion, Jesus prays, “that all of them may be one” (John 17:21). While pointing out that 

there should be no “us” and “them”, Laats followed the wish of people being one. 

 

                                                      
3 It should be noted that while Annika Laats speaks about sin and sinful people, she does not refer to 

homosexuality as a sin. While she speaks about sin, she means the Christian doctrine of original sin and how it 

affects all people.  
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When commenting on the gender-neutral RPA, Annika Laats pointed out that she did not 

consider the Act perfect. I do not think it would be an ideal law, and at the time it was created, 

it caused me very mixed feelings. But if that is what we can protect gays with now, and it 

supports them in society, then we should support it (Kanarbik 2017). Laats noted that the 

problematic and unfinished RPA would not solve all problems of the homosexuals in the 

society, but supporting the legislation would at least improve the situation. 

 

When new referendum about cancelling the RPA was discussed in Estonia, Annika Laats 

commented that no one’s ordinary, non-ideal marriage, which has both ups and downs, will 

get better. If someone had an ideal marriage, it would not get better as a result of the 

referendum. For most, the situation does not change a gram, no one gets more confidence. 

However, in the worst sense, it shows a place for sexual minorities – who suffer anyway, 

especially in our society (Kiisler 2020). While the discussion about cancelling the RPA 

accelerated in Estonia, Laats pointed out how the current law or cancelling it did not affect the 

lives or marriages of non-homosexual Estonians, but how significant affect it could have to the 

homosexual ones. Working against the RPA is ruthless towards same-sex couples (Mets 2017). 

This vision had been visible already on the Suud puhtaks program and the Eesti Päevaleht 

article that commented the program. In the article, Laats’ words of the program, no family 

relationship will get better by depriving these people of the right to be recognized with dignity 

among others (Tankler 2017), were written open. 

 

In her interview with Eesti Päevaleht, Annika Laats described that while she was finishing her 

studies in Faculty of Theology and considering about attending the pastoral seminary, she was 

wondering if she as a divorced woman and a single mother could even aspire to be a pastor 

(Kiisler 2020). It can be predicted that Laats’ own experiences and life stages have affected her 

attitude towards other people’s lives. While Annika Laats spoke about the marriages of non-

homosexual people and the possibility of homosexual people to register their marriages, she 

pointed out that she herself lives in a Christian marriage, like many people (Kiisler 2020). With 

this, she reminded the readers that she is supporting the rights of sexual minorities outside the 

community, and suggesting that others outside the LGBT community should do that as well. 

This clarified that even though Laats was not member of the community, she was willing to be 

an ally. 

 



 

 30 

Annika Laats’ reasons to be an ally of the LGBT community were seen in her argumentation. 

In her interview with Postimees on October 13th 2017, she talked about her feelings related to 

the homosexual people of Estonia. I have been heartbroken for a long time, because gays are 

much more prone to suicide; they are much more likely to be depressed.4 It is difficult for them 

to accept themselves. As a pastor, I know how great the exclusion and pain of these families is. 

One thing is when you feel guilty about the bad things you have done. It is possible to deal with 

it, to apologize. But what to do with the shame and insecurity you feel about who you are? What 

do you do when you feel that your mother and father are ashamed of you? (Kõiv 2017). As a 

pastor, Laats had noted how heavy life was for many in a society that did not generally even 

accept the existence of homosexuals. She felt that especially Christians should at least try to 

relieve the situation. It is our job to try not to make another person’s life even more difficult 

(Kõiv 2017). 

 

The final reason for Annika Laats to accept the invitation to speak at the Suud puhtaks program, 

from which she came to people’s consciousness as a pastor and an ally, was her current 

knowledge related to the depression and suicides of homosexuals. I also know a few people 

who have passed away from this life this year. They have been young and talented. In summer, 

I told a friend right here at church that I felt co-responsible and guilty for the deaths of these 

people, because I had not opened my mouth or spoken out in defence of them – I had not said 

that they are people like us (Kõiv 2017). From Laats’ comments, it becomes clear that Laats 

defended sexual and gender minorities from personal reasons as well. Her argument was that 

Christians especially should defend the oppressed and excluded, which I will analyse more on 

the next subchapter, but her original reason to be an ally of the LGBT community originated to 

her meetings with the representatives of the community. 

