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Welcome!
“The Lord has promised good to me!”

—Amazing Grace 
John Newton, 1779

Our God has promised good to us. God’s word our hope secures. This old 
familiar hymn claims the promise that the Bible offers. We are daughters 

and sons of God, heirs apparent of the Divine One! God calls us to 
claim that promise! To live it out! To be new creations in Christ. As 
we do so, we experience “many dangers, toils, and snares.”

Today we are called to face with courage a troubling dilemma in the 
church. This dilemma is a danger and snare that divides and hurts 
us all. Simply put, this dilemma is: Will the church unconditionally 
welcome, or refuse to welcome, lesbian wom en and gay men into 
the full life and ministry of the church?1 Will we affirm that people 
of all sexual orientations can claim kinship as daughters and sons of 
God, heirs apparent with Christ?

As we try to solve this dilemma in the life of the church, we natu
rally turn to the Bible to discern God’s Word.2 Yet some of the words 
in the Bible contribute to our dilemma about welcoming lesbian 
women and gay men into the church. We are called to sort through 
those specific—and perhaps troubling—biblical references prayer
fully, as we seek to discern God’s living, healing, saving Word.

We invite you to study the issues that are embedded in this current 
church dilemma. We study them , not as an academic exercise, but 
as a process of Christian dialogue and spiritual discernment that 
literally can save lives. We invite you to know, hear, and understand 
individuals who are gay or lesbian—and their families. As we study, 
may we continually be reminded that people who live and work and 
worship among us are personally affected by this current church 
dilemma and by our responses to God’s promise. If you are gay, 
lesbian, or bisexual, we invite you to share with your class partici
pants as you feel comfortable and safe enough to do so.

Come and explore how we—as individuals and as communities of Chris
tians—might discern God’s promise and claim it. Welcome to the journey!

Notes
‘Publisher/co-publishers' note: We recog
nize that bisexual persons are clearly and 
often painfully affected by biblical inter
pretations on sam e-sex conduct. We also 
recognize that, while bisexuality does raise 
some different issues of biblical interpre
tation, overlap also exists. We hope this 
resource will facilitate initial discussion of 
broader issues of orientation and gender.
We have, however, focused this curricu
lum directly and specifically on the Bible 
and homosexuality, as noted in the sub
title of this study booklet. A Bible study 
related to bisexuality w ould be a welcome 
com panion resource.

2 See the glossary, p. 48, for definitions of 
key words or phrases.

This Study Will Help Us...
...Identify assumptions about biblical

authority and how we engage in 
biblical interpretation

...Exam/nealternate understandings of 
biblical references th a t people 
sometimes apply negatively to  
lesbian women and gay men

...Explore the place of those biblical refer
ences within a comprehensive 
understanding of the Bible’s 
liberating message of justice-love 
and freedom in Christ

...Claim the promise of being God’s heirs 
apparent by identifying how we 
might live as welcoming, reconcil
ing disciples of Christ.
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A Road Map
Claiming the Promise follows a particular pattern to focus our thinking on 
the church’s dilemma about welcoming or not welcoming those who are 
lesbian and gay. Four small icons guide our way.

Golden Calf—A visible stationary image o f a false God that the Hebrews 
worshipped a t Mt. Sinai

Each chapter begins with a biblical reference that is often 
used as a “biblical condem nation” of same-sex conduct. 

Potential “golden ca lf’ dangers of such interpretations are briefly dis
cussed. Like the Hebrews who worshipped a calf, we sometimes idolize 
static interpretations about same-sex conduct rather than hearing the 
Bible’s story of God’s promise to include all people in full kinship with 
God (Exodus 32). This potential danger exists for moderate or liberal 
people in the church as well as for conservative people.

Pillar o f Fire—That which God used to lead the Israelites through the 
wilderness by night during the Exodus

The next section in each chapter is a reflection on broader 
intents, contexts, and messages related to the “golden calf” 

biblical interpretations. These reflections are offered as “pillars o f fire” 
(Exodus 13:17-22). In the Exodus story, God was manifested in a pillar 
of fire at night to lead the people toward the Promised Land. Though we 
may see them  dimly, the biblical reflections in this section offer evi
dence of God’s leading us toward the promise of new life.

Prophetic Voices— Those contemporary leaders arising from m any places 
to offer God’s Word to us in fresh— and som etimes disconcerting— ways

The third section is an exploration of the analyses and re
flections of contemporary “prophetic voices. ” These reflec

tions, especially as they come from lesbian women and gay men, are 
powerful symbols that new life is rising from an oppressed group. They 
offer possibilities of new life in the Spirit for all of us.

Promise—God’s covenant w ith hum anity  that we are all heirs 

The fourth section focuses on the biblical promise that we 
are God’s heirs through God’s promise to Abraham. God 
reaffirmed that promise through the Christ-event. God’s 

claim on Christians requires a response: be “new creations” (2 Corinthians 
5:17-20). The butterfly, a symbol for new life, reminds us to explore 
what it means to claim the promise and be new creations.

It is possible to read these four sections of a chapter as a continuum . How
ever, they were first imagined as expanding concentric circles. The calf 
discussion with its potential dangers is the core of the dilemma that en
gages all of us. The pillar, prophetic voices, and promise sections of each 
chapter offer expanding ways for us to reflect on our joint dilemma and 
move toward new life in Christian community.

Finally, this study presents several points of view. It acknowledges clearly 
that Christians are not all of one mind about homosexuality and the church. 
However, not all views are equal in this study. Claiming the Promise has a 
“point of view”—one that we think offers us glimpses of God’s Word in the 
midst of our troubling dilemma. We hope only that you will prayerfully 
read and consider its point of view.

The Question Boxes
Each chapter contains four boxes of 
questions. They are offered as possible 
work fo r you to  do before class. 
Together these four sets of questions 
lead us through several steps of a Bible 
study process. This process includes:

Box 1: What does the English 
te x t say?

Box 2: What are some problems 
of translation or interpretation 
of the original Hebrew or Greek 
texts?

Box 3: What does a biblical 
writer, Jesus, or church tradition 
say about the text?

Box 4: Having done some critical 
biblical study—and having 
engaged in a prayerful discern
ment 'procees—what do we 
think?

Are You Studying th is  
Material Alone?
You may wish to  buy the leader’s 
guide to  Claiming the  Promise. It 
has additional background material 
on various biblical passages. Also, 
some of the activities in the 
leader’s session plans might be 
helpful in your study.
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1

How do I interpret 
the Bible?

2 Timothy 3: 16-17

What Kind o f Authority?
According to a Gallup poll, 31 per
cent of U.S. citizens and 14 per
cent of Canadians believe the Bible 
is the “actual” literal word of God. 
Some 57 percent of U.S. citizens 
and 53 percent of Canadians be
lieve the Bible is the “inspired,” 
but not literal, word of God. Only
11 percent of U.S. citizens and 28 
percent of Canadians believe the 
Bible is a book of fables, legends, 
history, and moral principles.3

Notes

‘This prayer was w ritten for this study by 
Corlette Pierson.
2We recognize that our Roman Catholic 
readers come to the Bible through their 
tradition in a different way than  Protes
tants do. W hile Catholics do use the vari
ous approaches to the Bible exam ined in 
this study, the ultim ate teaching au thor
ity in the Roman Catholic church is the 
magisterium. Catholics may disagree with 
that teaching on m any issues, but those 
who base their religion on the infallibility 
of the m agisterium  will read a passage 
solely in the light of th a t ecclesiastical 
authority.
3From Newscope, w hich quoted statistics 
from the Princeton Research Center, 19 
January 1996.

Living Word,
We have gathered here with a desire to know your living Word more 
fully. Some o f us are afraid that divine inspiration may be dismissed, 
others that the Bible will be held up as an object o f worship. We long for 
your comforting touch as we delve into subjects that may prove to be 
painful for m any o f us. A m en .1

Joint Dilemma
Christians today face a dilemma that is crucial to our personal and congre
gational lives. Some of us (perhaps you or members of your church) might 
state the dilemma like this:

Homosexual behavior is a sin. The Bible plainly says so, in several places, 
and the Bible is God’s Word. Maybe homosexuality is no worse a sin 
than others, but how can we say that homosexual relationships are good 
when the Bible says same-sex conduct is an abomination? I don’t want 
to be seen as rejecting others, but how can we joyfully receive hom o
sexuals into our church when they don’t repent of their sin? Often I feel 
as if other Christians are trying to destroy my belief in the Bible as the 
Word of God....

Other Christians have a different kind of dilemma related to the Bible and 
homosexuality. Perhaps you state it like this:

The Bible doesn’t clearly condemn gay and lesbian persons even though 
it contains negative verses about same-sex conduct. People back then 
didn’t have a word for homosexuality or a modern understanding of 
sexual orientation. Jesus never said anything about homosexuality. I 
believe the Bible is inspired by God—if I bring to it insights from twen- 
tieth-century scholars and my own experience. I believe lesbian women 
and gay men are God’s children too and I welcome them  in the church. 
My dilemma is how to connect with Christians who interpret the Bible 
literally. Often I feel as if my faith is dismissed and my approach is not 
understood....

W herever we stand on this issue can be painful because the Bible does 
have significant authority for our lives.2 Neither of the statem ents above 
may accurately reflect our beliefs—and that can be painful as well. Some 
of us would be much more positive and affirming of gay and lesbian people. 
Others may want to refine the first view. How would you state your “side” 
of the church’s dilemma?

4 C la im in g  t h e  P ro m is e



Differing Assumptions
Those of us who voice the first side of the dilemma may turn to 2 Timothy 
3:16-17 to support our beliefs. The Bible, we point out, plainly says that 
God inspired all scripture. Every verse that talks about same-sex conduct is 
therefore God’s Word. Since every verse says such conduct is bad, faithful 
disciples of Christ cannot condone homosexuality today.

Behind these beliefs lie several assum ptions about the nature and author
ity of the Bible:

♦  Scripture is directly and literally inspired by God.
♦  The Bible is infallible (incapable of error).
♦  It is completely trustworthy as a witness to God’s Word and sav

ing actions.
♦  It is sufficient to bring us to faith and salvation in Jesus Christ.4

These assum ptions form the base of a literal approach to the Bible.

Those of us who voice the second side of the dilemma read 2 Timo
thy 3:16-17 differently because we begin with different assumptions:

♦  The Bible is the Word of God, but it is not the words of God.
♦  Although it witnesses to God’s Word and saving actions, it was 

written by fallible hum an beings whose evolving understand
ings—and errors—exist in the words.

♦  Our task is to approach the words with historical-critical m eth
ods of interpretation to hear the Word that transcends the his
torical and hum an context.

♦  In this way, we can experience the usefulness and divine inspiration 
claimed by the writer of 2 Timothy in the second century.5

These assumptions form the core of a critical approach to the Bible.

The first approach says that the scriptural references to same-sex conduct 
have obvious “plain m eanings.” It also says these references are God’s 
Word for all times and places. The second approach applies critical m eth
ods of study to the scriptural references and comes up with different con
clusions. As we face the dilemma in our churches today, we will be helped 
if we recognize the existence of these two general approaches to interpret
ing biblical material.

What Does I t  Say?
Look up the verees to  be sure you know exactly 
what they say.
1. L ist the key words in 2 Timothy 3:16-17.

2. According to  the writer of 2 Timothy, 
why is scripture useful and fo r whom?

Dangers: A literal interpretation of 2 Timothy may lead us to equate 
the authority of the Bible with the authority of God. We potentially 
worship the Bible rather than worshipping the living God who speaks 
through and beyond it. We also might assume divine authority for 
particular English translations of Greek and Hebrew biblical texts w ith
out carefully weighing the accuracy of the translations.

On the other hand, we who approach the Bible in a historical-critical 
way may greatly diminish the Bible’s authority for our lives. If we do, 
we may overreact and dismiss the living Word of God that comes to us 
through the words of the Bible. Any interpretive community might 
make the Bible a golden calf by claiming that our side has “rightly” 
interpreted it. We miss the point that each side has a piece of the 
divine intention. Because we have only a piece, each interpretation 
may be distorted in some way. We need each other. We need to bring 
our pieces together and listen to each other’s critiques to reach a fuller 
understanding of God and relationship with God and each other.

Notes

“For m ore on old and new evangelical 
understandings of authority, see Phyllis 
A. Bird, "The Authority of the Bible,” The 
New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 1 (Nashville: 
A bingdon, 1994), pp. 36, 59-60. New  
Interpreter’s Bible hereafter noted as NIB. 
For a conservative view, see Marion L. 
Soards, Scripture & Homosexuality: Bibli
cal Authority and the Church Today (Lou
isville: W estminster John Knox, 1995), ch. 
1. Hereafter referred to as Soards, Scrip
ture.
5See Martin Dibelius, The Pastoral Epistles: 
A Commentary, rev. by H. Conzelmann, 
trans. by P. Buttolph and A. Yarbro. Her- 
meneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1972), pp. 
1-10, 120 .
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Inspired and Useful
Using a critical interpretive approach, let us examine more closely 2 Timo
thy 3:16-17. In the original Greek, 2 Timothy 3:16 lacks the verb “is.” 
Translators must supply it and decide where to put it. Should it be “All 
scripture [is] inspired and useful” or “All scripture inspired [is] useful”? 
Translators traditionally choose the first version.6 However, in the New 
Revised Standard Version (NRSV)7 biblical scholars note that verse 16 may 
be translated: “Every scripture inspired by God is also useful for teaching, 

for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness.” The 
emphasis shifts from “all scripture is inspired and useful...” to “ev
ery scripture that is inspired is also useful...”

The Greek words which NRSV scholars translated as “inspired” and 
“useful” are rather vague terms. The first implies only that biblical 
writers were somehow guided by God as they wrote. The second 
m eans only that a scriptural reference is somehow helpful or advan
tageous to a reader. Neither Greek word requires us to assume that 
all scripture is entirely consistent, that it is totally unaffected by the 
cultural settings of the writers, or that it is binding for all times and 
places.

Placing the verb “is” in a different location than it is traditionally 
placed does not m ean we reject divine inspiration of scripture. It 
does mean, however, that we adjust our understanding of how God 
worked to inspire biblical writers. Instead of thinking of every word 
as the Word of God, we acknowledge that God spoke to and through 
hum an beings whom God created with hum an freedom and hum an 
limitations.

The second translation acknowledges that the writer of 2 Timothy 
probably did not m ean that every verse of scripture was relevant for 
all time to come. After all, this letter was a very practical one, ad
dressing very specific concerns of the church around 90-110 C.E.8 
The writer was not addressing us in the twentieth century and had 
no understanding of many of our twentieth century realities. Bibli

cal writers wrote to their own people in their own day for their own rea
sons. The early church saw within these writings the ring of truth and 
reality and declared them  to be scripture. However, biblical writers from 
both Testaments continually reinterpreted and modified scripture for their 
new times and situations. So did later theologians. We call their writings 
the tradition (Protestant) or part of the magisterium (Roman Catholic). At 
the same time, both biblical writers and church leaders continued to af
firm the inspiration of the Bible.9

So can we. Some of us take one tiny step out of our joint dilemma by 
accepting the second translation of 2 Timothy 3:16. We believe that God’s 
Word is not synonymous with all the words of scripture. We acknowledge 
different ways of interpreting scripture. W hat do you think?

pp. 378-'

Notes

6For a trad itio n a l view , see D aniel B. 
Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Ba
sics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan.1996), p. 
313.

7See list of abbreviations, p. 48.

8C.E. m eans comm on era. We used to say
A.D. See abbreviations, p. 48.
’Discussion of 2 Timothy 3:16-17 is based 
on Victor Paul Furnish’s analysis in The 
Moral Teaching o f Paul: Selected Issues, rev. 
ed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 198S), pp. 14- 
18. H ereafter no ted  as Furnish , Moral 
Teaching. Helpful comments were also pro
vided by consultants H. Darrell Lance, 
D aniel A. H elm in iak , a n d  G eorge C. 
Edwards. For basic background on the 
anonym ity of the writers of the pastoral 
letters, w hich were a ttributed to Paul, see
H. Conzelm ann and A. Lindem ann, Inter
pre tin g  the  New  Testam ent  (Peabody, 
Mass.: Hendrickson, 1988), pp. 91, 209- 
13. For a conservative view, see Brevard 
Childs, The New Testament as Canon: A n  
Introduction (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985),

What Poes I t  Mean?
The questions in this box focus on translation 
and interpretation issues each time.
1. Look up 2 Timothy 3:16-17 in a study 

Bible and read the annotations (see 
glossary). What does the interpreter who 
wrote the annotations say about these 
verses?

2. Find the alternate translation of verse 
16 in the footnote of a New Revised 
Standard Version (NRSV) study Bible. 
Write both versions below. How do they 
differ?

In Verse:

In Footnote:
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Three Approaches
Throughout church history, people have approached the Bible in many 
ways.10 In this study, we have already identified two—the literal and the 
critical. After briefly summarizing them  below, we will describe a third— 
the sociocultural approach.

The Literal Approach: In a literal approach to interpreting the Bible, we 
look at the words of a particular English translation of the Bible. Then we 
say what it “plainly m eans” by drawing from a large reservoir of interpre
tative material—tradition—handed down to us from earlier centu
ries. We may or may not acknowledge that m uch of our tradition 
first emerged as biblical interpreters in other centuries reinterpreted 
scripture for their own times and their own situations. The literal 
approach to the Bible emerged in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, largely as a reaction to the rise of m odern scientific think
ing and historical biblical criticism. However, some literal interpret
ers today do use research from the critical approach.11

The Critical Approach: This approach interprets a biblical text through 
historical study. We study the language of the text itself, its original 
audience, the identity of the original writer in relationship to that 
audience, and the way that audience would likely have understood 
the language of the text. Only then do we ask w hat it means for us 
today. If we interpret the historical sacred text “correctly” (and that 
is an on-going process), then scripture can—and does—have on
going authority and influence in our lives. This approach is labeled 
critical because it uses a variety of methods of historical, textual, 
and literary criticism, m uch like the analytical methods of art or 
music criticism. Those who use the critical approach sometimes com
bine it with social and cultural methods arising from the third ap
proach.12

Notes

10Paul dem onstrated a m arvelous flexibil
ity in interpreting his “trad ition .” Luther, 
even w ith his strong em phasis on “the 
plain m eaning of scripture,” was a criti
cal scholar.

11 Caution: Literal interpretation is selec
tive about w hat is read by “plain m ean
ing ,” w hat is read through the lens of tra
dition, w hat is read metaphorically, and 
w hat is ignored entirely.

l2Caution: The m ethods and insights of 
critical interpretation are influenced by the 
so c iocu ltu ra l s ta tu s  of th e  in te rp re te r 
w hich som etim es produces lim ited in 
sights related to wom en, racial minorities, 
and others. This is crucial to remember 
w hen reading com m entaries and biblical 
dictionaries.

13See Jam es Earl Massey, “Reading the 
Bible from Particular Social Locations: An 
Introduction” in NIB, vol. 1, pp. 150-87. 

14C aution: W hile the  sociocultural ap 
proach is helpful in understanding same- 
sex biblical references and other issues 
im portant to marginalized groups, it is not 
sufficient by itself. “My cause” or “my 
group” m ust not be trivialized or denied; 
however, God sides with the whole world 
and seeks liberation for all.

