I would like to look at four possible approaches to homosexuality. In doing so my purpose is simply to show how different groups read the Bible, and indicate how that affects their approaches to homosexuality. By understanding how others view the biblical text, we may arrive at a better idea of why they find their own approach persuasive and have a clearer idea of why we believe as we do.

First, the "beyond inclusion" view. Two conferences, entitled "Beyond Inclusion" have drawn considerable attention in the Episcopal Church. This view is clearly the approach of the ascendant liberal leadership in North American Anglicanism. It says that the church must move beyond "merely including" homosexuals, it must accord them full rights as baptized believers. It must bless their unions and ordain them if they are in long-term committed relationships.

According to this view, the Bible as a norm for sexual ethics is deeply flawed because of its patriarchal bias and its deep homophobia. It must therefore be deconstructed lest it be seen as giving us any direct guidelines for modern behavior in this area. 

The Bible's bias for marriage reflected the view that women were property, and adultery or fornication, therefore, was possessing another man's goods. The Levitical codes were concerned primarily with ritual purity, and were set aside when Jesus "made all things clean." Besides, who believes in stoning rebellious children these days, or that there's anything wrong with wearing a garment made of more than one material? Yet both are there in Deuteronomy.

The sin of Sodom (Gen. 19) was not homosexuality but gang rape which is no more peculiar to homosexuals than heterosexuals as anyone working in prisons knows. Besides, Ezekiel says that the sin of Sodom was pride (16:49-50), and Jesus implies in Matt. 10:14 that Sodom's sin was a lack of hospitality. So, the Sodom story is irrelevant to any discussion of homosexuality. As is the story of the men of Gibeon, in the hill country of Benjamin, recorded in Judges 19. They wanted to have sex with the male servant, but the owner of the house gave them his concubine instead. She collapsed and died from a night of mistreatment. This too, then, is an indication that it is rape not homosexuality that is of concern here. 

The primary form of homosexuality against which the Old Testament protests appears to have been cult prostitution, and this has nothing to do with the consensual, non-cultic, loving homosexual relationships we are talking about today. Moreover, since sex was primarily for procreation, rather than companionship and deepened intimacy, then any sex act that is not procreative is banned in the Bible. But we have moved beyond such views.

David and Jonathan were probably lovers. After all, David says Jonathan's love for him was more wonderful than the love of women. (2 Sam. 1:26). Ruth may have had a sexual relationship with Naomi. 

Jesus never mentioned homosexuality. His full inclusion of women, sinners, the physically challenged, and gentiles indicates that he would have included homosexuals had he known as much about the condition as we now do. 

Paul, and the Pauline corpus, in the few passages that relate to homosexuality (Romans 1; I Cor. 6; I Timothy 1) seem to have seen homosexuality as "dirty", one of those Gentile things; but not as fundamentally immoral. Furthermore, the forms of homosexuality against which Paul speaks are primarily coercive (sex with one's male slaves, for example) or commercial (sex with boy prostitutes). Paul simply does not address loving, consensual, lasting homosexual relationships -- and he seems to know nothing of a homosexual condition. 

So the biblical witness against homosexuality is minimal, irrelevant, culturally biased, and in any event totally absent from the teaching of Jesus. Indeed, he may well have taken a different attitude towards it than was prevalent in his day had he known what we now know. The church's unremittingly negative attitude towards homosexuality down the centuries relies on a misreading of these biblical texts, and an Augustinian body/spirit dualism, rather than on the texts themselves.

Secondly, let's consider what I would call the "tolerance" viewpoint. This is more nuanced than the "full inclusion" viewpoint, even though the end result is much the same. 

This viewpoint accepts the basic arguments that I have outlined against any direct application of biblical texts to today, but does so not because it disbelieves in biblical relevance. Rather the "tolerance" viewpoint has an apparent respect for Scripture; but it thinks evangelicals have read their own legalistic ethos into the Scriptural narrative. 

For example, where, the Kuala Lumpur Statement, that emerged from the South to South Encounter in 1997, speaks of "the clear and unambiguous teaching of Holy Scripture about human sexuality" the people who argue for tolerance say: "Wait a minute. Just how clear is the Bible on human sexuality?"