 

Annika Laats’ comments on Estonian daily newspapers fit to the first category of Patrick S. 

Cheng’s definition of queer theology. She pointed out several times, how the situation of LGBT 

people was very problematic in Estonia and how her aim was to support them. She was clearly 

an ally of the LGBT community and hence her talk about God (and human) was queer theology 

according to Patrick S. Cheng’s definition. Laats’ queer theology bases on her position as an 

ally, which makes it personal rather than detached from her personality. 

 

                                                      
4 Compare for example to Aavik et al 2016, 45–46. 
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Estonian society and its attitudes towards sexual minorities had a significant impact on Laats’ 

queer theology. Since the society had driven LGBT people into minority, Laats felt the need to 

defend them. It seems that the people encountered by Laats influenced her thinking in a way 

that differed from the mainstream of the church. However, Laats herself has described that it 

was “Gospel itself, and studying the theology of Martin Luther” that has formed her theology 

(Laats 2021). Laats’ queer theology is formed by her religion, studies and need to become an 

ally to those in need. 

 

4.2. Queer God and human as a queer picture of God 

 

If queer theology was present in Annika Laats’ thinking already by her being an ally of the 

LGBT community, it was also visible in her actual comments on God and human as a picture 

of God. Patrick S. Cheng’s second definition on queer theology is that it can be a self-

consciously transgressive theological method challenging especially the societal norms related 

to sexuality and gender (Cheng 2011, 9). In this way, Cheng in his division has noted the 

approach of queer theology that focuses on re-reading of Christian texts and reinterpretation of 

Christian traditions and history from a queer point of view. This kind of re-doing Christian 

doctrines was visible also in Annika Laats’ comments on homosexuality and Registered 

Partnership Act. 

 

While describing queer theology, it is clear that it bases on certain unchangeable doctrines of 

Christian faith (Järviö 2017, 219), and even though queer theology “usually begins with issues 

of sexuality”, it is “not really about sexuality” but about theology (Cornwall 2011, 66). 

Theology was also the reason Annika Laats participated in the discussion related to 

homosexuality and RPA. In Suud puhtaks program, one of Annika Laats’ comments that was 

most referred in the Estonian newspapers showed how her queer theology based on God: I am 

a pastor and I dare say that I take God very seriously. That is why I have stood up for gays over 

the years. I take God terribly seriously. Seriously as a matter of death and life (Raud 2017). 

Laats’ comment was an answer to an accusation or a supposition that her standing up for gays 

and faith in God might not be compatible. Hence, since she was defending homosexuals in the 

debate, her faith was questioned. However, her answer made it clear that her way of speaking 

on behalf of sexual minorities was truly queer theology, queer talk about God, not an ideology 

outside her religion. 
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In her comments on Estonian newspapers, Annika Laats pointed out several times, how God 

was especially on the side of excluded and oppressed people. When she was asked about the 

dissension in church circles, her answer of course, I stand by all the broken and sinful people, 

because I see that God is on their side (Kattago 2017), showed her vision of God as the saviour 

of oppressed, not as the companion of the majority. When I thought about what kind of people 

Jesus has rejected – for me, God has become human in Jesus – he has only condemned those 

who consider themselves better, normal, and righteous. And to those who are different and 

considered bad by society, He has reached out (Mihelson 2017b). Laats’ theology described in 

Estonian newspapers based especially on the work of Jesus Christ. Since he reached out for 

those despised in society, people following him were supposed do that as well. In a way, Laats’ 

words showed Jesus Christ as one of the example allies of the LGBT people, at least for 

Christians. 

 

Another point slightly visible on Annika Laats’ comments related to homosexuality is the idea 

of human as the image of God. Laats bases her thoughts on Genesis, where it is written that 

“God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them” (Genesis 1:27). 