The Sociocultural Approach: Emerging from marginalized and oppressed 
groups, largely in the twentieth century, the third approach acknowledges 
that much of the Bible and most biblical interpreters reflect the dom inant 
social, cultural, and political view of their day. As a result, they have usu
ally misrepresented or ignored marginalized and oppressed peoples. This 
third approach invites us to stand boldly within our own “social locations”— 
as women, Native Americans, first-generation immigrants, gay m en and 
lesbian women, those with disabilities, and so forth—to interpret the Bible.13 
It invites us to ask: “How does this passage speak to m y/our  experience? 
W ho’s invisible here? W hat’s not being said? Who is powerless? Who ben
efits? W hat are the economic implications of a law or custom? Why is 
something so im portant in early Hebrew or Christian communities?” This 
approach is particularly appropriate in discussions of same-sex biblical 
references.14

How Did David and Jesus 
Reinterpret 5cripture?
The questioiis in this box focus on how others 
interpret scripture.
1. What scripture did David technically 

violate? How did he reinterpret it?
See 1 Samuel 21— 22 and Leviticus 24:5-9.

2. What prompted Jesus to  refer to  David’s 
reinterpretation?
See Mark 2:23-27.

3. What Hebrew scripture did Jesus himself 
reinterpret and how?
See Mark 2:23-24, 27. Then look up Leviticus 
23:3.
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Remaking Covenant?
Using particular sociocultural approaches, pioneering interpreters from ra
cial and ethnic minority communities have helped us see the underlying 
structures of slavery and the assum ptions about ethnic purity in many 
biblical passages. Likewise, pioneering women interpreters have helped us 
see the underlying patriarchal (male-dominated) structures of power and 
property ownership in the Bible. Gay and lesbian interpreters are just be
ginning to help us see the underlying structures of heterosexual bias and 
privilege in biblical passages.15

We can stand firmly within our own identity (whoever we are) and our 
community (whatever our experience is) while reading scripture. If we do, 
and if we struggle in community to understand each other and to live out 
God’s expectations for us, we soon discover that God speaks to us through 
the words of the Bible, through our tradition or ecclesiastical teachings, 
and  w ithin Christian community.16 Divine authority exists in all of those 
places.

If we believe that, then any of our approaches to interpreting the 
Bible (literal, critical, and sociocultural) can allow us to embrace a 
God whose Word meets us where we are. God’s Word meets us just 
as that Word met the Hebrews and early Christians where they were— 
and as God’s Word still meets the Jews today where they are.

Each of us deeply values our assumptions about the Bible and our 
approach to biblical interpretation. They are part of the very core of 
our faith. It can be scary to look at other people’s positions or to 
have them  look at and question ours. Yet, in the midst of the di
lemma we face in the church, we desperately need to learn to trust 
each other enough to do just that. One way to begin is to acknowl
edge to ourselves what it is that we fear. W hat would happen if we 
altered our own assum ptions about the authority of the Bible? What 
would be “tru e” if we adjusted our approach to interpreting the 
Bible?

It seems clear that people on all sides of the church’s dilemma about 
welcoming gay men and lesbian wom en feel diminished  in some 
way by “religious enem ies.” At the very least, claiming God’s prom
ise and living as new creations in Christ will involve discussing those 
feelings of being diminished by each other. It will involve acknowl

edging our different approaches to interpreting the Bible. Can we call a 
truce? Can we begin to share and listen honestly? In our biblical story, God 
repeatedly forgives us and remakes covenant with us. Can we forgive and 
remake covenant with each other?

What Do You Think?
This box in each chapter asks you questions 
directly related to  the church’s  dilemma.
1. If the alternate translation of 2 Timothy 

3:16 was proven w ithout a doubt to  be 
more accurate, what difference would 
th a t make in your life? In others’ lives?

2. Do you think the church can move beyond 
struggles to  make one interpretive 
approach supreme over others? If so, 
how? If not, why not?

Notes

15Many people may experience discomfort 
or dismay that their view (often the dom i
nant patriarchal view of the Bible) is be
ing questioned. One point in this study is 
that their view is just th a t—a particular 
view from a particular “social location .” 
Another point is that we are to consider 
all views as we seek to discern God’s liv
ing Word.

16L. W illiam C ountrym an, Dirt, Greed & 
Sex: Sexual Ethics in the New Testament 
and their Implications for Today (Philadel
phia: Fortress, 1988), p. 4. Hereafter noted 
as Countrym an, Dirt.
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A Psalm of Serendipity

0  God most high,
How do you speak to us?

And how can we understand your language?
You spoke to Noah with your rainbow smile,
A nd to Sarah in her fertile womb.

You made a fearful demand o f Abraham,
But spoke your final word in a ram.

You addressed Moses through a burning bush,
A nd to Pharaoh with fearful plagues.

You spoke in thunder and lightning on Mount Sinai,
And to Balaam by the mouth of a donkey.

You led the children o f Israel by fire and cloud 
A nd the prophets by dreams and visions.

You addressed Elijah not by fire, wind or quake,
But in a still, sm all voice.

You spoke to Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego 
By your presence in their hell.

You spoke to the psa lm ist w ith seas, mounts and valleys,
Both of geography and emotion.

You addressed Deborah through the Law  
And Mary in your Grace.

You called to Lazarus “Come out!”
And comforted Mary Magdalene a t your tomb.

You com muned with the Emmaus travelers in the breaking o f bread, 
A nd through your wounds touched the doubtful Thomas.

You spoke through the Resurrection to the disciples 
And by the languages o f strangers a t Pentecost.

Unexpectedly and in unusual ways 
You spoke to those who came before us.

Can we study your language?
Can we begin to know your ways?

We pray your voice will find a way to us, O God,
A nd we will not miss its unusual expressions.

God, bless us w ith serendipity 
Even a t the expense o f our serenity.

—Chris Glaser
More Light Psalter, January  1995, pp. 15-16 
Used with perm ission of More Light Update

Closing Prayer
God, you are always in our future, 
beckoning us toward a horizon 
we are not sure we want to reach.
We think o f the things that are past 
and wish you would give us, again, 
that w ith which we were comfortable. 
But you lead us from the future. 
Thank you for the assurance 
that we will not be without you then, 
as we are not without you now, 
and give us the courage 
to follow your lead.

—Jam es Richards 
More Light Prayers, January 1993, p. 4 

Used with perm ission of 
More Light Update

On Your Own
Start a personal journal. Reflect on the ques
tions: Can I (do I) forgive my “enem ies” in 
the midst of this troubling church dilemma? 
Can I remake covenant with them? What 
steps might I need to take personally?

Focused Reading
Bird, Phyllis A. “The Authority of the 
Bible,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, 
vol. 1, pp. 33-64.

Countryman, L. William. Biblical Authority or Bibli
cal Tyranny? 2nd ed.

Helminiak, Daniel A. “Interpreting the Bible.” In What 
the Bible Really Says about Homosexuality, pp. 21-34.

Massey, James Earl. “Reading the Bible from Particu
lar Social Locations: An Introduction.” In The New  
Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 1, pp. 150-87.
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Cfiapter 2

What is my 
inheritance?

Galatians 3:23-29; 5:13-23; 6:15

Heirs Apparent
God’s people reach back to God’s 
promise to Abraham and Sarah 
that they would have heirs and 
descendants as many as the stars. 
God promised they would be the 
ancestors of m any nations. An
cient Hebrews and m odern Jews 
claim  and celebrate tha t early 
d iv in e  p ro m ise  by fa ith fu lly  
obeying a la ter covenant w ith  
God—the law given to Moses. We 
Christians also claim  a second 
covenant—God’s liberating action 
in Jesus Christ. In Galatians, Paul 
pointed back to God’s early prom 
ise to Abraham  as an inclusive 
promise. We, as descendants of 
the early Gentiles, are joint heirs 
of th a t p rom ise to Sarah and 
Abraham.2

L ibera ting  S p ir it,
A m  I really your heir? Do I have the kind o f freedom with responsibility 
that is afforded to those who are joint heirs to an inheritance? A t times 
the responsibility seems overwhelming and I feel more secure living by 
rules rather than by grace. Guide me, challenge me, and support me as 
I seek the ways o f the Spirit. A m en .'

Similar Dilemma
Will the church unconditionally affirm and include lesbian and gay per
sons in the circle of Christ or will it require them  to change or be celibate? 
Our answer involves our understanding of who God’s children are and 
what it means to be God’s heirs apparent.

The current troubling dilemma in our churches about welcoming or not 
welcoming gay men and lesbian women is similar to a dilemma the Galatian 
Christians faced about twenty-five years after Jesus died. Like us, the 
Galatians were struggling over what scriptural laws they needed to follow 
in order to be included in God’s covenant with hum ankind. So, before 
getting into specific biblical references on same-sex conduct, let us look at 
a portion of Paul’s letter to the Galatians. Perhaps it will offer us some 
insights into our dilemma.

The relationship between God’s promise (Galatians 3:1-18; 23-29) and God’s 
law (Galatians 3:19-22; 4:1-7) is very complex. Paul worked with Jewish 
and gentile Christians on that issue throughout his ministry. Scholars have 
studied it for centuries. We will only touch the surface of this issue, hoping 
to inspire all of us to continue reaching toward a deeper understanding of 
God’s promise and how we are to respond to it (Galatians 5:13-26; 6:15).

Notes
‘Written for this study by Corlette Pierson. 

2See Genesis 15:1-6; 17:15-16 and Gala
tians 3:6-19. Also see Victor Paul Furnish, 
Journey Through the Bible: R om ans— 
Philippians, vol. 14, ch. 11. Hereafter noted 
as Furnish, Journey. Also see Sidney G. 
Hall, III, Christian A n ti-S em itism  and  
Paul’s Theology (M inneapolis: Fortress, 
1993), pp. 67-69. Hereafter noted as Hall, 
Christian Anti-Semitism . Also Furnish and 
Hall notes to Osterm an, August 1996.
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Not a Gospel a t All?
I am  astonished 

that you are so quickly deserting the one [God] 
who called you in the grace o f Christ 
and are returning to a different gospel— 

not that there is another gospel, 
but there are some who are confusing you 

and w ant to pervert the gospel o f Christ.
—Galatians 1:6-7 n r s v

Jewish Christian troublemakers within the Galatian churches were unset
tling gentile converts by trying to impose selected Jewish laws upon them. 
They were trying to convince Galatian men (non-Jews) to undergo circum
cision in order to be included in God’s covenant. Circumcision was a sign 
of covenant that God had commanded of Abraham and all his male de
scendants (Genesis 17:9-14).

Paul refuted the troublemakers by referring the gentile converts to 
Christianity to God’s early prom ise in Genesis. God prom ised 
Abraham and Sarah that they would have heirs and be the ancestors 
of a multitude of nations (Genesis 15:4-5; 17:4, 15-16). Those de
scendants were Gentiles as well as Jews. Paul referred to that early 
promise in order to prove from scripture that it is not God’s law  but 
God’s promise that defines God’s relationship (covenant) with hu 
mankind. The law didn’t come until long after Abraham and Sarah 
had received the promise and believed (Galatians 3:17-18). Though 
Gentiles were never under the Jewish law, they clearly were part of 
God’s covenant. They did not need to be circumcised or to follow 
other Jewish practices.

“Those of us who are lesbian and gay Christians,” some of us ob
serve, “are the Gentiles of m odern Christianity who are being asked 
wrongly to renounce their/our sexual identity and live under the 
law of heterosexuality in order to be included in God’s covenant.
That demand is a gospel that is not really a gospel at all.”

“There is no comparison between the gentile Galatians and gay m en or 
lesbian women today,” say others of us. “The Bible clearly condemns same- 
sex conduct, especially the law in Leviticus. Lesbian women and gay men 
must turn away from their ‘sinful’ behavior in order to be included in the 
covenant.”3

For Paul, while the law had its role (Galatians 3:19ff), it did not have the 
power to give life. That power is God’s and is disclosed in the promise 
(through Christ). While the law excludes Gentiles (unless they become like 
Jews, obedient to the law), the promise includes Gentiles along with Jews 
(and without Gentiles having to become like Jews). That is the gospel; 
what the troublemakers proposed was not.4

Dangers: We may be tem pted, like the troublemakers in Galatia, to 
demand obedience to laws or creeds or rituals without understanding 
that they do not give life. When the laws are limited by hum an biases, 
they especially do not give life to the marginalized and the oppressed.

Notes

Parag raphs 3 and 4 and the premise of 
this w hole chapter are extensions of Jef
frey S. Siker’s writings. See Siker, “Gen
tile W heat and Homosexual Christians: 
New Testament Directions for the Hetero
sexual C hurch,” in Biblical Ethics & Homo
sexuality: Listening to Scripture, ed. Rob
ert L. Brawley (Louisville: W estm inster 
John  Knox), p. 146. Brawley hereafter 
noted  as Brawley, Biblical Ethics', Siker 
hereafter noted as Siker in Brawley. Also 
see Siker, “Hom osexual Christians, the 
Bible, and Gentile Inclusion: Confessions 
of a Repenting H eterosexist,” in Homo
sexuality in the Church: Both Sides o f the 
Debate, ed. Siker (Louisville: W estminster 
John  Knox, 1994), esp. pp. 187-91. Here
after noted as Siker, Homosexuality.

4The discussion in paragraphs 1, 2, and 5 
is based on Furnish, Journey, ch. 11, and 
various notes to Osterman, 1996.

What Does I t  Say?
Read Galatians 3:6-9 and Genesis 17:4-3, 15-16. 
1. Who are the descendants of Abraham?

2 What was God’s promise to  Abraham?

3. What was God’s promise to  Sarah?
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What Does I t  Mean?
Examine Galatians 3:23-29.
1. What role did the law play “before fa ith 

came”?

2. What is God’s promise?

Notes

5Frank J. M atera, Galatians, Sacra Pagina 
Series, vol. 9. (Collegeville: Liturgical,
1992), pp. 139-40.

6Furnish notes to Osterman, 1996, and Fur
nish, Journey, pp. 88-89. Also see Matera, 
Galatians, pp. 136-37. Matera offers a simi
lar interpretation. He further notes that 
this is a christological interpretation, not 
a Jewish one. Also see Hall, Christian Anti- 
Semitism , pp. 52-60. Hall notes that Chris
tian interpretations of the law can be de
meaning to Jews by implying that Jews 
are like m inor children in need of guard
ians, w ith no direct legal rights to the fam
ily inheritance. He draws on the scholar
ship of Jacob Neusner, Judaism  in the 
Beginning o f Christianity: Ellis Rivkin, A 
Hidden Revolution: The Pharisees’ Search 
for the Kingdom W ithin; E. P. Sanders, Paul 
and  P alestin ian  Juda ism ; and  K rister 
Stendahl, Paul Am ong Jews and Gentiles. 
Hall seeks to identify and correct anti- 
Semitic elem ents in Paul’s writings and in 
our long tradition of interpreting Paul.

The Law and the Promise
You foolish Galatians!

Those who believe are the descendants o f Abraham— 
not those who rely on the works o f the law.

—Galatians 3:1, 7, 10-11 n r s v  

em phasis added

Paul continued his argument against the troublemakers in Galatians with a 
m etaphor about the law. The law, said Paul, is like a paidagogos, a Greek 
w ord th a t literally  m eans “boy-ch ild -leader” (G alatians 3:24). The 
paidagogos was an older household slave in whose care a young Greek 
boy was placed from age seven through late adolescence. During those 
years the paidagogos served as a constant companion. He set boundaries 
to guide and protect the boy from getting into mischief or being harmed by 
others. The law, said Paul, was given to guard and protect us like a discipli

narian  who limits and guides us while we are m inor children 
(Galatians 3:23-25).5

The issue the Galatians were struggling with was: Are Gentiles in
cluded in God’s promise without having to become Jews? Paul’s 
answer is yes, and without having to commit to the law. Look at 
Abraham. Abraham received and believed in a divine promise that 
did not come wrapped in the law. God’s promise was and is a prom 
ise that graces all of humanity, not just Jews and not just Gentiles. 
Paul says, “You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you?... Did 
you receive the Spirit by doing the works of the law or by believing 
what you heard?” (Galatians 3:1-2). Those who believe are the de
scendants of Abraham and Sarah. We are beneficiaries of God’s prom
ise if we but believe. We are Abraham and Sarah’s children—living, 
like them, from the promise, without the law (Galatians 3:6-9).

That is Paul’s message: Those who believe, not those who rely on the 
works of the law, are the descendants of Abraham. They are the recipients 
of God’s promise and covenant. They are God’s heirs. Biblical scholar Vic
tor Paul Furnish notes that Paul was not taking anything away from the 
Jews; rather, he was summoning the Gentiles to claim their inheritance as 
represented by Abraham ’s faith.6

The real point of Paul’s message in Galatians is that God made us all heirs. 
Paul says there are now no distinctions: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, 
there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all 
of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28). Gentiles are beloved w ith
out becoming Jewish; females, without becoming males; and—dare we 
say it?—lesbian women and gay men are beloved without trying to be
come heterosexual or to live “straight” lifestyles. If we believe (belong to 
Christ), we are all “heirs according to the prom ise” (Galatians 3:29).
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Called to Freedom

2 .

For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; 
only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence...

Live by the Spirit...
—Galatians 5:13, 16 n r s v

Paul concluded his argument against the Galatian troublemakers with an 
appeal to the Galatians not to be circumcised (Galatians 5:2-12). Then he 
drove home his point: You are called to freedom. Only do not use that 
freedom for self-indulgence. Live so that the gifts of the Spirit are visible in 
and through you.

To live in freedom as God’s heirs does not mean “anything goes.” It 
means acting responsibly. Paul said: “Do not use your freedom as 
an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves 
to one another” (Galatians 5:13). We sometimes turn Paul’s adm o
nition against self-indulgence into a new list of prohibited actions.
Paul himself lists the “works of the flesh” as evidence of self-indul
gence or “living by the flesh” (Galatians 5:19-21). However, Paul’s 
ethical vision for Christians is not a new set of laws, rules, or prohi
bitions. He points to a radically different ethic: we are called to free
dom to be new creations. To live in freedom, a Christian m ust put 
her or his whole self fully and “w ithout rem ainder” at God’s dis
posal.

Many translations of Galatians 5:13 say “servant” instead of “slave.”
Both words are hard for many women and others who have been 
put into positions of submission involuntarily or by gender roles.
Yet Paul simply assum ed slavery as a part of life. In his analogy, Paul 
seems to be saying that instead of focusing on ourselves or indulg
ing ourselves, we are called to love. To love means to become ser
vants to one another voluntarily. Interpreter Carolyn Osiek says, “Paul 
may be doing something quite radical here. He is holding up tradi
tionally feminine values as ideals for everyone, male and female, 
and perhaps especially for the Christian m en who are his principal 
addressees” in the Galatians letter. Perhaps Paul w asn’t doing that; 
but Osiek’s interpretation may point to a radical Word for us today.
The question to ask ourselves is not, “What laws must we follow?” 
but: “Will such and such an action increase our love of God, neighbor, and 
self?” (Galatians 5:13, 14). The signs that we are doing so will be signs and 
gifts of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithful
ness, gentleness, and self-control (Galatians 5:22).

Being called to freedom is about belonging to God as descendants of the 
Abrahamic promise (Galatians 3:29). We are heirs of God’s new creation or 
coming reign. Being called to freedom is about living creatively in the Spirit. 
It is about being “new creations” in Christ (Galatians 6:15). It is about 
being both graced and claimed (wholly and unconditionally) by God’s cre
ating and redeeming YES.8

What Does “Called to  Freedom” 
Mean?
Read Galatians 5:13-25.
1. If we are called to  live in freedom, what 

are we called not to  do, according to  
Paul?
See Galatians 5:13-16?

What specific signs of “ living in the 
Spirit” does Paul name?
See Galatians 5:22-25.

3. What does Paul’s message about being 
“called to  freedom” have to  say about 
welcoming or not welcoming gay and 
lesbian people into the church?

Notes

7See Carolyn Osiek, “Galatians,” W omen’s 
Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A. Newsom 
a n d  S h a ro n  H. R inge (L o u isv ille : 
W estm inster John Knox, 1992), p. 337. 
Commentary  hereafter noted as WBC.

8This discussion is heavily based on con
versations and correspondence with con
sultant, Victor Paul Furnish. For uses of 
the  Law in the  Lutheran tradition , see 
M artin J. Heinecken, “Law and Gospel,” 
Dictionary o f Christian Ethics, ed. John 
M acquarrie (Philadelphia: W estminster, 
1967), pp. 193-95. For uses of Law in 
Calvin, see John Calvin, The Institutes o f 
the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill 
and Ford L. Battles, Library of Christian 
Classics, vol. 1. (Philadelphia, 1960), pp. 
354-58. For discussion of anti-Semitic ele
m ents in historical and m odern interpre
tations of law and gospel, see Hall, Chris
tian Anti-Semitism .
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Claiming the Promise
If we believe God, we truly are God’s heirs—called to freedom and called 
to be new creations in Christ. Yet, we seem afraid. Some of us fear that 
other people will claim totally unrestricted sexual freedom. We cling to 
rules about sexuality—especially the prohibition of same-sex expressions— 
as a way to control sexual activity. Others of us find it very difficult to 
question any type of behavior or relationship in the gay and lesbian com
munity lest we be accused of restricting others’ freedom.

We may be tem pted to write off such fears and hesitations. However, per
haps we should take another look. W hen we finally saw the racial, sexual, 
and control issues imbedded in biblical commands about slaves and women, 
we slowly began moving toward a more hum ane ethic of equality.9 We 
gained respect for the gifts of racial and gender role diversity.

On the other hand, when we identified the double sexual standard 
for m en and wom en in the 1960s and attem pted to correct it, our 
society seemed often to sink to baser sexual behaviors. Many fac
tors, of course, played into that so-called “sexual liberation” of het
erosexual women, including whole new ways to think about sexual
ity. Nevertheless, the failures and excesses of that revolution feed 
the fears of many persons today when same-sex expressions of sexu
ality are claimed as equal to heterosexual expressions. What, some 
people wonder, is to keep society from sinking to baser behaviors of 
the gay community (or any sexually active community) rather than 
rising to higher, more responsible ethics found in that same commu
nity?

The terms “baser,” “higher,” and “more responsible,” are obviously 
relative terms. W hat I mean, you may not mean. The point is this: 
The above-named perceptions and fears exist. They affect what people 
think and feel about gay and lesbian sexuality. Therefore, we need 
to name the fears and talk about the realities.

Can we acknowledge this piece of our joint dilemma? Can we begin 
to share our concerns and our understandings with those who have 
fears—and with those who hesitate to call others to accountability? 
Can we find ways to call each other to accountability that allow 
each of us to be morally responsible adults, rather than dependent 
children needing a disciplinarian?

God honored us long ago by making us heirs without regard for our 
differences. We honor God w hen our gift of sexuality and love is 
expressed in a male-female relationship—if we are heterosexual or 
bisexual. A nd  we honor God when that gift is expressed with a part

ner of the same sex—if we are gay, lesbian, or bisexual. We do not all have 
to be or act “straight” to fulfill God’s promise. We each can claim the 
promise and be new creations in Christ by remaining true to our basic 
identities and living in freedom with responsibility.

We may never agree on the above statements. But what if we could ac
knowledge each other as God’s heirs apparent? What if  we could affirm that 
we all are attempting to respond to God’s promise? W hat if  we could affirm  
that we all are attempting to live out our freedom responsibly and faithfully 
as new creations in Christ? Could we agree on that, even knowing that 
different people will interpret “freedom ,” “responsiblity,” and “new cre
ations” differently? Being God’s adult children of the promise requires that 
we struggle with these questions and that we listen to and respect each 
others’ answers. Reconciliation requires it.

Note
5The two biblical com m ands are: “Slaves, 
obey your m asters" (Ephesians 6:5) and 
“Permit no w om an to teach or to have 
authority  over a m an ” (1 Timothy 2:12).

What Do You Think?
The m ost crucial questions o f this chapter (and 
perhaps o f this whole study) are these:
1. Can self-affirming lesbian and gay 

Christians answer God’s YES with our/ 
their own unreserved, to ta l obedience to  
God? Why or why not?

2. Do we/they “belong to  God through 
Christ” and are we/they “heirs of the 
Abrahamic promise”? Why or why not?

3. What signs of the Spirit (Galatians 
3:22) have we seen in lesbian and gay 
Christians’ lives th a t would lead us to  
say “Yes, we/they are ‘new creations’—  
heirs of God!”?
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Spirit:
We never expected—

We were unprepared—

We did not even im agine—

Had we known,
we would have been frightened. 

Had we tried to prepare,
we would have failed.

Our im agination was too limited.

But you led us
Stumbling, eyes blinking, into —

This indeed is a new path,
One never entered

in all the history o f the universe. 
The stars and the anim als and the 

trees sm ile down on us,
A nd  we smile back.

Thank you, Spirit,
For the new creation
Which resides deep w ithin our bones,
Tingles in our flesh,
A nd  m akes our world 
New again.

—John D. Wrathall 
“Day 37 ,” based on Revelation 21:1 

More Light Prayers, January  1993, p. 16 
Used w ith perm ission of More Light Update

On Your Own J k
Imagine you are a prominent missionary J § |jj|| 
writing to the Christian churches in your 
state today about our dilemma over the l l p p  
Bible and same-sex conduct. Write a letter 
setting forth your understanding of living under the 
law and living by the Spirit. Include your understand
ing of what it means to live in freedom in the Spirit.

Focused Reading
Furnish, Victor Paul. Romans—Philip- 
pians. Journey Through the Bible Cur
riculum Series, vol. 14. Cokesbury. See 
ch. 11 on being God’s heirs.

Hall, Sidney G. III. “Galatians: Before Moses Was 
Abraham .” In Christian Anti-Semitism and Paul’s The
ology, ch. 4.

McNeill, John J. “Liberation from Fear” and “Trusting 
in God.” In Taking A Chance on God, chs. 6 and 8.

Siker, Jeffrey S. “Homosexual Christians, the Bible, and 
Gentile Inclusion: Confessions of a Repenting Hetero
sexist.” In Homosexuality in the Church: Both Sides of 
the Debate, ed. by Siker (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox, 1994), ch. 13.
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diopter 3

How is my sexuality 
a good gift?

Romans 1:26-27 ♦  Psalm 139:1-18

Natural Sexuality
People in the ancient world took 
sam e-sex activ ity  for gran ted . 
Where they forbade it, they for
bade it for reasons other than “na
tu re” or “God’s p lan .” They for
bade it for cleanliness or purity 
reasons, or for procreation and 
population reasons, or because 
they frowned on sexual pleasure 
itself. The idea that heterosexual
ity is the whole of God’s plan and 
that same-sex conduct therefore is 
sinful is a much later idea. Today 
those ideas are being refuted. Sci
entific evidence increasingly con
firms that sexual orientation is a 
continuum of sexual orientations: 
from heterosexuality through bi
sexuality to homosexuality.2

Notes
'T h is  p ray er w as w ritte n  by C orle tte  
Pierson.

2See glossary, p. 48, for defin itions of 
terms.

3Richard B. Hays, “Awaiting the Redemp
tion of Our Bodies: The W itness of Scrip
ture Concerning Homosexuality,” in Siker, 
Homosexuality, pp. 10,13. Hays hereafter 
noted as Hayes in Siker. Besides Genesis 
1, H ays p o in ts  to  M ark  10 :2-9 , 1 
Thessalonians 4:3-8, 1 Corinthians 7:1-9, 
Ephesians 5:21-33, and Hebrews 13:4 for 
his view that heterosexual marriage is nor
mative.

Creative One,
You formed each o f us in our mother’s womb. Yet some o f us are thought 
to be flawed because o f our sexual orientation or other characteristics. 
Assist us in sorting through our own assumptions about ourselves and 
others. A m en .1

God’s Plan?
God made Adam and Eve, 
not Adam and Steve!

W hen we discuss Paul’s comments on same-sex conduct in Romans 1:26- 
27, some of us attem pt to be hum orous and then point seriously to the two 
stories in Genesis about the creation of Adam and Eve. God made men and 
women as complements of each other, we say. God planned for hum an 
sexuality only to include heterosexuality. God wants us to limit our sexual 
expression to heterosexual behavior within marriage.

Others of us reflect that Genesis does not lay out God’s entire plan for 
sexuality. It was not written to tell people how to act sexually. Rather, it is 
a story of how the earth was first populated. That story required a procre
ative male and female “first” couple. Genesis was written to trace the Jew s’ 
lineage all the way back to that first hum an couple.

This chapter will explore four related issues. First, w hat does Genesis re
ally say and m ean in the creation accounts of Adam and Eve? Second, can 
we rightly interpret Paul’s comments in Romans 1:26-27 as references to 
the Genesis creation accounts? Or, did he draw on other materials that 
were im portant to him? Third, w hat did Paul really m ean when he used the 
words “natural” and “unnatural”? Fourth, what does it m ean to say that 
sexuality is God’s good gift?
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Paul and Creation
Some of us who use a literal approach to scripture often point to Romans 
1:26-27 as proof that even the New Testament condemns all gay or lesbian 
sexual activities and relationships. Paul, we say, based his statem ents on 
the two creation accounts in Genesis 1:26-28 and 2:18-25. Let’s look first at 
how those stories are interpreted.

Richard Hays expresses the “plain m eaning” approach when he says:

From Genesis 1 onwards, scripture affirms repeatedly that God has made 
m an and wom an for one another and that our sexual desires rightly find 
fulfillment within heterosexual marriage.... This picture of marriage pro
vides the positive backdrop against which the Bible’s few em phatic ne
gations of homosexuality m ust be read.... The New Testament tells 
us the truth about ourselves as sinners and as God’s sexual crea
tures: Marriage between m an and wom an is the normative form 
for hum an sexual fulfillment, and homosexuality is one among 
many tragic signs that we are a broken people, alienated from 
God’s loving purpose.3

Others of us observe that this is an inaccurate interpretation of Gen
esis. Genesis is sacred genealogy. The writer describes the creation 
of the first couple and then traces the generations from Adam and 
Eve to Abraham and Sarah and, finally, to Joseph and his brothers 
in Egypt during the Exodus. Later books of Hebrew scripture con
tinue that genealogy, ultimately tracing the generations to David. 
(Chapter 1 of the Gospel of Matthew rehearses that genealogy and 
carries it forward from David to Jesus.) Genesis describes God’s 
covenanting actions with the Hebrews’ ancestors. It records how 
God continually led them  onward. However, to conclude that it tells 
us everything about God’s plans for hum an sexuality diverts our 
attention away from the meaning that the original writer intended.
What do you think?

Was Paul thinking about those creation accounts when he wrote 
Romans 1:26-27? Biblical scholar George C. Edwards says “n o .” The 
connection of Romans 1:26 with creation is “an invention arising in 
the present church dispute.” Edwards and other critical interpreters con
clude that Paul was drawing on the Wisdom of Solomon, not on Genesis. 
The Wisdom of Solomon, written in the late first century B.C.E. (before the 
common era), was part of Paul’s Hellenistic Jewish background. The early 
Christian church also considered it to be scripture.4

Other interpreters imply that if Paul was drawing on Genesis, he m isinter
preted it. Theologian Theodore Jennings suggests that Genesis describes 
the cohumanity—not the complementarity—of the sexes. Evangelical femi
nist Virginia Ramey Mollenkott affirms this: “Clearly, the point of the cre
ation accounts is not the establishm ent of normative heterosexuality, or 
even the complementarity of the sexes (as though each gender is incom
plete and requires a union with the other in order to be w hole). ” God made 
us m ale and female, blessed us, and nam ed us “h u m an k in d ,” says 
Mollenkott. That is a statem ent of cohumanity, nothing else.5

Dangers: A literal interpretive approach may lead us to generalize un 
fairly about God’s full intentions for hum an sexuality and about Paul’s 
specific condemnation of same-sex conduct. On the other hand, criti
cal scholars may hypothesize and engage in research to determine 
w hat sources Paul had in mind, but ultimately we can’t know.

Notes (see previous page for #3)
4See Wisdom 13:1-9,14:12-14,24-27 in the 
apocryphal/deuterocanonical section of a 
study Bible (usually found betw een the 
Old and New Testaments). Discussion is 
based on Edwards notes to Osterman, July 
1996, and Daniel A. Helminiak, W hat the 
Bible Really Says A bout Homosexuality: 
Recent Findings (San Francisco: Alamo 
Square, 1994), pp. 66-68. Hereafter noted 
as Helminiak, W hat Bible Really. Also see 
Victor Paul Furnish, “The Bible and Ho
mosexuality: Reading the Texts in Con
tex t,” in Siker, Homosexuality, pp. 21-23, 
25. Hereafter noted as Furnish in Siker. 

5Theodore W. Jennings, “Homosexuality 
and the Christian Faith,” Christian Cen
tury 94 (16 February 1977), p. 138. Also, 
see Letha Dawson Scanzoni and Virginia 
Ramey Mollenkott, Is the Homosexual My 
Neighbor?, rev. ed. (San Francisco: Harp
ers, 1994), pp. 81-83, 149-52, for discus
sion of varying points of view on the cre
ation accounts. Hereafter noted as Mol
lenkott, Neighbor.

What Poes I t  Say?
Read Genesis 1:26-23 and 2:13-25. Also read 
Romans 1:26-27 and 11:24.
1. Why does God create humankind?

See Genesis 1:23 and 2:10.

2. Does Paul directly refer to  Genesis in 
Romans 1:26-27?

3. What does Paul say is “ unnatural”? 
See Romans 1:26-27 and 11:24. Also see 1 
Corinthians 11:14.
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What Is Unnatural?
Paul obviously m eant something negative when he talked about unnatural 
sexual conduct in Romans 1:26-27. But what did he mean? Critical inter
pretive scholars have explained Paul’s Greek phrase para physin  (“con
trary to nature” or “unnatural”) in several ways.

New Testament professor Robin Scroggs says that Paul was objecting to 
practices of pederasty in the Greek and Roman world of his day. Pederasty 
means the love of, and sexual use of, boys or youth by adult men. In one 
form of pederasty, a m aster kept a slave artificially young and effeminate 

to serve the m aster’s drunken and lustful wishes. In a second form, 
a young “call-boy” sold his sexual favors to older male patrons.6 
Scroggs concluded that Paul was referring only to pederasty, that he 
had no concept of sexual orientation as we know it today, and that, 
therefore, he was not speaking about gay and lesbian relationships 
today. Other interpreters have added that Paul especially had no 
understanding of same-sex relationships that are non-exploitative, 
committed, and monogamous.

Historian John Boswell explores Paul’s use of para physin  in Ro
m ans 11:24 (where God does something “unnatural”). He concludes 
that for Paul “nature” or “natural” m eant “that which is characteris
tic or expected.” Jews are Jews “by nature” (Galatians 2:15). “Un
natural” then m eant “out of character” or “atypical” or “socially 
unacceptable.” Long hair on a m an is degrading and unnatural (1 
Corinthians 11:14). Thus, in Romans 1:26-27, gentile men and women 
were doing the atypical, the socially unacceptable.7

Roman Catholic theologian Daniel Helminiak agrees—as far as the 
men were concerned—but notes that Paul’s reference to women in 
1:26 might simply have m eant that the women were engaging in 
heterosexual acts that were socially unacceptable for women in Paul’s 
day. Helminiak thinks Paul was referring to Jewish law. He points to 
an obvious parallel between Paul’s use of “natural” and “unnatural” 
in Romans 1:26-27 and the similar language in Leviticus 18:22.8

L. William Countryman also proposes that Paul used the Jewish language 
of impurity rather than the Stoic language of sin, which we usually employ 
in m odern discussions of this passage. Countryman concluded:

While Paul wrote of such acts as being unclean, dishonorable, improper, 
and ‘over against nature,’ he did not apply the language of sin to them  at 
all. Instead, he treated homosexual behavior as an integral if unpleas
antly dirty aspect of gentile culture. It was not in itself sinful, but had 
been visited upon the Gentiles as recompense for sins, chiefly the sin of 
idolatry but also those of social disruption.9

Pauline scholar Victor Paul Furnish assumes that Paul did believe same- 
sex activity was a violation of the “natural created order”—as he under
stood it. Paul likely assum ed four widespread ideas of his day: 1) Every
one is “naturally” attracted only to the opposite sex; 2) All same-sex 
intercourse is intrinsically lustful; 3) Same-sex intercourse compromises 
w hat patriarchal societies regard as the properly dominant role of males 
over females; and 4) Same-sex intercourse could lead eventually to the 
extinction of the hum an species.10

This scholarly debate will likely continue for some time. However, these 
critical scholars all come to the same ethical conclusions about accepting 
and including gay and lesbian people in the church today. All of their 
explanations oppose the interpretation expressed by Richard Hayes (p. 17).

6Robin Scroggs, The New Testament and  
H om osexuality  (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1983), pp. vii, 29-43. Hereafter noted as 
Scroggs, N T and Homosexuality. In Greco- 
Roman world of Paul’s day and earlier, 
pederasty was a socially acceptable, and 
even “id ea l,” re la tionsh ip  be tw een  an 
older m an or older youth and a boy or 
younger youth which involved the younger 
one’s education and entrance into a male- 
oriented public life.

7John Boswell, Christianity, Social Toler
ance, and Homosexuality  (Chicago: Uni
versity of Chicago Press,1980), p p .110-12. 
Hereafter noted as Boswell, Christianity. 

“Helminiak, W hat Bible Really, pp. 61-74. 

’Countryman, Dirt, pp. 109-17; Helminiak, 
W hat Bible Really, pp. 73-83.

’“Furnish in Siker, p. 31. The four ideas are 
drawn from both Stoic thought and Helle
nistic Judaism . Also see Victor Paul Fur
nish, “W hat Does Scripture Say? How Shall 
We Listen?” in Open Hands 9 (Summer 
1993), p. 5. Hereafter noted as Furnish, 
“W hat Does.”

What Does I t  Mean?
These questions help us look a t  the context of 
Romans 1:26-27.
1. What is Paul’s major theme in Romans? 

See Romans 1:16-17.

2. How does Paul understand “sin” and 
“salvation” fo r Gentiles?
See Roman s 1:16-24. Also see Romans 3:19- 
26 (part of Paul’s conclusion to chapters 1- 
3).

How does Romans 1:26-27 f i t  into the 
larger context of chapters 1-3 of 
Romans?
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Vision and Reality
I will praise you [God], 

for I am  fearfully and wonderfully made.
—Psalm 139:14 n r s v

As we try to solve our dilemma about unconditionally welcoming gay men 
and lesbian wom en into the Body of Christ, perhaps we need not to focus 
so much on these minute issues of interpretation. Perhaps we should be 
focusing more on the broad messages of the Bible. One of those messages 
is that hum an sexuality is a good gift from God.