While commenting on a campaign of Estonian Ministry of Social Affairs, Laats pointed how 

different kind of people there are in Estonia. Laats notified for example a blind flutist, a rapper 

of another nationality, a black actor and a gay conductor, that appeared in the ads in the 

campaign. Annika Laats ended her comment by pointing out how man is created in the image 

of God. We are His self-portraits – infinitely valuable and untouchable in that dignity. Each of 

us (Laats 2020). While Annika Laats pointed out how all those people are images of God, she 

also followed one of the most frisky and unruly ideas of queer theology. If all people are images 

of God, God’s self-portrait has unlimited number of features and characteristics, and is 

unregulated, unlimited and indefinite (Cornwall 2009, 18; Järviö 2012, 11–12). And in that 

sense, God most definitely is queer. 

 

Annika Laats’ comments related to God, homosexuality and registration of partnerships were 

widely related to the themes of love, which was in line with Evangelical Lutheran queer 

theology (For example Järviö 2013, 13 & Järviö 2017, 219). Laats pointed out that for her, 

God’s commandments of love and mercy are at the top of His law (Tankler 2017) and that her 

job and calling is to proclaim God’s unconditional love (Mägi 2018). Annika Laats notified 

also that since people have been commanded to love, but the Bible is not an ethics recipe book, 

it should be noted that love is always creative. In every relation, in every situation of love, we 
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must be able to react spontaneously here and now to give the best we can to other people (Kõiv 

2017). Because the Bible did not give operating instructions to each situation, people should 

follow the commandments of love and mercy when encountering other people. 

 

At least on the word level, there appeared also one conflict between Annika Laats’ comments 

and queer theology. Queer scholar Nina Järviö has described that the aim of queer theology is 

to point out distortions within Christianity, since in distortions the multiplicity of gender and 

sexuality is welcomed (Järviö 2017, 212). However, in her famous speech in Suud puhtaks, 

Laats highlighted that God does not want distortions (Raud 2017). The conflict on the word 

level shows an interesting difference between the academic theology and ecclesiastical 

theology. In her comment, Laats saw distortions as something breaking or shattering the church 

or Christians, something to break the ideal church, which would welcome all different kind of 

people. However, in her description Järviö pointed out that Christianity is not that ideal and 

only via the distortions church could accept and welcome multiplicity of people. At the level 

of thought, both Laats and Järviö could be seen talking about similar things, but on the word 

level the difference between the languages of different theologies was seen. 

 

It is clear that when Annika Laats spoke about sexual minorities and their right to register their 

partnerships, she spoke about God and hence did theology as well. Her reasoning for defending 

sexual minorities based on her religion and vision of God, and in her comments, she talked 

about God from queer perspective. Because of this, Laats’ comments fit to Patrick S. Cheng’s 

second definition of queer theology as well. Laats’ interpretations on God were not new but 

similar to, for example, several interpretations of liberation theology. However, since reading 

the Bible is always contextual and an interpretation, in her speeches she had chosen especially 

those sides of God and Bible. There are several definitions of God, and numerous stories about 

Jesus Christ, that would not fit queer theology. However, Laats’ perspective and points she has 

chosen are best suited to queer theology. 

 

4.3. Queer theological critique against the norms 

 

Patrick S. Cheng’s third definition of queer theology is related to queer as something erasing 

boundaries, and queer theology as theological approach basing in queer theory and criticizing 

norms and categories (Cheng 2011, 10). Since in queer theology, the core of Christianity is 

related to Jesus Christ’s ability to undermine and break the boundaries between for example 
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life and death (Ratinen 2014, 27), other more down-to-earth norms need to be questioned as 

well. Norm critique and theology are prominently combined in the comments of Annika Laats, 

which is another way queer theology can be found in her comments in the newspaper articles. 

 

Every culture has its own excluded, hungry souls. In every time and culture, there are new 

marginalized people to be liberated, yokes characteristic of their time, the straps of which must 

be released. In every cultural space, chains take ever-new forms, and often in the form of norms, 

which sometimes tend to be considered glorious traditions (Jaagant 2017). In Annika Laats’ 

norm critique, theology and queer theory walked hand in hand. Speech about different yokes 

relates to several biblical texts, for example to Matthew 11, where Jesus says that his “yoke is 

easy” comparing it to other yokes that make people “weary and burdened” (Matthew 11:28–

30). Yokes mentioned by Annika Laats were the ones burdening and marginalizing people, 

yokes created and maintained by people of different times and cultures. Hence they are the ones 

from which people should be relieved. 