New Testament scholar Robert Brawley shares a story about the positive 
biblical message he received about sexuality. Brawley says:

“My parents responded to my earliest questions about the mysteries of 
hum an sexuality with scientific and anatomically correct candor, but 
they also repeatedly linked their answers to Psalm 139:14: ‘I will 
praise you [God], for I am fearfully and wonderfully m ade’.... My 
childhood peers called it nasty, and m odern cinematic portrayals 
often diminish sex to an animalistic titillation. But my parents had 
interpreted sexuality in mystery and wonder as a part of my rela
tionship with God—nothing less than  a relationship of praise to 
the God who searches me and knows me. ”u

Brawley’s parents gave him a constant message of positive affirma
tion of his sexuality: “You, as a sexual hum an being, were created 
by God.” No qualifications. No, “only if you are heterosexually in
clined.” He was reminded repeatedly to acknowledge the Creator’s 
magnificent gift of sexuality.

How different the psalm ist’s message is from Paul’s message in Ro
mans 1:26-27. The psalmist speaks of God’s design for hum an be
ings. In that vision we see the magnificent individuality of each 
person. Paul’s message in Romans is a reality check on that design and  
vision. In a powerful way, Paul described how both Gentiles and Jews had 
turned away from what they knew, or should have known, from the time 
of creation (Romans 1:18-3:20). We had forgotten: We are all made by 
God; we all belong to God; we all owe God our greatest praise and obedi
ence.

Paul laid out the reality: All people have turned away from properly wor
shipping God the Creator. Neither Gentiles nor Jews have kept their lives, 
worship practices, or sexuality in “right” relationship to God. Both have 
turned away to worship the creation and thus be consumed by lust, money, 
power, or other material things.12

According to Paul, the root sin is hum anity’s refusal to acknowledge, honor, 
or glorify God as Creator. Salvation lies in turning toward God in obedience 
as God’s heirs apparent through Christ. It lies in our claiming the prom 
ise.13 Turning toward God involves praising God for God’s gift of life (as the 
psalmist did) and God’s gift of Christ. In turning, we receive and live in the 
Spirit (Romans 3:21). We live as “new creations.”

W hat does this m ean as far as Paul’s words in Romans 1:26-27 are con
cerned? Some of us believe Paul m eant only to describe and condemn 
sexual practices that are exploitative or that keep us from saying a total 
and unconditional “yes” to God our Creator. Some sexual practices—het
erosexual and hom osexual—fit that description and condemnation. Other 
sexual relationships allow heterosexual and  homosexual people to be in 
“right” relationship—praising God for God’s good gift of sexuality.

Notes

"Brawley, Biblical Ethics, p. vii.

12Some scholars, such as Furnish, believe 
that Paul assum ed that all same-sex activ
ity was rooted in insatiable lust, one of 
the symptoms of engaging in idolatry. Oth
ers, such as C ountrym an, propose that 
Paul was identifying same-sex conduct as 
im purity (drawing from Leviticus 18:22 
which we shall examine further in chap
ter 6). In either case, the underlying point 
is th a t people have tu rned  aw ay from 
proper relationship w ith God, their Cre
ator.

’’Salvation for the Jew, says Christian in
terpreter Sid Hall, lies in adherence to the 
law and in understanding that Christ came 
to fulfill the Abrahamic prom ise of includ
ing the  G entiles am ong G od’s People. 
(From notes to Osterm an.) This interpre
tation may be very unfamiliar to you. See 
Hall, Christian Anti-Semitism .

What is the Psalmist’s Point?
Read Psalm 139:1-13.
1. What is the psalmist saying about God’s  

creation of human beings?

2. What do you think the psalmist’s words 
are implying about human sexuality?
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God Gift-ed Sexuality
Are gay men and lesbian women 

fearfully and wonderfully made by God?

Yes! If we move beyond the almost exclusively male world-view of the 
Bible and seek instead God’s full intention for women and men, we might 
read Genesis 1:26-28 and claim:

God values equality since God deliberately created male and female per
sons as equals. Such equality was not typical in the ancient world; yet the 
message has survived.

And God saw that it was very good!

Yes! If we move beyond the almost exclusively heterosexual world-view of 
the Bible and seek instead God’s full intentions for hum an relationship, we 
might read Genesis 2:18 and claim:

God values companionship since the only time God found something “not 
good” was after the lone earth creature had been created. God created us 
for companionship and affection and intimacy.

And God saw that it was very good!

Yes! If we move beyond our temptation to look at isolated verses 
and strive instead to hear all of what Paul was saying in chapters 1- 
3 of Romans, we might read Romans 1:26-27 and affirm together:

We all have a tendency to get into wrong relationship with God. We 
are called to examine that relationship, regardless o f our sexual ori
entation.

And God saw that it was very good!

Yes! If we move beyond a literalist assum ption that views all same- 
sex conduct as sin and claim instead with Paul that sin is turning 
away from God, we might read Psalm 139:14 and affirm together:

I will praise you God, for I am  fearfully and wonderfully made. You 
have made me as I am; and I am  your child.

And God saw that it was very good!

What Do You Think?
1. What makes sexuality a “good g ift from 

God” fo r you?

2. What abusive, exploitative expressions of 
sexuality do you see today in the 
heterosexual culture? In gay and lesbian 
communities?

3. How do you explain the meaning of 
Romans 1:26-27 and its  relevance for 
Christians today?
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Litany of Reconciliation

God, we are a pilgrim people, traveling through the 
wilderness.

They demand that w e sing, but how can we sing 
our God’s song in a land w ith injustice and 
oppression?

We are called to be like Moses and Miriam leading our 
people in a dance of freedom.

We follow the cloud and fire before us.

God, spark us and enable us to share our fire with 
others.

We proclaim today that creation is good, that we 
are good.

We affirm that you have searched us and known us. 

And have knit us in our mother’s womb.

We affirm that we all are created in God’s image.

As images of God we rise and name oppression 
and injustice wherever we find it: in society, 
ourselves, our church.

Today we commit to reconcile our vision of the new 
heaven and the new earth with the reality around us.

We do this as co-workers with you, God, our 
creator and liberator, our completer and perfector, 
our comforter and sustainer.

—Anonym ous 
M anna for the Journey, adapted 

vol. 1, no. 1, p. 14

O God, who made us
Tune: Traditional Irish m elody: “Be Thou M y V ision

O God, who made us and loves us as well,
Give us new visions to live and to tell;
Visions o f people— all different, yet one;
One people together, and excluding none.

Cleanse all your people from lies and from hate; 
Women and men, young and old, gay and straight. 
Break down the barriers that keep us apart;
Reclaim us by grace and renew each one’s heart.

So shall we serve you, O God o f us all.
You love each one and each one do you call;
Call us to witness to those who will hear
That all are your children; you hold each one dear.

—Vin A. Harwell 
More Light Illuminations 

June-July 1992, p. 11, verses 1, 3, 5 
Used with perm ission of More Light Update

On Your Own
Create a personal poster, banner, wall hang
ing, or even a small card for your bathroom  
mirror that conveys the biblical affirmation 
of the psalmist: “I am fearfully and won
derfully m ade!” Meditate on it daily, em 
phasizing a different word in the verse each day.

Focused Reading
Countryman, L. William. Dirt, Greed &
Sex: Sexual Ethics in the New Testament 
and their Implications for Today, pp.
109-23.

Furnish, Victor Paul. “The Bible and Homosexuality: 
Reading the Texts in Context.” In Homosexuality in 
the Church: Both Sides o f the Debate, ed. by Jeffrey S. 
Siker, pp. 18-35.

Scanzoni, Letha Dawson and Virginia Ramey Mol- 
lenkott. Is the Homosexual My Neighbor, rev. ed., 
pp. 149-52.
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C h a p te r  4

How do I decide 
what is “right” 
and “wrong” in 
relationships?

1 Corinthians 6:9-11; 16:14

Discernment-Based Ethics
In the discernment process, adults 
are considered moral agents who 
make choices based on our val
ues and guidelines. The result is 
our ethical (or unethical) choice. 
W hen carried out, tha t choice 
shapes behavior. We each bring to 
the discernment process our own 
particular social location in life. 
“Our particularity includes our... 
gender, race, class, sexual orien
tation, age, and physical ability.” 
It also may include our experi
ences of privilege and/or discrimi
nation, oppression, and victimiza
tion. To be moral agents requires 
that we possess power to act, op
tions, and ability to act without 
threat of punishm ent. We m ust 
also be willing to accept whatever 
consequences occur from what we 
consider to be a right choice. Per
sons are able to exercise moral 
agency against the greatest odds.3

Notes

‘Marie M. Fortune, Love Does No Harm: 
Sexual Ethics for the Rest o f  Us (New York: 
Continuum , 1995), p. 30. Hereafter noted 
as Fortune, Love Does.
2Mary E. Hunt, Fierce Tenderness: A Femi
nist Theology o f Friendship (New York: 
Crossroad, 1992), p. 1.

3Based on Fortune, Love Does, ch. 1. Also 
see “moral agency” in glossary, p. 48.

0  God our Creator,
We praise you, for it is you who have made us. We thank you that we 
are so wonderfully made. We marvel at our hum an diversity. Help us to 
know how to express the sexuality you have given us. Help us to stay in 
right relationship with you and with others. Amen.

Rules and Realities
You shall not commit adultery.
You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife.
You shall not lie with a man like a woman.

Most people live in relationships o f varying degrees o f intimacy and 
most would prefer to do this with integrity. —Marie Fortune1

You shall not engage in premarital sex.
You shall uphold fidelity in marriage and celibacy in singleness.

Relational patterns are shifting all around us and theology hardly seems 
to notice. —Mary Hunt2

These ethical rules and descriptions of relational realities—and the ten
sion between them —highlight another piece of the dilemma the church 
faces today  As we live in relationships, we continually make decisions 
about how we conduct ourselves sexually. We sometimes experience ten
sion between our own relational realities and the rules made by church 
and society. Trying to resolve (or live within) this tension leads us into the 
essential, though often complex, consideration of sexual ethics.

To resolve our tension, we usually turn  to one of two approaches: rules- 
based ethics or situation-based ethics. We will explore both of these ap
proaches in this chapter. We will also explore a third one, which we might 
call discernment-based ethics.

We will look at these three approaches to sexual ethics as we examine 
Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 6:9-10, where Paul identifies wrongdoers 
who will not become God’s heirs. These verses are often identified as “rules” 
or ethical norms which categorically condemn gay and lesbian people.
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Who Are these Wrongdoers?
Do you not know  that wrongdoers will not 

inherit the kingdom [kindom] o f God?
—1 Corinthians 6:9 n r s v

Paul said that wrongdoers would not inherit the kindom of God.4 He fol
lowed that statem ent with a list of wrongdoers (1 Corinthians 6:9-10). He 
then noted that some of his Corinthian audience “used to b e” such wrong
doers, but now they have been washed (baptized), sanctified (made holy), 
and justified (brought into right relation) through Christ.

Lists of wrongdoers like the one Paul used were common in Paul’s day. 
Biblical scholars often call them  “vice lists.” They represent a common 
Jewish stereotype of “gentile sinners.” Paul used several variations in his 
writings. We looked at one such vice list in the last chapter (Romans 1:26- 
32).

Paul’s vice list in 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 has presented biblical scholars with 
both easy and hard words to translate. No m atter which translation 
you look at, the English word for moichos is always “adulterers.”5 
However, the next two categories in Paul’s list (m alakoi and 
arsenokoitai) have been translated differently in almost every En
glish version of our Bible. Such variation in translation has led us to 
a variety of interpretations and conclusions that deepen our current 
dilemma.

Some interpreters say, “The word arsenokoitai is based on Leviticus 
18:22. Since Paul drew on that Jewish law in the midst of speaking 
about Christian wrongdoing, Paul m eant that all same-sex conduct 
is wrong. Those who engage in it will not inherit the kingdom of 
God.”

Others respond, “No, Paul was speaking of two particular forms of 
same-sex activities that were prom inent in the Greek and Roman 
world of his day. W hat he said has no relation to the Jewish law or 
to gay and lesbian relationships today. ”

“Besides,” say still others, “Paul was mentioning this list only to make a 
larger point. He was speaking about the necessity for Christians to conduct 
themselves in ways that are a credit to the gospel. That includes sexual 
behavior, not dragging each other into court, and so on .”

Paul obviously m eant “wrong relationships” when he used the Greek words 
malakoi and arsenokoitai. But w hat kinds of “w rong” relationships did he 
mean? Who were these wrongdoers?

What Does It  Say?
Look up 7 Corinthians 6:9 in as many different 
translations o f the Bible as you can. What one or 
two words follow the word “adulterers" and 
precede the word “thieves."

Jerusalem:________________________
King James:_______________________
New American:_______
New English:_______________________
New International:___________
Phillips Modern English:_____________
Revised Standard:__________________
Other: ___________________________

Dangers: One danger in biblical translation is that we are tem pted to 
use m odern terms like “hom osexual” or “practicing hom osexual” for 
ancient realities. We then assum e we have made an accurate transla
tion of ancient Greek words. Another danger is that a literal approach 
to Paul’s words ignores the broader point Paul was making. It takes 
what he used as illustration and tries to turn it into universal moral 
law.

Notes

4See glossary, p. 48, for “kindom ” defini
tion.

5See former ELCA bishop Stanley E. Olson, 
“In Thanks to Adulterers: A Reflection on 
1 Cor. 6:9 ,” The Network  (October 1995), 
pp. 3-4.
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Shifting Translations
Translators of the two Greek w ords m alakoi and arsenokoitai in 1 
Corinthians 6:9 leave us in a quandary. Historically, Luther’s Bible (1522- 
45) said “effeminate” and “violators of boys.” The King James Version 
(1611) said “effem inate” and “abusers of themselves with m ankind.” In 
fact, until the early twentieth century malakoi and arsenokoitai were gen
erally treated much as the KJV translated them. Sometimes, translators 
referred to unapproved morals without specific reference to gender or sexu
ality. For example, the French Jerusalem  Bible says “depraved” and “per
sons of sordid m orals.”

Recent English translators employ a variety of English words to trans
late the Greek words malakoi and arsenokoitai. The RSV (1946,1952) 
translated them  together as “hom osexuals.” The RSV (revised 1971) 
says “sexual perverts.” The NIV (1978) says “male prostitutes and 
homosexual offenders.” The NAV (1986) says “boy prostitutes and 
practicing hom osexuals.” The NRSV (1989) says “male prostitutes” 
and “sodom ites.”6

W hat are we to make of these various translations? New Testament 
scholar Dale Martin boldly concludes that “curious shifts” of trans
lation have taken place. These shifts were not based on definitive 
new biblical critical work. Rather, these shifts occurred because our 
society’s understandings of gender and sexuality have shifted. Mar
tin claims that the King James Version’s word “effeminate” was an 
accurate translation of malakoi.7 However, being an “effeminate” 
male today w ouldn’t exclude a m an from the kingdom of God. Fur
thermore, agreeing that Paul condemned effeminacy means continu
ing to participate in the dim inishm ent of women that is implied in 
the ancient use of the term  malakoi. Therefore, modern translators 
had to come up with different words to fit our current understand
ing of gender, sexuality, and wrongdoing. Most of the current trans
lations have shifted to words that somehow imply same-sex con
duct. The RSV (1946, 1952) went so far as to translate the two Greek 
words as “hom osexual.” Those translators corrected themselves in 
1971 to “sexual perverts,” but the generalization “hom osexual” has 
stuck in many people’s m inds.8

William Countryman says the word arsenokoitai m eant males (free 
or slave) who used their sexual attractiveness to ingratiate them 
selves w ith  rich  an d  e lderly  lovers (m ale or fem ale). The 
arsenokoitai’s motivation was a hope of replacing more legitimate 

heirs (at least, from the patriarchy’s point of view) and thus receiving a 
substantial economic legacy.9 Other scholars offer other views.10

Perhaps the real question for us today is not what Paul m eant specifically 
by either Greek word, but w hat he was saying about faithful and moral 
relationships. Let us turn our attention to three ethical approaches that 
address sexual relationships. Marie Fortune’s analysis of ethical decision 
making may give us a clue about how to read Paul.

ity, pp. 40-41, 62-63,

Notes

6See abbreviations, p. 48.

7Dale B. Martin, “Arsenokoites and M ala- 
kos: M eanings and  C o n seq u en ces” in
Brawley, Biblical Ethics, pp. 117-36. 

“H elm iniak , W hat Bible Really, p. 89.
Daniel Helminiak concludes that malakoi 
for Paul m eans “moral looseness and lewd, 
lustful and lascivious behavior.” 

’Countrym an, Dirt, pp. 127-30, 202.
10For other scholarly views, see Boswell, 
Christianity, pp. 106-107; Furnish in Siker, 
p. 24; and Scroggs, N T and Homosexual-

What Does It  Mean?
Read 1 Corinthians 16:14. This might be consid
ered one of Paul’s “ethical standards” ala Marie 
Fortune’s approach. You may want to  read the 
next page before answering these questions.
1. What is Paul’s “ethical standard” fo r the 

Corinthians?

2. What does Paul mean by: “Let all you do 
be done in love”?
See 1 Corinthians 13 fo r a possible explana
tion.

3. Is i t  a good “ethical standard” for 
Christians today? Why or why not?

4. Is i t  an adequate “ relational guideline” 
fo r making decisions? Why or why not?
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Decision Making
As we consider the activities implied by Paul’s two Greek words malakoi 
and arsenokoitai, we make decisions about their rightness or wrongness. 
We bring some ethical standard to bear on them

Ethicist Marie Fortune notes that people typically make ethical decisions 
based on external rules or on the details of each situation. Those of us who 
use a “rules-based” ethic rely on external rules handed down by others. 
The Bible says “You shall not commit adultery.” The church says “No pre
marital sex.” The family says “Don’t cross economic, racial, or religious 
lines to m arry.” If we apply the external rules and obey them, we are right; 
if we break the rules, we are w rong.11 Others of us use a “situation-based” 
ethic. We make our ethical decisions primarily by studying a specific situ
ation before us. We decide w hat the specific situation calls for, rather than 
applying external rules.12

In rules-based ethics, the rules were often unexamined, gender-bi
ased, and inadequate to real-life relational situations. In situation 
ethics, everything became relativized. Liberals, says Fortune, turned 
Fletcher’s model into an easy “anything goes” freedom devoid of 
responsibility. The tension between these two approaches has cre
ated major stress between conservatives and liberals. As a result, 
we have been left in a “moral vacuum .”

Fortune proposes a “discernment-based” ethic based on “doing least 
harm .” This, she proposes, is a realistic standard adequate to the 
realities, complexities, and ambiguities of hum an relationships. “Do
ing least harm ” is a positive, concrete way to make choices and 
decisions about relationships and sexuality. The first question to 
ask, Fortune says, is: "How do I avoid doing harm  to myself and to 
another?” or “How do I do least harm  in this situation?”13

Fortune further proposes that we expand our basic ethical standard 
with a statem ent of relational guidelines. She offers five guidelines 
as a framework for “doing least harm .” They involve seeking peer 
relationships, authentic consent, stewardship of sexuality, sharing 
of pleasure, and faithfulness. (See chart, p. 46.) Guidelines reflect 
the values we want to bring to sexual, ethical decision making. Guide
lines are not “rules.” Rules are “externally imposed requirem ents” 
that may or may not be reasonable and may or may not reflect cur-

Notes

“Fortune, Love Does, pp. 20-22.

12Fortune, pp. 22-25. Situation ethics was 
developed by Joseph Fletcher in the 1960s. 