 

However, even though theology was clearly visible in the language of Annika Laats, in her 

comments the queer theory’s interest in border between “normal”, and “abnormal” was clearly 

visible as well, spoken in religious language. Since the ideas of normal and abnormal are 

culturally built (Kinnunen 2016, 28), and people operating against the standard are often 

excluded and oppressed, the border between normality and abnormality is something that was 

possible and desirable to be questioned (Ratinen 2014, 26). Annika Laats based her norm 

critique on realizing that normality was defined by people in their context, not something 

perpetual or determined by God. Why do we set norms that stamp some people as deviating 

from the norm, in other words, abnormal? (Kiisler 2020.) One answer to Laats’ possibly 

rhetorical question can be found in queer theory. Stigmatizing people as abnormal has been 

recognized as an exercise of power (Kinnunen 2016, 28). By oppressing a certain group of 

people, another group can achieve or maintain power. 

 

The contextuality of norms was particularly clear in a situation, where the right of homosexual 

people to register their partnership was once again discussed. Even though the same-sex couples 

had been allowed to register their partnerships since January 2016 (Aavik 2020, 127), the 

Conservative People’s Party of Estonia campaigned already on 2017 with the aim to cancel the 

Registered Partnership Act (Huttunen 2017, 231). Annika Laats commented the campaign by 

notifying how the norms had been changed in the recent history and how much the changing of 
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norms affects the people. It looks to me like, as perhaps during the Soviet era, a left-handed 

child was allowed at some point to start writing with his left hand, no longer having to hold 

pencil and draw with his right hand. And then it was rethought that no-no, this is an anomaly 

and so is not the case. And we are just closing the door in front of these people that we just 

opened in Estonia (Mihelson 2017a). If maintaining the norms maintained the power positions, 

constant change in the rights of disadvantaged people only strengthened the power positions by 

showing who had the potential to change the rights and norms and further strain the lives of the 

disadvantaged. 

 

During the Soviet era, the possibilities and rules of the church had changed even very quickly 

in one direction or another (Huttunen 2015, 6). This unforeseen change in standards was typical 

for Soviet authorities, and it maintained uncertainty among the people. However, in her 

comment, Annika Laats pointed out that this kind of behaviour should not be acceptable. 

Evaluating the practice from a queer point of view highlights the power positions related to 

norms and the border between normality and abnormality. It also makes it clear why some 

people were willing to maintain and define those. Annika Laats’ comment regarding the 

possible change on the RPA showed also the contextuality of queer theology. The perspectives 

relevant to Estonian queer theology in the 2010s and 2020s were different to the perspectives 

relevant to countries outside the territory of the former Soviet Union or to another time. Annika 

Laats’ norm critique was contextual Estonian queer theology from 2010–2020s. 

 

Even though the roots of Annika Laats’ norm critique could be found at the queer theory and 

theorists behind it, it is clear that Laats based her critique on theology. As queer theology is 

defined, it is more about theology than about sexuality. I consider the criterion, that we have 

no right to reject people or exclude them from fellowship with God because they do not conform 

in one way or another to our imaginations or norms, to be much more biblical (Õhtuleht.ee 

2017). For Annika Laats, it was clear that norms were not unchanging and perpetual, but 

human-made and everchanging, and since Jesus Christ broke the norms, God was clearly 

something significantly bigger than human-made norms. Because of this, norms were not 

supposed to separate people from God, and excluding people from the fellowship with God was 

not supposed to base on norms defined by people of certain context. Annika Laats’ thinking 

was not just any theology but mirrored queer theory especially on its habit to criticize and 

question the norms and the border between normality and abnormality. Other branches of queer 
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theory were also visible in Laats’ queer theology and hence her comments had base on ideas of 

significant queer theorists as well. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

In this master’s thesis, I studied pastor Annika Laats’ comments on homosexuality and 

Registered Partnership Act in Estonian daily newspapers. The main research question of my 

thesis was “How can Annika Laats’ views on LGBT rights and RPA be interpreted through the 

concept of queer theology?” and in this study, I interpreted Laats’ comments with Patrick S. 