13Fortune, pp. 37-39. Fortune’s ethic, “do
ing least harm ,"  implies that all relation
ships cause some harm . Perhaps her book 
title offers us a more ideal ethic: Love Does 
No Harm.

l4Often worded as prohibitions, rules are 
necessary legal codes to protect the vul
nerable and preserve the comm on good, 
but they are not adequate to guide us as 
m oral agents. See glossary, p. 48, for defi
nition of “moral agency.”

rent prejudices of a society or institution.14 Guidelines, on the other hand, 
are more general value statem ents we can refer to in our discernment pro
cess any time we have a decision to make about sexual or other intimate 
relationships. Since ethical guidelines are usually developed and revised 
over time, Fortune suggests developing them  in community where we can 
test them  against others’ experiences and concerns.

How does Fortune’s “doing least harm ” ethic work? Let’s try to apply her 
ethic and guidelines to Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 6:9, using Country
m an’s translation of arsenokoitai—males who used sexual attractiveness 
to ingratiate themselves with rich and elderly lovers of either sex. If we 
apply Fortune’s relational guidelines, w hat can we learn? Try to answer the 
questions in the box at right.

It is hard to answer some of these questions about the ancient arsenokoitai 
relationship. We have very limited information about the persons involved. 
What does this tell us about applying our ethics to other times or their 
ethics to our times?

How Ethical Were the Arsenokoitai?
Countryman defines arsenokoitai as males who 
used sexual attractiveness to  ingratiate 
themselves with rich and elderly lovers of either 
sex. Apply Fortune’s relational guidelines to  his 
understanding of arsenokoitai:
1. Would th is  be a relationship between 

peers? □  Yes □  No □  Maybe

2. Would “authentic consent” be involved?
□  Yes □  No □  Maybe

3. Would “stewardship of sexuality” be a t 
work? □  Yes □  No □  Maybe

4. Would there be a sharing of pleasure?
□  Yes □  No □  Maybe

5. Would fidelity be a characteristic?
□  Yes □  No □  Maybe

6. Does th is  relationship “do least harm”?
□  Yes □  No □  Maybe
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Clarifying Our Ethics
The church has long presumed heterosexual marriage to be the ideal and 
only divinely intended  form of intimate relationship. Against that ideal, it 
has named “wrong” relationships and prohibitions:

Fornication.......... (sex outside the man-woman marriage relationship)
Adultery...............(sex by a married person with someone other than the mar

riage partner)
Incest....................(sex with other family members, especially minor children)
Pederasty..............(sex by adult males with minor male children)
Molestation......... (sex by adults with children who are not family members)
Homosexuality.....(sex by persons of the same sex).

The rule that encompasses all the rest has been “no fornication—no sex 
outside m arriage.” This “rules-based” sexual ethic seemed to work. In re
ality, however, it m ade marriage so sacrosanct that few if any rules stated 

what was “right” or “w rong” within  a marriage. Now the assumed 
superiority of marriage is under question for many legitimate rea
sons.15 This is not to say that marriage is no longer viable or sacred. 
It is only to say that the church is long overdue to rethink its sexual 
ethic and its process for ethical decision making. For example, sup
pose we redefined fornication as “sex without a covenant of caring, 
sex without m utual respect and concern for the welfare of the part
ner, or sex w ithout justice and love in right relationship.” We would 
put the emphasis on the quality o f relationship rather than on posi
tions, techniques, or the gender of the people involved.16

What about monogamy? This will be a “stickler” for us as we dis
cuss sexual ethics. Some will say monogamy is absolutely neces
sary, and we need legal marriage for gay and lesbian relationships. 
Others will say monogamy is crucial, but faithfulness can happen 
without marriage. Some will say that, in some situations—following 
some set of guidelines that care for the quality of relationships— 
monogamy might not be the best, or even desired, decision. Others 
will say that marriage, as an institution of the patriarchy, needs to 
be dismantled. It can be scary to listen to the nam ing  of those differ
ent positions, let alone to think about them seriously. However, those 
positions are part of the relational realities of our culture today— 
among people of all sexual orientations. Think about them we must— 
unless we are content to sit back and let the rest of the world ham 
mer out a new sexual ethic.

Let us return to Paul. Paul nam ed certain kinds of same-sex conduct 
as illustrations of wrongdoing. For Paul, however, we are baptized, 
sanctified, and justified by God’s action in Christ. By God’s grace we 
have become heirs of the kindom .17 For Paul, the basic Christian 
ethic was not a set of rules. It was a way of being and living. We are 
to claim the promise. We are to be a new creation in Christ. Fortune 

would call this starting from the “vision” side of ethics—which Paul did 
superbly!

Living by Paul’s vision on the one hand, and with Fortune’s ethic of dis
cernm ent on the other, we might someday be able to affirm together:

Regardless o f sexual orientation, the fruit o f the Spirit (love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control) 
will be visible in any right relationship and lacking in any wrong or 
corrupted relationship (See Galatians 5:19-23 NRSV).

Notes
15Many in society are challenging long
standing assum ptions that allowed and 
so m etim es even en co u rag ed  u n eq u a l 
power, economic inequities, dom estic vio
lence, and marital rape w ithin the m ar
riage relationship.

“•Mollenkott, Sensuous Spirituality, p. 113. 
17Mollenkott, Neighbor, rev. ed., p. 79.

What Do You Think?
1. Which ethical approach did you grow up 

with— rules, situation, or discernment? 
How has your approach helped or 
hindered you as you have made decisions 
about relationships?

2. Do you agree with the basic ethical 
standard and five guidelines offered by 
Marie Fortune? Why or why not?

3. How does your current relationship (or 
pattern  of relationships) fare when 
assessed by the guidelines?

4. How might “doing least harm” help us 
claim the promise and be new creations 
in Christ?

26 C la im in g  t h e  P ro m is e



Gracious and ever present Spirit,
Draw me near to you this day.

Calm m y disquieted heart.
Soothe my anxious mind.
Free m y bound up soul.

Guide me into paths o f healing and wholeness.

M erciful God,
whenever there is fear in my life, 
draw me into your circle o f grace.

Whenever there is sadness in my life, 
draw me into your circle o f grace.

Whenever there is depression in m y life, 
draw me into your circle o f grace.

Joyful God,
Whenever there is hope in my life, 

may it be sustained through the nurturing o f your grace.
Whenever there is com m unity in m y life, 

may it be sustained through the nurturing o f your grace.
Whenever there is love in my life, 

may it be sustained through the nurturing o f your grace.

Daring God, 
help me to discern more fully 

that I deserve your love and attention 
as does every creature in your realm.

Draw near to me this day and grant me m y petitions. 
Amen.

—Allen V. Harris 
More Light Prayers, January  1993, p. 9 

Used with perm ission of More Light Update

On Your Own w
ife.

Write out your own understanding of a 
sexual ethical process of discernment. What m K m  
is the basic principle? The values you draw ®  
from that principle? The qualities of “right * '̂v 
relationship” which, when visible, will guide you in 
your discernment process whenever you have to make 
decisions about sexual activity or other aspects of in
timate relationships?

Focused Reading
Ellison, Marvin M. “Common Decency:
A New Christian Sexual Ethics.” In Sexu
ality and the Sacred: Sources for Theo
logical Reflection, ed. by Jam es B.
Nelson and Sandra P. Longfellow.

Fortune, Marie M. Love Does No Harm: Sexual Ethics 
for the Rest o f Us.

Hunt, Mary E. Fierce Tenderness: A Feminist Theology 
o f Friendship.

Scanzoni and Mollenkott. “Proposing a Homosexual 
Christian Ethic,” in Is the Homosexual My Neighbor?

Stuart, Elisabeth. Just Good Friends.
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Clmpter 5

When do we 
commit the “sin 
of 5odom”?

Genesis 19:1-29

Biblical Hospita lity
Extending hospitality to a stranger 
in biblical times m eant transform 
ing that stranger into one’s hon
ored guest. A member of the com
munity served as host, essentially 
acting as patron or protector while 
the stranger remained within the 
circle of the host’s community. 
The host offered water (for foot 
washing), food, and drink—and 
he offered the best he had avail
able. The guest accepted. The 
guest then refrained from hostili
ties with the host or with other 
guests since the host was honor 
bound to defend and protect all 
guests. Hosts treated guests like 
representatives of God.

Notes

’See Deuteronomy 29:22-23; Isaiah 1:9-17; 
Isaiah 13:19; Jerem iah 50:39-40; Ezekiel 
16:46-50; Amos 4:11; Z ephaniah 2:8-11; 
Wisdom of Solomon 19:13-14 (in apocry- 
phal/deutero-canonical section in a study 
Bible); M atthew 10:5-15; Luke 10:8-12; 2 
Peter 2:4-10; and Jude 7.

2See Boswell, Christianity, pp. 92-99; Der
rick Sherwin Bailey, Homosexuality and  
the Western Christian Tradition (London: 
Longmans, Green, 1955); Furnish, Moral 
Teaching, p. 57; and Mollenkott, Neighbor, 
pp. 56-62. For a brief description of the 
critical and sociocultural approaches, see 
page 7 in this study booklet.

Gracious God,
We come before you confessing that we are not always as hospitable to 
all your people as we are to our own kind. Forgive us and guide us in 
your ways. Amen.

Where Doee It Say...?
The story of God’s destruction of Sodom for its sin is probably the most 
familiar of the few biblical references cited on same-sex conduct. But what 
is Sodom’s sin?

Writers of scripture mention the Sodom story a num ber of times, but they 
never nam e homosexuality as Sodom’s sin.1 Jews through the ages have 
held that Sodom’s sin was inhospitality. The prophets identify Sodom’s sin 
in many ways, but never as same-sex conduct. Jesus says that cities who 
have heard his message but are still unrepentant will be worse off than 
Sodom on judgment day (Matthew 11:24). He never mentions homosexu
ality as their sin. He also says those who do not welcome the seventy 
disciples he sent out will be worse off than Sodom (Luke 10:12). Again, he 
does not mention homosexuality; he mentions inhospitality.

Earliest interpretations from the Christian community also do not mention 
same-sex conduct as Sodom’s sin. Only later, in the second century, did 
Christian writings begin to identify the word “sodomy” with same-sex con
duct. However, the word still referred to various heterosexual acts for many 
centuries. In the Middle Ages, sodomy became clearly attached to same- 
sex acts. In the twentieth century, biblical scholars began to recover the 
fact that sodomy was not the main point of the story. Through the critical 
interpretive approach, they recovered earlier understandings of Sodom’s 
sin as inhospitality. Now, through a sociocultural approach, interpreters 
are further refining the inhospitality interpretation to reflect the sexism 
and the attem pted, violent sexual abuse inherent in the story.2

It is interesting, and perhaps im portant, to determine “Sodom’s sin .” Ulti
mately, however, our question in this study is: W hat does the story of 
Sodom teach us today about hospitality, faithfulness, and God’s justice- 
love?
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Starting in the Middle
W hen some of us tell the story of Sodom, we often start in the middle. We 
tell how two male strangers came to the city of Sodom and how Lot took 
them into his home for the night as the ancient hospitality code demanded. 
We tell how all the m en of the city came to Lot’s door and dem anded that 
he send the two strangers out that they might “know them .” We tell how 
Lot refused and offered his two betrothed daughters to the m en instead 
(Genesis 19:1-8).

At this point, we draw our first conclusion: Since Lot offered his daughters, 
the Hebrew word yada  (“to know ”) must have m eant the m en wanted 
sexual intercourse with the strangers. Then we usually jump ahead and 
tell how Lot and his family left Sodom before God destroyed the city (Gen
esis 19:24-26). Since the writer of Genesis said that the men of Sodom 
wanted “to know ” the strangers sexually, we conclude that he must have 
m eant that homosexuality was the sin that caused God to destroy the city.

More and more of us disagree with this interpretation of the story 
because it leaves out or misinterprets crucial points. Lot’s offer of 
his daughters to the men of Sodom reflects the basic sexism of his 
day and the fact that women were seen as a m an’s property to do 
with as he wished. Furthermore, w hat the m en wanted was to gang 
rape the strangers—an act of sexual violence, not “homosexuality.”
(We do not define heterosexuality by examples of heterosexual gang 
rape.) The above explanation of the Sodom story also leaves out 
crucial understandings about Abraham and Lot, the strangers, God’s 
actions, and hospitality. Finally, it reads back into the ancient bibli
cal text the religious condemnation of homosexuality that emerged 
strongly only in the Middle Ages.3

What Does I t  Say?
Read Genesis 19:1-26.
1. How did Lot initially fulfill his obligation 

of hospitality to  the strangers?

When the men of Sodom arrived a t the 
door, what did they say and how did Lot 
respond?

What did the men of Sodom a ttem p t to  
do next and what happens to  Lot and to  
them?

4. What do the strangers advise Lot to  do 
and what does Lot bargain for instead?

Dangers: One interpretive danger for this story is that we end up tac
itly approving an ancient religious code that even most contemporary 
Jews would acknowledge is outdated. It is irrelevant to what it means 
to be a good Jew today. Also, by becoming so focused on the attem pted 
same-sex rape in the story, we miss the bigger point of hum an faithful
ness and God’s double action of justice and mercy. On the other hand, 
we who focus primarily on the hum an inhospitality in the story miss 
the same point.

Note

3Boswell, Christianity, pp. 91-99.
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The Beginning
To tell the whole story of Sodom, we must turn back to Genesis 13. Abraham 
and his nephew Lot agreed to go their separate ways. Strife had emerged 
between their herdsmen due to their large overlapping holdings. Abraham 
gave Lot the choice of land. Lot chose the well-watered plain of Jordan 
where the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah were located. Lot moved to Sodom 
where, as the narrator of Genesis tells us, the people “were wicked, great 
sinners against the Lord” (Genesis 13:13).

The story of Sodom picks up again in Genesis 18. God visited Abraham 
and Sarah in disguise with two angel attendants. Abraham graciously and 
generously offered them  hospitality as his culture expected him to do. 
W hen the visitors set out for Sodom, Abraham accompanied them, again 
as hospitality dictated. One of the visitors, now indirectly identified as 
God—or “of God”—(18:16-19) informed Abraham that they were going to 
check on Sodom’s wickedness.4 The implication was that if reports of 

Sodom’s sin were true, then God would destroy the city. By inform
ing him, God involved Abraham, God’s chosen one, in the proceed
ings. Abraham immediately questioned God’s decision to destroy 
everyone. He asked how many righteous persons it would take for 
God not to destroy the cities. God took Abraham ’s concern seriously 
and agreed to ten.

Meanwhile, the other two visitors traveled on to Sodom where Lot 
extended hospitality to them  as required, thus showing himself to 
be a righteous m an in Sodom. The narrator of the story then gives 
us an illustration of Sodom’s wickedness by noting that all the men 
of Sodom wanted to rape Lot’s visitors. The narrator was providing 
an exaggerated example of Sodom’s sin of inhospitality and abuse of 
strangers. (Other biblical writers refer to Sodom’s sins as pride, re
fusal to care for the poor, lying, etc.) Lot displayed his own culture’s 
low value of and, disregard for, women by offering his daughters for 
the m en’s heterosexual violence. However, the two strangers inter
vened to prevent rape or violence of any kind from occurring at 
Lot’s home. They finally persuaded Lot to leave Sodom. God de
stroyed the city of great wickedness, but saved Lot and his family. 
We do not know if God saved others.

The narrator of this story in Genesis first contrasted the very gra
cious hospitality of Abraham with a somewhat less gracious, but 
still righteous, Lot. (We would question Lot’s righteousness because 
of his treatm ent of his daughters, but the narrator didn’t.) The nar
rator then further contrasted Abraham and Lot with the extremely 
unrighteous, inhospitable men of Sodom. Finally, the narrator con
trasted God’s judgment (justice) toward wickedness with God’s mercy 
(love) toward at least one righteous individual and his family. Tradi

tionally, we have looked at the judgment side of God’s actions. By looking 
at the mercy side, and particularly at the hospitality theme rather than at 
the inhospitality example, and focusing on God’s saving action rather than 
God’s destroying action, we may come to understand this story as biblical 
writers probably intended it.s

Notes

4Fretheim, “Genesis,” NIB, p. 463. Here
after noted as Fretheim in NIB. Other in
terpreters say God appeared in all three 
visitors and that God never is identified 
as one of them . See Gerhard von Rad, 
Genesis, Old Testament Library. (Philadel
phia: W estminster, 1972), p. 204.
5John  S. Kselm an, “G enesis,” Harper’s 
Bible Commentary. Commentary hereafter 
noted as HBC. See also Fretheim in NIB,

What Does I t  Mean?
Read Genesis 1&:1-33. Check commentaries.
1. Why were the visitors going to  Sodom?

2. What is the point of Abraham’s bargain
ing with God about saving righteous 
men?

3. Why does God destroy the c ity  of 
Sodom? Why did God save Lot and his 
family?

4. What implications does th is  story have 
for understanding sexual conduct and 
violence today?
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Looking Back
The hospitality them e and the saving action of God are the end of the 
biblical story of Sodom. These two them es do not, however, tell the whole 
story of Sodom. We can gain further insight by looking at the story from 
our modern sociocultural experience and insights. H. Darrell Lance has 
observed:

“If I invite you to my home and serve you poisoned elderberry wine, I 
am certainly being inhospitable, but the real crime is m uch more seri
ous. The reality is that the men of Sodom intended to commit male-on- 
male gang rape of strangers who unbeknow nst to them  were angels in 
hum an form. One-on-one rape or gang rape, w hether male-female or 
male-male, is sexual abuse. Sexual abuse is sin .”6

Abuse and violence are w hat the m en of Sodom wanted to heap on Lot’s 
visitors. The narrator of the story was making a case for the extreme inhos
pitality and sinfulness of the m en of Sodom. Rape, a crime of violence, 
involves extreme disregard for other peoples’ well-being. The story of Sodom 
is not an example of norm al or typical same-sex conduct, and it certainly is 
not a description of homosexuality in general.

Think about how gay men feel when they hear the story o f Sodom  
interpreted as God’s judgm ent on male homosexuality.

In his misguided efforts to obey the hospitality customs, sexual abuse 
is also what Lot casually tries to heap on his daughters by offering 
them  to the men of Sodom. Lot’s inhospitable and abusive treat
ment of his daughters is concluded in Genesis 19:30-38. Lot and his 
daughters moved from Sodom (Lot’s choice of paradise) to an iso
lated cave in the mountains because Lot was afraid to stay in Zoar.
There his daughters made of him  the passive sexual object he had 
tried to make of them  when he offered them  to the m en of Sodom.
Most interpreters see this concluding story as evidence of how far 
from faith Lot had fallen. Some interpreters, however, note posi
tively that the daughters’ sexual initiative, though disapproved, con
tinued Lot’s ancestral line. Their “desperate” or “trickster” action is 
similar to Tamar’s action (Genesis 38) and that of the midwives 
(Exodus l ) .7

Think about how women feel when they read this story and find  
no condemnation o f Lot’s treatment o f his daughters.

It is ironic and sad that a biblical story about hospitality and God’s 
justice came to be used as biblical support for the church’s inhospi
tality toward, and injustice against, gay men and lesbian women. It 
is tragic that those who today physically assault gay m en and les
bian women (and those who commit crimes of rape and domestic 
violence against women) are the ones who truly commit Sodom’s 
sins. Sodom’s sins are not only general inhospitality. Sodom’s sins 
include violent abuse and extreme disregard for others’ well-being.

What do your own history and social location say to you about this 
story o f Sodom?