Cheng’s division of queer theology (Cheng 2011, 6, 8–10). The aim of my research was to find 

out, how does she do queer theology. I clarified this in my research by asking, how Laats’ queer 

theology is shaped by its context, how does Laats use queer theology as a methodological 

approach and how can her norm critique be interpreted as queer. Estonian daily newspapers 

were quite interesting source material for this research, since in a very secular country with a 

low acceptance on homosexuality, queer theological comments from a pastor were not expected 

or typical material for regular newspapers. However, something clearly queer and theological 

was found. Already the fact that Annika Laats’ comments were published in Estonian daily 

newspapers show that her queer theology is on some level appropriate or at least interesting to 

the Estonian context. 

 

Annika Laats’ comments and theology in Estonian newspapers fit to Patrick S. Cheng’s all 

three definitions of queer theology. Since Laats is an ally of the LGBT community, her talk 

about God is queer theology according to Cheng’s first definition. In her comments in 

newspapers, Laats made it clear that she has both personal and religious reasons to be an ally 

and speak for minorities (Kattago 2017; Kõiv 2017). According to Laats, Christians in 

particular should support the minorities since Jesus has given them an example to do so (Paju 

2017), and that oppressed people should not have to fight for their own rights but to be 

supported by people in easier position (Kattago 2017). In the newspaper articles and interviews, 

Laats also described her personal reasons to speak on behalf of sexual minorities. From her 

comments, it became clear why Laats had become an ally. 

 

When Annika Laats supported the rights of homosexual people and opposed the cancelling of 

Registered Partnership Act, she based her arguments on theology. To do so, she looked and 

evaluated Christianity, its traditions and holy texts from a queer point of view. Laats made it 

clear that her thinking and acting based on religion, and how she thought Jesus would have 

acted in similar situations. In her comments, Annika Laats referred to Bible and interpreted it 

from a queer point of view. For example, yokes originally mentioned by Jesus and referred by 
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Laats (Jaagant 2017) could have meant something completely different from a perspective of 

financial difficulties, but since Laats referred to those while talking about homosexuals and 

their situation, her interpretation was either queer theological or gay and lesbian theological. 

Because of Laats’ focus on all different and considered bad by society (Mihelson 2017b), I have 

read her interpretation as queer theological. 

 

One thing that clearly connects Annika Laats and themes of gender studies, and her comments 

with Patrick S. Cheng’s third meaning of queer theology is norm critique. In her comments in 

Estonian newspapers, Laats pointed out several times, how norms and the border between 

normality and abnormality are both humanmade and tied to time and place (Jaagant 2017; 

Kiisler 2020). While describing and criticizing the norms of Estonian society, Laats spoke of 

things typical to queer theory in the language of theology. Via the theological language and 

combining queer theory with Christian faith, Laats’ speak about God was clearly related to 

queer theory but not only it. In other words, her speaking was queer theological. 

 

Annika Laats’ comments fit to not only the definition of queer theology by Patrick S. Cheng, 

but other definitions and descriptions of queer theology as well. For example, her focus on love 

as a theme of theology is in line with Evangelical Lutheran queer theology (Järviö 2013, 13; 

Järviö 2017, 219). Queer theology is always contextual and tied to its maker, time and place 

(Kinnunen 2016, 12). Annika Laats’ queer theology is very obviously and clearly tied to 

Estonian culture and post-Soviet time. When Laats described the situation of homosexuals, she 

referred to current Estonian situation, and when she criticized the current practices and policies, 

she compared them to the ones of Soviet Union. The contextuality of Annika Laats’ speech 

showed how her theology rose from her experiences and living life. 

 

It is clear that Annika Laats spoke on behalf of RPA and homosexual people, and that her 

comments on Estonian newspapers fit to the definition of theology, after all, she spoke about 

God. However, a discourse analysis of her comments would possible have given other 

discourses besides queer theology, or studying Laats’ comments from the point of view of social 

critique would not have raised her queer theology at the centre. Realizing this made me a little 

insecure as a researcher. Are my results and analysis of Annika Laats as a queer theologian just 

my own thought structure? Annika Laats herself has not defined herself as a queer theologian, 

but she did not take a negative view on me when I shared my thoughts on her theology (Laats 

2021). However, since a significant part of queer theology is indeterminacy and stepping out 
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of designated roles (Järviö 2012, 7–8; Kinnunen 2019, 154–155), it would be contrary to its 

principles to define someone as something, even queer. Because of this, my research result is 

that there are queer theological features in Annika Laats’ thinking. Through my research, I can 

define the characteristics of these features, but am left with uncertainty. 

 

However, I think that this kind of uncertainty is both crucial and inevitable while studying and 

writing queer theology. Since queer is something that can never be completely understood or 

described, nor God, how could queer theology, queer talk about God, be ever fully understood 

or unequivocally limited? Already Patrick S. Cheng had to make three definitions to define 

queer theology and other theologians and theorists have numerous other ones. Queer theology 

does not fit unequivocally and precisely into any of them, which is part of its nature, so 

imperfection and incompleteness should just be accepted. And since theology is always an 

interpretation of something, this is my interpretation of Annika Laats’ queer theology. 

  

The objective of my research was to confirm the undeniably queerness of Christianity, at least 

in Annika Laats’ comments defending sexual minorities. In this research, I pointed out how 

queer theology is visible in Annika Laats’ comments supporting the LGBT rights and RPA, 

even though Laats was not doing queer theology on purpose (Laats 2021). I argue that if 

someone reminds how Jesus Christ would act in a situation where minorities are oppressed, as 

Laats often did (Kattago 2017; Mihelson 2017b), already Jesus’ acts force the reminder to do 

queer theology. And in a similar way, if they remind how undefined and indescribable God is 

and that human is His image, the conclusion is that human as the image of God is something 

outside the human-made borders and definitions (Järviö 2012, 11–12; Ratinen 2014, 27). Which 

is queer theology as well. My thesis, for its part, confirms the idea, that Christianity with its all 

peculiar and strange features is so queer, that talking about God while defending oppressed 

people has always at least features of queer theology in its broadest sense (Compare for example 

to Kinnunen 2016, 25). In this way, my thesis develops queer theology. 

 

The research on Estonian queer theology could be continued by examining, for example, the 

sermons and speeches of pastors, or interviewing them. Other possible future research topics 

would relate to for example the queer theology of Estonian hymns or the handbook of the 

Church of Estonia. Both of them are still quite unexplored in Church of Finland as well, so 

researching the northern neighbour could be an option as well. 
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The themes behind this thesis were queer theology, Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church and 

Republic of Estonia. I wish that my study would shed light on the current situation of all of 

them and the ongoing change. Queer theology is in constant change and this research will be 

one anchor in the change, but also give an example of Evangelical Lutheran queer theology of 

a Baltic, highly secular country. This too is queer theology. For the Estonian church and its 

neighbouring churches, I hope this study gives understanding of the kind of theology practiced 

within the Church. Even though queer theology by definition commits to a particular doctrinal 

core of Christianity, things outside the core vary, and there is no single theology of a church 

(Järviö 2017, 219; Kinnunen 2016, 12). Therefore, this too is theology of Estonian Evangelical 

Lutheran church. 

 

In Estonian society, the acceptance of homosexuality among the population did not exceed 50% 

until 2021 (Eesti Inimõiguste Keskus 2019; Eesti Inimõiguste Keskus 2021). The acceptance 

rate has grown slowly but surely over the past decade, but the official statements of the church 

have not supported the development (Huttunen 2017, 229, 233). It would be interesting to 

evaluate, what kind of effect Annika Laats’ visibility in Estonian newspapers has had on 

people’s opinions on homosexuality. Since, this too is Estonian thinking about homosexuality. 

 

The most significant person in this study was Annika Laats. I would like to thank her for her 

encouraging words and support for this research. I started my research to understand her role 

on Estonian society and in the church and to find out, how she does what she does. I am not 

sure whether I understand it any better, but I know that her comments, her queer theological 

speech, contribute to society and to the status of minorities. Her speeches seek to change 

society, give comfort and describe a church and God that is otherwise rarely seen in Estonia. 

That is her queer theology.  
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