Notes

6H. Darrell Lance, Letter to O sterm an, 
January 1996.

7See Fretheim in NIB, pp. 475-76; Susan 
Niditch, “Genesis,” WBC, pp. 21-23; and 
Drorah O’Donnell Setal, “Exodus,” WBC, 
p. 30.

Who Is Hospitable?
Try to  finish the following story with your own 
story of hospitality toward gay men and lesbian 
women who were strangers in some situation.

One day in Massachusetts, says a modern 
narrator, two young men 'Here walking acroes 
a bridge in a strange neighborhood, holding 
hands, when some neighborhood youth 
approached them.... No, wait, no one was 
hospitable to  them. The neighborhood youth 
threw the two young gay men over the bridge 
and they drowned.

One day, says another narrator, two young 
women moved to  a town in Oregon.... No, 
th a t is not a neighborly or hospitable story 
either. That lesbian couple was kidnapped 
and killed.

One day, says you the reader,...
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Responding Faithfully
W hether we employ a literal or a critical approach to interpreting the Bible, 
many of us have been abandoning the interpretation that Sodom’s sin is 
homosexuality. Such an interpretation is inadequate and false.8 We have 
quietly embraced a more complex interpretation involving attempted sexual 
abuse or violence. We have interpreted this as extreme inhospitality.

Having done so, one would think we would move on. Yet many of us seem 
to stay focused on Sodom as if it could give us an answer to our dilemma 
about the church and homosexuality.

Sodom does have an answer—if we change the specific questions we are 
asking of it. The story of Sodom does not answer the question: “Are hom o
sexual people morally acceptable?” Rather, the story of Sodom addresses 
the question: “How do we as Christians respond faithfully to the strangers 
in our midst?” Because of the history of interpreting this story as a con
dem nation of gay men and lesbian women, we ask that question in a 
specific way: “How do we as Christians respond faithfully to the lesbian 
and gay strangers in our midst?” However, the story of Sodom would also 

speak to the question of how we are to respond to immigrants and 
illegal aliens in the U.S. today To each of those questions, the story 
of Sodom responds: Practice hospitality to those beyond your own 
circle. Practice mercy.

The story of Sodom addresses at least two additional questions. First, 
what place does judgment have in the midst of justice, especially 
with abusers? The patriarchal culture of Lot did not provide for judg
ment of Lot’s treatm ent of his daughters or mercy for the daugh
ters.9 Yet, God’s action in the story of Sodom is still a general model 
of divine judgment and mercy. Second, what is our hum an role in 
situations calling for judgm ent/justice and love/mercy? In the story 
of Sodom, it is God who judges and administers justice and mercy. 
Abraham ’s justice role was to be concerned for those beyond his 
own circle, even to the point of questioning God’s actions. His jus
tice role was to speak up on behalf of the few. Is our role to be like 
Abraham ’s? This perhaps is the lesson the story of Sodom still has 
to teach us. It is a lesson of learning to practice radical hospitality— 
a combination of judgment and mercy, justice and love.

Practicing radical hospitality is perhaps one of the best ways that we 
heirs of God can give ourselves unreservedly in obedience to God. 
Practicing radical hospitality toward each other honors God. It is 
almost as if we were practicing hospitality toward God.10

What Do You Think?
1. From your reading of the story of Sodom, 

what is the real message?

2. Is i t  possible to  practice hospitality with 
people we think of as “sinful”? Should we 
avoid sinful folks? Tolerate them? Love 
them? What is the difference between 
tolerance and love?

3. What might i t  look like for you and your 
church to  practice radical hospitality 
(justice-love) toward gay men and 
lesbian women and the ir families?

Notes

8See, for example, Soards, Scripture, pp. 
15-16, for a conservative view that aban
dons the old interpretation.

9The Sodom story is one of the places in 
the Bible where wom en interpreters have 
helped to illum inate the sexism of a bibli
cal passage.
“ Fretheim in NIB, p. 464.
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Prayer for Caring Stewardship
Genesis 1:26

God of all creation ,
w h a t incred ib le  love an d  tru s t you sh o w ed  for us — 

m ak in g  us in  your ow n im age 
an d  giving us th e  aw esom e responsib ility  

of tak ing  care of all you created!

Forgive us, Lord, for n o t do ing  a good job 
of looking  o u t for each  other, 
or tak ing  care of y o u r n a tu ra l w orld .

Forgive m e, particu larly , for n o t being  th ere
for a b ro th e r or s is te r w h o  feels a lien a ted

by th e  ch u rch  fam ily  b ec au se  of sexual o rien ta tio n .

E nable us, w ith  th e  G od-spirit in  each  of us, 
to reach  o u t in  love to  th ese

an d  to  any  o th er m em b er experiencing  a lien a tio n  
for a n y  reason .

E m pow er us to be reconcilers, p eacem ak ers , an d  good stew ards 
of all th e  gifts w ith  w h ich  you have  b lessed  us.

In th e  n am e of o u r Lord,
w h o  loves each  one  of us unco n d itio n a lly , I pray. A m en.

—Ruth Slade 
Rainbow Prayers, January  1994, p. 4 

Used w ith perm ission of More Light Update

On Your Own
Look up the word “Sodom” in a recent Bible 
dictionary. Is the interpretive approach of 
the writer of this item literal, critical, or 
sociocultural—or some combination of ap
proaches? W hat w ords/phrases tell you the writer’s 
approach? With which points do you agree and why? 
With which do you disagree and why?

Focused Reading
Boswell, John. Christianity, Social Tol
erance, and Homosexuality, pp. 91-99.

Helminiak, Daniel A. W hat the Bible 
Really Says About Homosexuality, ch. 3.

Scanzoni and Mollenkott, Is the Homosexual My Neigh
bor?, rev. ed. pp. 56-62.
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Cfiaptev 6

What kind o f God 
do I worship—and 
why?

Leviticus 18:22; 20:13 ♦ Luke 10:25-37

Holy One,
We find it hard sometimes to discern your living Word among the m any  
words o f the Bible. Gay or straight, we all struggle daily to be faithful. 
Help us all to sort out our understandings and our doubts. Amen.

Ancient Purity
The H oliness Code sec tion  of 
Leviticus reflects ancient Israel’s 
concern for purity  (the state of 
being clean and unblemished) and 
impurity (the state of being u n 
clean and polluted). Only unblem 
ished specim ens of o n e ’s own 
kind, unpo llu ted  by any other 
kind, are pure. Polluted specimens 
are defiled. Being defiled does not 
m ean being morally defiled, but 
rather, being physically unclean. 
Purity was the desirable state. Is
raelites were to be holy, as God 
was holy. Impure or unpurified 
people could not approach God at 
the Temple. Im pure specim ens 
could not be offered as sacrifices 
to God.1

Why Bother?

Note
'Sources for this statem ent were Harper’s 
Bible Dictionary, p. 843; HarperCollins 
Study Bible, p. 167 notes; and Furnish, in 
Siker, p. 20.

Some Christians say “Why bother with Leviticus? It is about ancient reli
gious sacrificial customs and purification rules. Such rules and customs 
were relevant to ancient Israel, and to some parts of Judaism today. How
ever, Levitical rules don’t really help us know how to live ethical moral 
lives as Christians.”

Others respond, “Leviticus is im portant because it is part of God’s Word. It 
is part of God’s law. However, if something doesn’t point us to Jesus and 
the gospel, maybe Christians can set aside those passages. We should al
ways ask ourselves: W hat does Christ say is the heart of law.”

“That’s helpful,” answer some. “The issue here is not whether we exempt 
some laws, but which ones we exempt and why. We all ignore some of the 
rules of Hebrew scripture. For example, we mix different fibers in our cloth
ing; we sow different kinds of seeds in the same field (Leviticus 19:19).”

“A related issue is what kind of God we worship,” says another. “In Leviticus, 
God is portrayed as ‘holy’ in a distant and unapproachable way. Leviticus 
focused on the people performing certain sacrifices and rituals of purifica
tion to approach God at the Temple or to be holy as God is holy. Yet, 
elsewhere in Hebrew and Christian scripture, God is approachable. The 
psalms especially indicate that the Israelites directly approached God. The 
prophets and Jesus portray God as one who is found among the poor and 
the oppressed.”

The people in this conversation are wrestling with two weighty matters: 
w hat is God like and w hat is the heart of the gospel message for us as 
Christians. Do we embrace a purity system of exclusive holiness? Or, do 
we say with Jesus that the heart of the law is “Love God and your neighbor 
as yourself.” These matters influence how we understand the two verses 
in Leviticus that condemn same-sex conduct.
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What Kind of God?
Leviticus 18:22 is the only place in the Bible where a law  specifically pro
hibits same-sex conduct: “You shall not lie with a male as with a w om an....” 
The punishm ent for breaking this law is death (Leviticus 20:13). Both verses 
are part of the “Holiness Code” (Leviticus 17-26). Leviticus as a whole is 
often labeled a “priest’s m anual.”

The Holiness Code provided a complex set of purification rites, regula
tions, and taboos for Israelites after the Exile. The code was m eant to help 
them  be pure and holy. If they were, they might “qualify” to approach God. 
“You shall be holy for I the Lord your God am holy” (Leviticus 19:2). 
“Holy” in this passage means transcendent (totally pure, separate from 
flawed or impure hum anity). To be in “right relationship” with this holy 
God, individual Israelites were called to practice an elaborate purity or 
holiness discipline, which separated pure from impure, clean from unclean, 
perfect from blemished.

In addition, Israel as a nation and as a land was to be holy—separate from 
the pagan nations who were considered impure. In some cases, that m eant 
sending foreign wives away or removing foreigners from the land they had 
come to inhabit while the Israelites were in exile.2

Today, some who are literal interpreters of the Bible still embrace 
the same-sex prohibition in Leviticus (and in some places even the 
punishm ent) as a relevant moral com m and for Christians. At the 
same time, we ignore many other prohibitions in Leviticus. It is not 
always clear w hat criteria we are using to distinguish between clean
liness customs and moral laws for all time and all people. In the 
case of the same-sex verses, some of us point to the fact that Paul 
supposedly referred to Leviticus in 1 Corinthians 6:9.3 Others who 
are literal interpreters say that the Leviticus passages are not rel
evant to Christians because “Christ is the end of the law .” We quote 
Romans 10:4, Galatians 3:10-11, and 5:3-4 to point out that “grace, 
not law, governs Christian life. ”4

Conservative biblical com m entator Walter Kaiser believes that the 
prohibition of same-sex activity is normative, just as the laws on 
incest, adultery, blood relations, and unjust weights and measures 
are still normative. Kaiser also embraces the image of exclusive ho
liness and purity found in Leviticus: “W hen an individual comes 
into the presence of a holy God, a line of dem arcation m ust be 
draw n....” God draws that line between holy and profane and so 
should those who worship him: some things are holy, others de
filed; some can be repurified, others are punishable by death.s

What Does I t  Say?
drowse through chapters 13 and 2 0  of Leviticus. 
1. What do Leviticus 1S>:22 and 20:13 say?

2. What kinds of regulations come before 
and a fte r 18>:22?

3. What seems to  be the purpose of the 
regulations in chapter1fi>?
See verses 1-5, 24-30.

Dangers: A danger in the literal approach is that we end up approving 
an ancient religious code from a conservative branch of Israel as vi
able for ourselves. We approve it w ithout understanding the code’s 
concept of holiness, its sexism, or its image of a separate and almost 
unapproachable God. On the other hand, some of us, using specific 
and limited critical interpretive material, may be tem pted to reject the 
whole of Leviticus as we discard Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13. We forget 
that “love your neighbor as yourself” is found in Leviticus. We also 
create a false dichotomy between Jewish law and the Christian gospel.

Notes

2See Ezra 9:1-3,10:1-5 and Nehemiah 13:1-
3, 23-30. These books were w ritten after 
the Exile about the sam e time as Leviticus. 

3See our earlier discussion on p. 18 on 
w hether or not Paul really was referring 
to Leviticus 18:22.

4See Soards, Scripture, pp. 16-18.

5See Walter C. Kaiser, “Leviticus,” NIB, vol.
1, pp. 999-1000, 1127-28, 1143-44. Also, 
see Hays in Siker, p. 6.
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Why a Purity Code?
Critical interpreters note that it is insufficient to quote Leviticus 18:22 to 
answer our modern dilemma about being exclusive or inclusive of gay and 
lesbian people. It also is insufficient to quote Romans 1:26-27. Even if Paul 
did refer to Leviticus in Romans (and it is not clear he did), that is not 
enough. Christian scripture contains many illustrations and prohibitions 
that Christians have generally discarded as irrelevant since Paul’s time. 
Slavery, divorce, wom en’s silence in church, and taboos about m enstrua
tion are a few of those discarded rules.

Critical interpreters also note that, in the principally agrarian society of 
ancient post-exilic Israel, procreation m eant the difference between sur
vival and destruction. Ancient Israel’s sexual relationship laws reflected 
such a concern and should be understood in that context. Ancient Israel’s 
procreation concerns are not necessarily our concerns today.

Critical interpreters also note that the Levitical writer was concerned 
with purity issues, not “m oral” issues as we know them  today. The 
writer was concerned with what sacrificial items could and could 
not be brought to the Temple and which persons might and might 
not approach it. The writer drew a sharp line religiously and cultur
ally to identify who was “in ” and who was “ou t,” who could accept
ably approach a holy God and who could not. Those who were pure 
could; those who were impure could not.

Impurities were called abominations (things that were contrary to 
proper religious practice). They included such things as certain sexual 
activities, certain dietary habits, all blemished or differently abled 
people, all blemished sacrificial items, and improper ways of wor
shipping God. One of these abominations was male same-sex inter
course. The severity of the punishm ent for engaging in it shows the 
seriousness of such conduct for ancient Israelite males.

Finally, critical interpreters note the reasons for the severity of the 
prohibition against same-sex activity. Why was male same-sex ac
tivity such a serious offense in ancient Israel? The explicit reason 
given is that a man should not “act like a wom an” sexually or “cause” 
another m an to act like one (Leviticus 18:22). The ancient world 
assum ed that purity m eant keeping the categories of creation dis
tinct. People thought that God created males and females with dis

tinct social gender roles that were innate and unchangeable. Mixing those 
gender roles through same-sex activity created an impure situation.6

The seriousness of the offense goes a little deeper, however. Ancient Isra
elite men, if they kept themselves pure (or repurified themselves), could 
come before a God who was holy. They couldn’t get as close to God in the 
Temple as the priests could, but they could get closer than women. Women 
could only enter the Court of Women in the Temple. The Court of Women 
was closer to the holy of holies than the court reserved for Gentiles, but it 
was farther away than the Court of Israel that was reserved for Israelite 
men. Being or “acting like” a wom an thus placed one in a far inferior 
status.7 Today most of us reject the idea that women are inferior.

Are Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 still relevent for our decisions about same- 
sex conduct today? W hat do you think?

C ountrym an, Dirt, part

Notes
6See Furnish in Siker, p. 20; Furnish, “What 
Does”, p. 5; and Mary Douglas, Purity and 
Danger: A n  A nalysis o f  the Concepts o f 
Pollution and Taboo (London: Routledge, 
1966), p. 54.

7For more on this discussion, see Melanie 
M orrison, The Grace o f Coming Home 
(Cleveland: Pilgrim, 1995), p. 22. Hereaf
ter noted as M orrison, Grace. Also, see 
Judith Romney Wegner, “Leviticus,” WBC, 
p. 38; Richard H. Hiers, HBD, p. 6; and

What Does I t  Mean?
1. What is the meaning of “holy” in 

Leviticus?
See HC5B notes fo r 13:1-20:27.

2. Why were the Israelites and even resident 
aliens expected to  obey various purity 
laws?
See HC5B notes fo r 16:1-30 and 16:25.

3. Why is “ like a woman” considered bad in 
Leviticus?
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Historical Background
Before we draw final conclusions about the two Levitical verses on same- 
sex conduct, let’s explore the social, cultural, and political context in which 
Leviticus emerged.

One sociocultural interpreter, Sarah Melcher, proposes that Levitical regu
lations and prohibitions were tied to ancient Israel’s economic well-being. 
That well-being was specifically tied to male inheritance laws. Levitical 
prohibitions (including ones prohibiting adultery, interracial marriages, and 
same-sex conduct), were enforced to keep Israel’s bloodlines pure and 
undefiled for inheritance purposes. The strict “purity codes” of Leviticus 
kept the resources and the land in Israel’s hands and out of foreign
ers’ hands.8

1.

2 .

4.

Another sociocultural interpreter, Gary David Comstock, explores 
the historical context of Leviticus. Leviticus, he says, was shaped by 
two events. First was the forced exile to Babylon of Israel’s upper 
class (royalty, state officials, priests, army officers, and artisans). 
Second was King Cyrus’s decision forty-nine years later (about 536 
B.C.E.) to allow those leaders to return to their homeland. Cyrus’s 
strategy was to stabilize his vast empire by allowing the conquered 
peoples considerable autonomy in their indigenous cultural and re
ligious lives while keeping them  dependent politically.

The Israelite leaders, says Comstock, returned to find villages de
stroyed, Jerusalem  and the Temple largely in ruins, and the people 
in poverty. Many foreigners had entered the land. They inter-m ar
ried with Israelites who had not been exiled. They thus commingled 
their religious and social customs. The returning priests attem pted 
to stabilize the land by drawing lines—differentiating Israel from 
the peoples of other nations who also lived on the land. That dis
tinction was made visible through regulations about circumcision, 
dietary laws, Sabbath, sexuality and relationship prohibitions, sacri
fices, and festivals. Observance of those rules identified who was 
inside or outside the community, who could be cut off from the 
community, and under what conditions. The Israelite leaders reoc
cupied the land by attempting to bring a now ethnically and reli
giously diverse people under religious conformity through a com
plex code of purity regulations. Their strategy reflected religious and 
ethnic exclusivity, male superiority, religious superiority, economic 
protectionist rules, and restrictive land inheritance laws.9

We might take a step out of our current church dilemma by placing 
the book of Leviticus into its historical context (during and after the Exile). 
It can help us recognize the reasons for the same-sex prohibition and other 
sexual prohibitions in Leviticus. It might also help us remem ber that an
cient Israel was diverse in its understandings of holiness and right relation
ship with God. Other biblical writers did not focus on the purity concerns 
the way the writer of Leviticus did. “Third Isaiah” (Isaiah 56-66), which 
was also written in post-exilic times, calls for inclusiveness and justice, not 
exclusive ritual custom s.10

The exclusiveness of Leviticus sounds bad today. However, w ithout it, post- 
exilic Israel would likely have blended into the pagan nations and lost the 
genius of its faith in the one God. Nevertheless, as Christians we focus on 
Jesus who offered us another Jewish understanding of God—a God who 
blended the sacred and the common into an inclusive holiness!

How Did Jesus Draw on the Law?
Read Luke 10:25-37. Check s tudy Bible notes or 
commentaries.

What two Hebrew laws did Jesus quote in 
answering the lawyer’s question about 
inheriting eternal life?

What impurity concerns might the priest 
and Levite have had?

Who were the Samaritans?
See study Bible annotations; also a Bible 
dictionary.

How did Jesus expand the Hebrew law 
about who one’s “ neighbor” is?
See Comstock’s discussion in Gay Theology 
Without Apology, pp. 62 -63 .

Notes

8Sarah J. Melcher, “The Holiness Code and 
H um an Sexuality,” in Brawley, Biblical 
Ethics, pp. 87-102.
9Gary D avid C om stock, Gay Theology 
W ith o u t A pology  (C leveland: Pilgrim ,
1993), pp. 63-67. Hereafter noted as Com
stock, Gay Theology.

10See Isaiah 56:1-8; 58:1-9, 11. See also 
Richard J. Clifford, “Isaiah 40 -6 6 ,” HBC, 
pp. 586, 588. Also note that this post-ex
ilic diversity may also help account for the 
acceptance of same-sex affection implied 
in earlier times in Israel, such as in the 
story of David and Jonathan (2 Samuel 
25-26). Israel was not of one m ind on this 
matter. The Bible is not of one m ind on it.
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What’s It All About?
“W hat’s it all about?” the lawyer asked Jesus two thousand years ago.

“It’s about God, neighbor, and self.” “And who is my neighbor?”

Jesus told a parable: “One day a m an was attacked and left wounded 
beside the road. Different people responded in different ways. Who 
was the neighbor?”

“The one who helped—the Samaritan?” they responded hesitantly and 
incredulously. The Samaritan? That despised foreigner? That unclean 
outsider? That religious enemy? That dog?

“It’s about loving those around you,” Jesus insisted. “Doesn’t matter 
who or when or under what circumstances. Be merciful, compassion
ate, mature, like your God. It’s about love and justice.”

What Do You Think?
1. What, for you, is “the heart of the 

m atter” about homosexuality and the 
church and why?

Is the neighbor in Jesus’ parable the one 
who helps— or the one in the ditch? If we 
only consider the neighbor to  be the 
strong one, are we being elitist?

3. What would i t  be like to  use the Hebrew 
understanding of heart as an ethic for 
our lives as Christians?

Notes

"M any biblical scholars and interpreters 
now generally agree that the Gospel w rit
ers did not accurately portray the Juda
ism of Jesus ' day. Judaism , then  as now, 
was m ulti-faceted. Jesus’ battle w ith the 
P h a r is e e s  w as re a l ly  an  “ in -h o u se  
struggle” w ith some parts of the Pharisee 
m ovem en t in Ju d a ism . See E lizabe th  
S tuart, Ju st Good Friends (New York: 
Mowbray, 1996), p. 145. Hereafter noted 
as Stuart, Just Good. Also see Hall, Chris
tian Anti-Sem itism , pp. 23-36, 159, note 
20; notes to Osterm an, August 1996.
12See Walter W ink, “Disability and Nor
malcy: ‘Holy and W ithout Blemish Before 
God’,” A uburn Views 1 (Spring 1993), 
pp. 3-4.
13See M orrison , Grace, pp. 20-26, and  
Stuart, Just Good, pp. 146-47.

The Pharisee movement in Judaism  sought to bring holiness and 
the sacred into everyday life. Some Pharisees believed that faithful 
Jews should follow a detailed prescription of purity laws. They would 
have avoided the “unclean” Samaritan in Jesus’ parable. These were 
the Pharisees Jesus criticized the most. Other Pharisees—such as 
Hillel (who died w hen Jesus was a youth)—sought an inclusive 
holiness (where all life, including the marginalized person, was sa
cred) rather than a strict adherence to particular purity laws. Clearly, 
Jesus fell within this Hillel tradition. Jesus did not agree with the 
whole Levitical premise of exclusive holiness. It did not fit with his 
understanding of who God is or how God wants people to relate to 
each other. For Jesus, God was not separate and apart; God was 
relational and com passionate.11

Jesus turned the purity system inside out, rejecting its basic prin
ciple of ranking some people as pure and others as impure. Purity 
codes keep people and societies in their “proper” places. Purity codes 
promote domination of some over others, based on rankings of pure, 
clean, holy. W ithout such codes and rankings, distinctions between 
and among people as holy or unholy are lost. Women become equal 
to men; outsiders become equal to insiders; Gentiles become equal 
to Jews. Designations of “clean” and “unclean” are rejected. All join 
at the same table and sit in the same pews.12

Jesus said that God doesn’t dem and physical purity from us. Purity of 
heart is w hat matters. On the surface, it seems that Jesus ranked inner 
heart over outer behavior. However, in Hebrew the heart is “the instru
ment of action.” If the desire is there, you act on it—if you are free to do 
so. If action is not forthcoming, then the desire is not really in the heart. 
Perhaps, then, Jesus’ point about the neighbor in the parable was that 
some of his contemporaries, though concerned to keep the external purity 
laws, did not act from the heart of the law in identifying and loving their 
neighbors.13

W hat’s it all about? It’s about an inclusive kind of holiness—a living pro
cess of justice and love towards one’s neighbors—that comes straight from 
the heart.
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In Celebration of a Catholic Spirit

Leader: We remember that we are Christians, people 
of the church universal: women and men, gay 
and lesbian, bisexual and straight, of many 
faiths and races, and many social locations.

People: Resisting the temptation to become frag
m ented by differing opinions, w e focus 
clear eyes on the heart of the gospel.

Leader: But what is the heart of the gospel?

People: The heart of the gospel is you and me, strug
gling toward a common ground from which  
to relate.

Leader: The heart of the gospel is you and me, to
gether working toward a world where people 
are respected and differences celebrated.

People: The heart of the gospel is me affirming your 
unique gifts as a child of God and you af
firming mine.

Leader: We remem ber that we are a people called 
Christians and that we are called to be true 
to the catholic spirit that gave us birth.

People: We ask for strength, courage, and clarity 
as we open our hearts and take each other’s 
hand.

—Source unknow n 
Adapted

Benediction
May the love in my heart

pass through my hand to you.
—Source unknow n

On Your Own
There were other places in the Bible, in 
addition to the Samaritan parable, where 
Jesus seemed to overturn the purity sys
tem. Look up Mark 7:15, 14-23. What do 
you think Jesus was really saying?

Focused Reading
Helminiak, Daniel A. W hat the Bible 
Really Says About Homosexuality, ch. 4.

Comstock, Gary David. Gay Theology 
Without Apology, pp. 38-40 and 61-78.

Morrison, Melanie. The Grace o f Coming Home, pp. 
20-26.

Melcher, Sarah J. “The Holiness Code and Human 
Sexuality.” In Biblical Ethics & Homosexuality, pp. 87- 
102.

Scanzoni and Mollenkott. Is the Homosexual My Neigh
bor? Rev. ed., pp. 63-66.

Stuart, Elizabeth. Just Good Friends, pp. 145-48.
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Chapter 7

Can I “reconcile” 
and seek justice  
a t the same time?

2 Corinthians 5:17-20 ♦  Matthew 5:43-48

Reconciliation: God’s Way
Reconciliation assumes that dis
tance, separation, controversy, and 
even outrigh t enm ity, exist. If 
something or someone needs to be 
reconciled, there is a problem or 
a m isunderstanding or a disagree
ment. Someone originally created 
a rift through a rejection of some 
kind. What does it mean to seek 
to reconcile across a chasm, or 
with an enemy, or in spite of a 
controversy?

In 2 Corinthians 5:17-20, we have 
a model of God’s reconciling ac
tions. W hen God reconciled us all 
to God’s Self, God connected with 
us even before we had turned radi
cally and without reserve toward 
God. God included us as heirs ap
parent of the existing, and still to 
come, new creation. God claimed 
us in relationship—as children, as 
family. God called us to be recon
ciled with God. God engaged us 
in reconciling ministries with each 
other. It’s a radical model that is 
not easy to implement.

Gracious Creator,
We are gathered here, in your name.
We are fearfully and wonderfully made.
A noint our heads with the oil o f understanding;
Weave within our hearts the fabric o f love;
Sew throughout our tongues the thread o f reconciliation; 
Write upon our spirits the story o f peace. A m en .1

Full Circle
We return one last time to our troubling dilemma: Will the church fully 
welcome God’s gay and lesbian heirs into the church or will it exclude 
them /us from it? Where do we personally stand? If we are heterosexual, 
do we fully accept gay men and lesbian women and nurture their gifts? Do 
we fully reject same-sex conduct and justify all actions against gay and 
lesbian people? Do we find ourselves somewhere in between? If we are 
gay, lesbian, or bisexual, the choices look different. Do we fully celebrate 
ourselves as God’s heirs or fully reject ourselves?

Turn to page 47 and complete the "Where Do You Stand?” Scale 
before continuing this chapter.

We will explore this continuum  of choices more fully. We do so by explor
ing Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 5:17-20 about God’s reconciliation with 
hum anity and God’s call for us to engage in ministries of reconciliation. 
This is not an easy message. We will need to decide what “ministry of 
reconciliation” means for different groups of people. We will also examine 
Jesus’ words about loving one’s enemies and being “perfect” as God is 
“perfect” (Matthew 5:43-48). Jesus’ words provide us with an ethical vi
sion that might help us understand the relationship between (1) seeking 
reconciliation between oppressors and oppressed ones, and (2) seeking 
justice for those who have been rejected and oppressed. Being reconciling 
disciples of Christ requires that we do both.

The question is how? What does engaging in reconciling ministries mean 
for those who have rejected and oppressed gay and lesbian people? What 
does it mean for those of us who are lesbian and gay? What does it mean 
for those who are “gay-friendly” allies? Can reconciliation occur with people 
and groups who continue to reject and oppress gay men and lesbian women? 
Can any of us engage in acts of reconciliation and still engage in justice 
work on behalf of lesbian and gay people?

Note
‘Prayer was w ritten by Corlette Pierson.
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God’s Claim on Us
God [has] reconciled us to him self through Christ, 
and has given us the ministry o f reconciliation.

—2 Corinthians 5:18 n r s v

In 2 Corinthians 5:17-20, Paul expresses God’s claim on us. God reconciled 
all the world while we were still turned away, still undeserving, still “en
emies” of God. God did not count our transgressions against us. Instead, 
God made us new creations and entrusted us all with a ministry. Paul 
spoke these words of faith and witness to gentile Christians in the middle 
of the first century. His words ring across the centuries. Good News! God— 
who has the power to accept or reject—accepts and reconciles with all of 
us.

What is to be our response? As God’s gentile heirs, we are to be new 
creations in Christ. We are to engage in reconciling ministries with each 
other. God calls us not to beliefs or to biblical interpretations, but to recon
ciling actions.

What does this mean? We may have a tendency to interpret Paul’s 
words “ministry of reconciliation” as a personal call to evangelize 
and convert people to our religion, our beliefs, our ways of inter
preting the Bible, our ethical norms. Yet th a t’s not w hat God did!
God simply claimed us as God’s own—and set us to work.

We also may have a tendency to reconcile with our own kind, but 
not with those who are very different from us. We reconcile on a 
one-to-one basis, but not on an institutional level. Engaging in a 
ministry of reconciliation w hen we are on different sides of a huge 
dilemma in the church is harder and more elusive.

We have some hard questions to face. Can those of us (gay or straight) 
who affirm and celebrate gay and lesbian people as God’s children 
reconcile with those who refuse baptism  to children of gay or les
bian couples? Can we reconcile w ith those who remove gay and 
lesbian people from church positions, invite them  to move to the 
back pews, or uninvite them  completely? W hat does it m ean to en
gage in reconciling acts in denominations that refuse ordination to 
lesbian or gay persons who have “a call to m inistry” and obvious 
gifts and graces for that ministry? Reconciliation under such circum
stances may not be fully possible until the ones who have the power 
to reject people take steps to reconcile with the ones who have been 
rejected. We all have to face these hard realities if we are to carry out 
a ministry of reconciliation. The question is: Which side are we on 
and how will we witness?

Dangers: W hether we are conservative, moderate, or liberal, we are 
sometimes tempted to embrace reconciliation prematurely. We have 
perfectly “reasonable” and “understandable” reasons for trying to rec
oncile quickly. We want to ward off or resolve conflict that is uncom 
fortable or anxiety-producing. We want to “keep the church from split
ting .” Sometimes we even detach our concrete actions from our 
Christian vision. One example: In our national assemblies we vote to 
exclude lesbian wom en and gay men from full participation and lead
ership in ministry and then rise to sing “Jesus, United By Thy Grace.” 
We value unity so m uch that we cry “peace, peace” prematurely. We 
forget that there can be no true peace, no full reconciliation, without 
justice for the rejected and oppressed among all God’s people.

What Does It  Say?
1. What does Paul mean by his term “new 

creation”?
See 2 Corinthians 5:16-17. Also, look up 
Isaiah 65:17 and 66 :22  in an NRSV study 
Bible to  understand the Hebrew prophet’s 
use of th is  term.

2. What does “not counting the ir tres 
passes against them” mean in 2 Corin
thians 5:19?
Look up Romans 4:3, Psalm 32:1-2, and the 
note on Psalm 1:1.

3. What is i t  th a t God has done and what 
does God want us to  do in response? 
Reread 2 Corinthians 5:1&-19.
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What Does I t  Mean?
Read Matthew 5:43-43.
1. Besides loving our enemies, what else did 

Jesus say we should do fo r them and 
why?

2. What does “perfect” mean in Matthew 
5:48> according to  the notes in your 
Bible?

Notes

2Mollenkott, Sensuous Spirituality, p. 171.

3Also see Mark 12:28-31; John 13:34-35; 
15:12-15; Luke 6:27-36. For background 
critical w ork on the Sermon on the Mount, 
see H ans D ieter Betz, Serm on on  the  
M ount. Herm eneia (Augsburg, 1995).

4Caution: From a critical biblical point of 
view, one cannot w ith any authority trans
late early Greek m anuscripts of M atthew 
“back” into Aramaic and know w ith any 
certainty at all that we have the  “real” 
words of Jesus. This m editation is not pre
sented w ith that thought in m ind. It is 
presented in recognition that som etim es 
we can learn new  things about som ething 
that is familiar to us by looking at it from 
a different perspective.
5Neil Douglas-Klotz, Prayers o f the Cosmos: 
Meditations on the Aramaic Words o f Jesus 
(San Francisco: Harper, 1990), p. 85. Here
afte r no ted  as Douglas-K lotz, Prayers. 
Syraic-Aramaic is sim ilar to the Aramaic 
language that Jesus spoke.

6Mollenkott, Sensuous Spirituality, pp. 171- 
72.

7See Reginald H. Fuller, “M atthew,” HBC, 
pp. 957-958 for a view that “be perfect” 
echoes the Holiness Code of Leviticus. For 
the other views, see HCSB notes on M at
thew  5:48, p. 1868, and M atthew  Fox, 
“Forew ord” in D ouglas-K lotz, Prayers, 
p. ix.
8See HCSB, notes on Luke 6:36, p. 1969, 
an d  Fred B. C raddock , “L u k e ,” HBC, 
p. 1023.

“Dance” with Different Folk
“Jesus insisted that it was no virtue to love those who love us 

— those o f our own interpretive com munity— 
because anybody can do that much. ”

—Virginia Ramey M ollenkott2

Jesus, in words that are part of the Sermon on the Mount, says we are to 
love our enemies, pray for those who persecute us, bless those who 
curse us, and be perfect as our God is perfect (Matthew 5:43-48).3 We 
w ant to explore two phrases in Jesus’ words: “love your enem ies” and 

“be perfect.” We step outside the Northern-European-based field 
of critical biblical scholarship to examine “love your enemies” from 
a Middle Eastern mystical point of view.4 Then we return to criti
cal research to examine the meaning of the word “perfect.”

Neil Douglas-Klotz applies an interpretive, meditational approach 
to a Syraic-Aramaic version of Jesus’ words “love your enem ies.” 
He suggests that the Syraic-Aramaic word for love (ahebw) does 
not mean compassion and mercy. Rather, it means an “even more 
mysterious, impersonal force, one that acts in secret to bring sepa
rate beings together to create new life.” He further suggests that 
the word “enem y” in Syraic-Aramaic (bwheldbabaykhun) “con
veys the image of being out of rhythm, moving with jerky, harsh 
m ovem ents.” Our enemy (whether it is a person, a different inter
pretive community, or a nation) "is out of step, impeding, vacu
ous, and puffed up in relationship to u s .”5

Turn to page 45 and read Neil Douglas-Klotz’s meditation 
“Love your Enemies” before continuing this page.

In reflecting on Douglas-Klotz’s meditation, Virginia Mollenkott observes 
that we and our enemy are like “really clumsy dancers.”6 Doesn’t that 
sound just like us in the church today? We are out of rhythm, moving 
jerkily, stepping on each others’ toes, sometimes not even dancing to the 
same music. Douglas-Klotz’s meditative interpretation of “love your en
em ies” suggests that Jesus m eant for us to learn to “dance” a hidden 
dance with folks who are different from us so that we might bring us all 
back into the rhythm of God’s ways.

Let’s turn now to the second phrase in Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:43-48. 
At first glance, “be perfect” seems to be a digression from Jesus’ main 
point of loving one’s enemies. One scholar thinks it echoes “be holy” in 
Leviticus. Others note that the Greek word we read as “perfect” can 
mean “whole, complete, m ature” or even “all-embracing.”7 Luke’s ver
sion of this verse (Luke 6:36) used a word we translate in English as 
“merciful.” Jesus seemed to be saying: Love your enemies...(do not imi
tate the behaviors of those who victimize you); be whole, mature, gener
ous, merciful... (do not imitate your friends only, but instead imitate God) .8

Two hard messages: Dance with your enemies, and be merciful as God is 
merciful. If someone is rejecting me and maligning my identity, I’m not 
sure I want to bring myself into rhythm  with him  or her—or respond 
with mercy. This, perhaps, is the hardest step of reconciliation. I think it 
m eans we dance a wary dance, not abdicating our own “rhythm ” but 
loving our enemies with a tough love that keeps the spotlight on justice 
issues. It also means understanding the process that people go through 
to move from a position of rejecting gay and lesbian people to a position 
of fully celebrating and nurturing them /us.
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Reconciling Steps
The “Where Do You Stand?” Scale on page 47 sketches out various ways 
that individuals, the church, and society have responded to lesbian women 
and gay men. Psychologist Dorothy Riddle described the eight choices as 
repulsion, pity, tolerance, acceptance, support, admiration, appreciation, 
and nurturance. She identified the first four positions as homophobic atti
tudes and the last four as positive ones.9

Riddle’s continuum  offers us a way to understand that the current dilemma 
the church faces is not a simple “welcome” or “reject” decision but, rather, 
a range of rejecting, less rejecting, more welcoming, and fully welcoming 
responses. Many of us may find ourselves at position “5”—the basic ACLU 
position of protecting and guaranteeing civil rights for lesbian and gay 
persons.10

What does this scale say about engaging in ministries of reconcilia
tion? For those of us who are gay or lesbian, movement toward po
sition “8” represents steps of an internal process of reconciling with 
ourselves. It means ridding ourselves of negative attitudes and mis
information that have caused us to be internally homophobic. Mov
ing toward position “8” involves becoming proud of who we are—
God’s gay or lesbian heirs with unique gifts and graces. It also means 
advocating for ourselves and our sisters and brothers who are not 
yet at position “8 .” Finally, it m eans ridding ourselves of any 
heterophobia we have and learning to “dance” with our gay-friendly 
or “straight but not narrow ” heterosexual allies who are standing at 
position “8” with us—or striving to get there.

Those of us who are gay or lesbian or bisexual might also think 
about where we place ourselves on another scale—a “church rela
tionship” scale. Do we (1) reject the church and all it stands for; (2) 
reject the church but have faith in God; (3) partially accept the church, 
but with strong reservations; or (4) fully welcome and celebrate the 
church in our lives and take on full rights and responsibilities as 
members and leaders?

For those persons, churches, agencies, and denominations who have 
been rejecting and oppressing gay and lesbian people, movement 
toward position “8” of Riddle’s continuum  might be the steps of a 
reconciling ministry. Changing attitudes through Bible study, prayer 
and discernment, interactions with gay and lesbian Christians, and 
intentional efforts to understand the complexities of hum an sexuality 
lead eventually to a full reconciliation with gay and lesbian people.

What Do Others Think?
As you continue to  explore what it means to  
engage in welcoming and reconciling ministries, 
talk with people about the following questions. 
Ask gay and lesbian persons and parents of gay 
and \esbian children:
1. What do you think i t  would mean fo r a 

church or a denomination to  reconcile 
with gay men and lesbian women?

2. How welcoming do you think our church 
(or group or campus ministry) is? Would 
gay and lesbian people generally know our 
stance? How?

3. How fully do you accept and celebrate 
the church in your life?

can

Dangers: As we engage in reconciliation efforts, we may unthinkingly 
treat all the parties involved as if we were on a level playing field. 
However, the power to welcome or reject on a corporate or institu
tional level lies with the church and its majority voters—heterosexual 
members. Reconciliation efforts begin with those who have rejected, 
oppressed, or som ehow discrim inated against others. We may be 
tempted to reconcile only on a personal level and never think about 
the need for the church as church to reconcile with people who have 
been excluded. Maybe our church hasn ’t personally excluded a gay or 
lesbian person, but others in our denom ination have. The gay and 
lesbian community across the country knows very clearly that Chris
tianity has condemned and rejected them. They w on’t make an excep
tion of us or our church unless we say we disagree, unless we say we 
are welcoming.

Notes

T h e  original Riddle Scale, not copyrighted 
by Riddle, has been widely adapted and 
used in the gay and lesbian community, 
in anti-hom ophobia w orkshops, and in 
various m anuals and writings. Note: “Ac
cep tance” is considered a hom ophobic 
stance because it implies there is som e
thing to accept rather than  reject.

'“This is also the position some judicato
ries and denom inations have taken, call
ing for civil rights while still denying full 
inclusion into the Christian community.
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Claiming the Promise
What is the promise we are claiming? We claim that we and all hum an 
beings are God’s family, heirs apparent of God’s inclusive new earth. To
gether, we claim that all of creation is God’s gift and blessing. We claim to 
be descendants of Abraham and Sarah.

We claim that, through the blessing of God’s reconciling actions in Christ, 
nothing  can separate us from the love of God—not closets or shame or 
self-hatred or doubt—not threats of violence or fear or bigotry—not de
nom inational debate or church policy or law or closed doors! Absolutely 

nothing can separate any of us from God’s love. We are God’s heirs 
because God chooses us. That is the promise!

How do we claim that promise? We claim it when we live as God’s 
heirs apparent in the inclusive household of God. We claim it as we 
live as new creations in Christ—part of God’s here-but-not-yet “new 
earth .”11 We claim it w hen we “faith’’ God’s reconciling acts with 
u s ,u Faithing is different from “having faith in ” or “believing in” 
something. W hen we faith  something, we engage our whole selves— 
body, mind, heart, and soul—in response. We embody it. So, when 
we claim the promise, we faith  God’s action of not counting our 
trespasses against us—we embody forgiveness (1 Corinthians 5:18, 
19). W hen we claim the promise, we faith  freedom in Christ—we 
embody individual and communal responsibility and justice-love 
(Galatians 5:13-14). Finally, when we claim the promise, we faith 
God’s trusting us with the ministry and message of reconciliation— 
we embody reconciliation (1 Corinthians 5:18, 19, 20).

How do we embody reconciliation? We embrace it with our whole 
bodyselves. We radically change the ways we relate to other people. 
We move beyond practicing an insiders’ code of hospitality for strang
ers of our own kind toward being a neighbor—being open, support
ive, affirming, and welcoming—to all God’s children. Embodying 
reconciliation involves an interactive process of seeking “more light” 
on the biblical and theological differences that divide us. It confers 
dignity, integrity, and capacity for moral decision making on each 
person. Finally, embodying reconciliation means naming as accu
rately as we can w hat or who it is that needs to be reconciled—and 
with what or whom. William Sloan Coffin observed:

The problem is not how to reconcile homosexuality with scriptural pas
sages that appear to condemn it, but rather how to reconcile the rejec
tion and punishment of homosexuals with the love of Christ. I do not 
think it can be done. I do not see how Christians can define and then 
exclude people on the basis of sexual orientation alone—not if the law 
of love is more important than the laws of biology.13

Are w e ready to engage in ministries of reconciliation? It’s easy to say 
“Yes!” But w hat would it mean for a local church who ousted a gay or 
lesbian minister to reconcile with that person? W hat would it mean for 
schools or businesses who fired gay or lesbian employees to reconcile? 
What would it mean for a denomination to reconcile with its gay and 
lesbian members? How should those who were rejected respond? There 
are no easy answers here. The pain is great. The costs have been huge, 
both for those who rejected and those who were rejected. The concrete, 
practical, ethical choice remains squarely before us whenever we gather in 
the circle that is the Body of Christ: Will our circles be open? Will we fully 
include, affirm, nurture, and celebrate God’s lesbian and gay children?

Notes

"See Isaiah 65:17 and Galatians 6:15.

12“Faith” is usually a noun, not a verb. 
However, Jam es Fowler deplores that as a 
defect in our English language. Faith, he 
says, “is an active mode of being and com
m itting, a way of moving into and giving 
shape to our experiences of life.” We use 
“faith” and “faithing” here as a dynamic, 
living, in teractive verb.. See Jam es W. 
Fowler, Stages o f Faith (San Francisco: 
Harper and Row, 1981), p. 16.

13W illiam Sloan Coffin, The Courage to 
Love (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1982),

What Do You Think?
1. How real fo r you is the feeling th a t 

“nothing can separate us from the love 
of God”? Do you feel th is  more or less 
strongly than when you were a child?

2. What is the next step you personally 
want to  take in regard to  the church and 
homosexuality?
Explore not what you think you ought to  do, 
but what you want and intend to  do.

3. What, for you, is the justice-loving thing 
for the  church to  do in relation to  gay 
and lesbian Christians?

4. If you are heterosexual, what does it  
mean to  you to  dance a hidden dance of 
the heart with those who are different 
from you? If you are gay or lesbian, what 
does i t  mean to  you?
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Prayer of Reconciliation
Leader: Great and loving God,

When our burdens are heavy;

People: Come, Eternal Spirit, lighten our load.

Leader: W hen our fears surround us like a heavy fog;

People: Come, Mothering Spirit, cradle us in the warmth of 
your bosom.

Leader: W hen depression and anger darken our souls;

People: Come, Fathering Spirit, send us an outpouring of your 
love.

Leader: W hen the dividing walls of hostility surround us;

People: Come, Healing Spirit, send us an outpouring of your 
Love.

Leader: W hen society devalues and persecutes our gay and lesbian 
children, friends and relatives;

People: Come, Unifying Spirit, energize us to continue in the 
cause of biblical justice for all.

Leader: W hen disagreements and power struggles leave us weak 
and worn;

People: Come, Spirit of Peace, cover us with your wings.

Leader: When loving our neighbor seems utterly impossible;

People: Come, Reconciling Spirit, reunite us into the true Body 
of Christ.

All: Come now, Holy Spirit o f God,
Rekindle our spirits and set our hearts ablaze
so that we may love and live as Jesus Christ taught us;
That we may be in unity with all your people everywhere;
men and women, light and dark,
old and young, straight and gay,
weak and strong, rich and poor—
welcoming all who long for a safe haven in your love.
Amen.

—Ruth C. Linscheid 
B rethren/M ennonite Council for Lesbian and Gay Concerns 

Worship Service, 28 July 1995 
Used w ith permission

Love your Enemies
From a hidden place, 
unite with your enemies from the 

inside
fill the inner void that makes them  

swell outwardly and fall 
out o f rhythm: instead of 

progressing, step by step, 
they stop and start harshly, 

out o f time with you.

Bring yourself back into rhythm  
within.

Find the movement that mates 
with theirs— 

like two lovers creating life from 
dust.

Do this work in secret, so they 
don’t know.

This kind o f love creates, it doesn’t 
emote.

—Neil Douglas-Klotz 
Prayers o f the Cosmos: 

M editations on the Aramaic Words o f Jesus 
San Francisco: Harper, 1990, p. 84 

Used w ith permission

On Your Own
Read Virginia Ramey M ollenkott’s chapter
12 on “Building Bridges between Interpre
tive Communities” in Sensuous Spirituality. 
List her principles and explore ways that 
you can implement them.

Focused Reading
Mollenkott, Virginia Ramey. Sensuous 
Spirituality, ch. 12 on building bridges 
between interpretive communities.

Morrison, Melanie. The Grace o f Coming Home, pp. 
144-45 on justice and love.
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(Appendix cA Doing Least Harm
An Ethical Standard and 
Five Relational Guidelines

Marie M. Fortune

The basic ethical guideline for making sexual or other relational ethical 
decisions for Fortune is “doing least harm .” Her values for “doing least 
harm ” are reflected in the following five relational guidelines:

Peer Relationships: Is my choice o f intim ate partner a peer, i.e. someone 
whose power is relatively equal to m ine? We m ust limit our sexual interac
tion to our peers. Some people are o ff limits for our sexual interests.

Authentic Consent: Are both m y partner and I authentically consenting to 
our sexual interaction? Both o f us m ust have information, awareness, equal 
power, and the option to say “no” without being punished, as well as the 
option to say “yes. ”

Stewardship of Sexuality: Do I take responsibility for protecting myself 
and my partner against sexually transmitted diseases and to insure repro
ductive choice? This is a question o f stewardship (the wise care for, and  
management of, the gift o f sexuality) and anticipating the literal conse
quences o f our actions. Taking this responsibility seriously presupposes a 
relationship: knowing someone over time and sharing a history in which 
trust can develop.

Sharing of Pleasure: A m  I committed to sharing sexual pleasure and inti
macy in my relationship? My concern should be both for m y own needs and 
those o f m y partner.

Faithfulness: A m  I faithful to my promises and commitments? Whatever 
the nature o f a com mitm ent to one’s partner and whatever the duration of 
that commitment, fidelity requires honesty and the keeping o f promises. 
Change in an individual m ay require a change in the commitment, which 
hopefully can be achieved through open and honest communication.

—Marie M. Fortune 
Love Does No Harm: Sexual Ethics for the Rest o f Us 

New York: C ontinuum , 1995, based on pp. 33-39 
Copyright ® 1995 by Marie M. Fortune 

Used w ith perm ission
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Where Do You Stand? (Appendix 18

0 © © ® @ © O ©

Directions: Read all the statements through and then choose the one that 
most nearly describes your attitudes and understandings right now. Circle 
your choice on the scale above.

1. Homosexuality is a “crime against nature” and a sin. Gays are sick, 
crazy, immoral, wicked. Anything is justified to change them  (ex-gay 
ministries, prison, therapy, shock treatm ents). People can be excused 
for gay-baiting, gay-bashing, or gay-killing. They should not be ex
pected to enforce various affirmative policies regarding jobs, housing, 
military, ordination, custody, or adoption of children, etc.

2. Heterosexuality, as God’s plan, is more mature and certainly to be 
preferred. Any possibility of becoming heterosexual (or living as a het
erosexual) should be reinforced. Those who seem to be born “that 
way” are to be pitied, “the poor dears.”

3. Homosexuality is just a phase of adolescent development that many 
people go through and most people “grow out of.” Thus, lesbian 
wom en/gay m en are less mature than heterosexual persons and should 
be treated with the protectiveness and indulgence one uses with a 
child. Gay m en and lesbian women should not be given positions of 
authority (because they are still working through adolescent behav
iors) .

4. Gay men and lesbian women are to be accepted, as in “You’re not a 
Gay to me, you’re a person.” Or “W hat you do in bed is your own 
business.” Or “That’s fine as long as you don’t flaunt it.”

5. Gay men and lesbian wom en deserve to have their civil rights pro
tected, even though I may be uncomfortable about their life-styles. 
The irrationality, fear, and hatred in this country about homosexuality 
is inexcusable.

6. Being gay/lesbian in our society takes strength, w hether a person is in 
or out of the closet. I am aware that I’m homophobic and that I need to 
work on my own understandings and attitudes.

7. The diversity of people is a valuable thing. Gay men and lesbian women 
are a valid part of that diversity. Therefore, I am involved in com bat
ting homophobia in myself and in others.

8. Gay and lesbian people are indispensable in society and the church. 
They have valuable gifts to offer all of us. I have deep affection for 
particular gay and lesbian persons and I delight in their individuality 
and their gifts. I work as a lesbian and gay advocate in society and in 
the church.

Based on the Homophobia Scale developed by psychologist Dr. Dorothy Riddle, 
Tucson, Arizona. Original scale, not copyrighted. Adapted by Dr. Mary Jo Osterman, 
1991 and 1996 to reflect religious attitudes also. This page may be photocopied 
without permission as long as the credits above are retained.
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cAppmdix € Glossary

Abbreviations
B.C.E. Before Common Era; replaces B.C.
C.E. Common Era; replaces A.D.
HBC Harper’s Bible Commentary 
HBD Harper’s Bible Dictionary 
HCSB HarperCollins Study Bible 
KJV King James Version
NEB New English Bible
NIB New Interpreter’s Bible
NIV New International Version
NJB New Jerusalem Bible
NOAB New Oxford Annotated (Study) Bible
NRSV New Revised Standard Version
RSV Revised Standard Version
WBC Women’s Bible Commentary

A bom ination: something contrary to proper 
religion, such as improper ways of worshipping 
God or unclean things or practices. In Jewish 
law, non-Jewish behavior.

Annotations: numbered items at the bottom of 
a study Bible page; the interpreter’s views (e.g., 
in HCSB, Victor Furnish wrote annotations for 
1 Corinthians; Richard Hays, for Galatians).

Apocrypha: books or portions of books not in
cluded in Hebrew scripture, but found in early 
Christian versions of the Old Testament.

Bibliolatry: an act of idolizing or worshipping 
the Bible as God’s Word, frozen in time.

Bisexuality: a sexual orientation; part of one's 
sexual identity with capacity to be attracted to 
either sex. Preferred language is “bisexual per
sons,” not “bisexuals.” Bisexual behavior can 
be monogamous, serially monogamous, open 
relationship, totally uncommitted, dual commit
ment relationships. Involves the same need for 
ethical decision making as do heterosexual or 
homosexual relationships.

D euterocanonical: books or portions of books 
of the  Old T estam ent found in the  Greek 
Septuagint translation but not in the Hebrew 
canon; accepted by Roman Catholic and ortho
dox com m unions, bu t not by reform ation  
churches.

E th ical d iscern m en t: a particular process, 
based on one’s values; involves considering 
options and consequences of sometimes com
plex choices in an intimate relationship, sexual 
or otherwise.

Ethics: a basic principle or a set of principles 
and relational guidelines which guide moral 
decision making (discernment-based ethics); a 
set of rules to follow (rules-based ethics); a flex
ible decision-making process (situation-based 
ethics).

Family: persons related by biology, marriage, 
or adoption—and those with whom one chooses 
to live in a committed relationship of some kind.

Gay man: one who self-identifies as attracted 
to men.

Gender identity: a component of sexual iden
tity; our basic conception of ourselves as being 
either male or female; includes “transgendered” 
and “transsexual” persons (whose gender iden
tities somehow do not match their biological 
sex or their assigned gender role and who “cross- 
dress” or seek surgery to change gender).

Gender role: a component of sexual identity; 
social and cultural expectations that persons of 
one gender are expected to fulfill.

Gentile: from Latin, gens, for nation, tribe, clan, 
a certain people; referred originally to the seven 
nations (goyim) that inhabited Canaan when the 
Israelites moved in; later, any non-Jew (goy) or 
non-Jewish nation.

God’s Word: God’s liberating, saving message, 
spoken through the words of the Bible as well 
as through the lives and actions of prophets, 
church leaders through the ages, and contem
porary prophets. For Christians, most perfectly 
expressed through the Christ-event—the life, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus.

Heir apparent: legally, an heir who cannot be 
deprived of the right of inheritance if he or she 
survives an ancestor.

Heterosexuality: a sexual orientation, part of 
one’s sexual identity; being attracted toward the 
other sex in one’s sexual desires. Heterosexual 
behavior can be monogamous, serially monoga
mous, open relationship, totally uncommitted. 
Involves the same need for ethical decision 
making as do heterosexual or bisexual relation
ships.

Homosexuality: a sexual orientation, part of 
one’s sexual identity; being attracted to the same 
sex in one’s sexual desires. Homosexual behav
ior can be monogamous, serially monogamous, 
open relationship, totally uncommitted. Involves 
the same need for ethical decision making as 
do heterosexual or bisexual relationships.

Idolatry: the worship of human-made images 
of God; a primary commitment to something or 
someone other than God (and neighbor).

Kindom: the all-inclusive family or realm of 
God; an inclusive term used by many for king
dom; omits sexist (king) and classist (royalty) 
im plications; em phasizes “comm on kinship 
with God and one another.”

Justice-love: an attribute/action of God: God 
is just, God is love; an attribute/action God re
quires of us: focus on the poor and needy; right 
social inequalities; put an end to situations that 
produce or continue unjust actions; “be new 
creations.”

Lesbian wom an: one who self-identifies as at
tracted to women.

Lust: intense or unrestrained craving or obses
sive desire, especially one that is sexual.

Moral agency: a human capacity to make moral 
choices and then to act on them. Adult men 
and women are considered to be moral agents.

Pharisees: learned, well-respected laypeople, 
not clergy, who opposed the strict written in
terpretation of Torah of the priestly Sadducees; 
preferred an oral interpretation of the written 
Law; lived and worshipped with the people; 
Jesus’ teachings parallel those of the liberal 
Pharisees—followers of Hillel; conservative 
Pharisees were followers of the school of 
Shammai.

Reconciliation: a changed relationship for the 
better between persons or groups who formerly 
were enemies or at odds with each other. Rec
oncile: to move toward a healing relationship.

Sexual identity: the basic sexual make-up of a 
person; involves three separate yet interrelated 
components: gender identity, gender role, and 
sexual orientation.1

Sexual orientation: a component of sexual iden
tity; indicates to what degree we are potentially 
sexually attracted to the same sex or the other 
sex; implies affectional orientation; for some, a 
wholistic way of “being.”

Sexual preference: sometimes used to indicate 
one has a “choice” rather than an orientation; 
often used narrowly and negatively to refer to 
person’s same-sex activities, rarely to describe 
other-sex choices; offensive, especially if used 
instead of “sexual orientation” to deny genetic 
or biological factors of sexual attraction.

Sodom y/sodom ite: anal sex, heterosexual or 
homosexual; often applied only to male-male 
sex; an unfortunate  word coined from the 
Sodom story in Genesis; KJV translates a He
brew word which some scholars believe meant 
male temple prostitutes, although the accuracy 
of that is in dispute; first used in English in 
1297.2

Syncretism: the partial combining of differing 
systems of belief which results in a hetero
geneous product or diverse culture.

W orld-view: a broad perspective from which 
one sees and interprets; a collection of beliefs, 
customs, and assumptions about life and the 
universe held by an individual or a group; domi
nant world-view involves power and decision
making ability.

Notes
■Mollenkott, quoting Green, Neighbor, rev. ed., 
pp. 111-12.
2Oxford English Dictionary.
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