To underscore their point, they ask a series of questions designed to cause evangelicals to question the clarity of the biblical witness:

Have we let the fact sink in that God created beings for whom sexual intimacy, and not just procreation, is one of the goods of creation? What does this tell us about the heart of God?

If there is no male and female in the kingdom to come, then how might this relativize heterosexual relationships now? How absolute in other words is heterosexuality? What would same-sex bonding have looked liken in Eden when human beings were in their innocence?

If Jesus were capable of making a pragmatic concession to divorce in an imperfect world, then should we not see homosexuality in a similar way?

Isn't interpreting Leviticus for modern Christians notoriously difficult? So much of the holiness code has been laid aside. How sure are we that a particular moral code applies to today?

Take the example of the Sabbath. Christians interpret the Sabbath very differently. Can we not see homosexuality as one of those issues that Christians can interpret differently --- some more legalistically than others?

Paul's disgust for homosexuality may be because he was thinking of the lustful orgies that were commonplace among the Gentiles. Must we all see homosexuality that way?

And, if Paul thinks homosexuality is against "nature", does he not also think that men having long hair is "against nature?" (I Cor. 11:14) Is he not thinking of what is culturally appropriate, not what is in accord with the creation order?

It is common among some scholars to see the various Pauline references to refer to exploitative homosexuality, and certainly not to the kind of homosexuality found among Christians who are committed to the Lord and to one another.

Should we not take Jesus' yardstick for how to measure whether an Old Testament prohibition is applicable today? He told us that the Law was summarized in "love our neighbor as ourselves ?" If Jesus could flagrantly disobey rabbinical interpretations about the Sabbath, on the grounds that they were not loving one's neighbor, then should we not have a more compassionate attitude towards homoerotic affection ourselves? Isn't the law of love what we should use to test how to apply the Old Testament today?

If we now interpret some demon possession in the Gospels as mental illness, how might we understand the phenomenon of homosexuality today better than it was understood 2000 years ago?

By raising these questions, those who would argue tolerance underscore the different context between New Testament times and today. And, let's face it, culture is different today than it was in biblical times. Today if you go to Moscow a man might greet another man with a bear hug and a kiss on both cheeks. If you walk down the streets of Damascus you might see two Arab men in their twenties walking hand-in-hand. If you go to rural Kenya you might find yourself in a ceremony where two men exchange blood and pledge themselves to each other for life. Could it be that our hesitancy to touch one another, to form deep same-sex friendships, and to express profound affection for those of our own sex, is something we're reading back into the biblical narrative? Are we right to prohibit all forms of emotional same sex bonding -- when the biblical attitude might cause us to be far more tolerant?

Since more and more evangelicals can accept women in key leadership positions in the church, that is since they have developed a hermeneutic to deal with the biblical texts which have been used to deny women those positions, why can't evangelicals use exactly the same kind of hermeneutical tools to challenge tradition in regard to homosexuality?

The net effect of these questions, asked by what I am calling the "tolerant" view, is to prod those who do have a high view of Scripture to reassess their innate prejudices, and to rethink their understanding of the biblical texts. Those who espouse this view are not expecting to go beyond inclusion. But they would like to be included, and they think that inclusion is justified if evangelical Christians would just give up their legalistic reading of Scripture. "Don't drive us into liberal or all-gay churches," they say, "think again, and let us come alongside you as brothers and sisters in Christ."

So, then, here are two approaches to the Bible and homosexuality. The best way to respond to them is to read the Bible more reflectively and not just react or lash out. 

Now consider two other approaches to the question of the Bible and homosexuality, what I will call the view of "Orthodox Judaism" and then the "traditionally Christian" view. 

Orthodox Judaism, the third viewpoint, builds its strong case against homosexuality around God's insistence that Israel be different from her neighbors. To be holy is to be separate. It is to affirm life, rather than death. That is why in Judaism, meat [death] is separated from milk [life], and menstruation [death] from sexual intercourse [life], and carnivorous animals [death] from vegetarian or kosher animals [life]. 

Two areas where the Bible especially wanted Israel to be different from her neighbors were child sacrifice and male homosexuality. Both symbolized death, for one took children's lives away (child sacrifice) and the other prevented children from being given life (homosexuality). So the Talmud says: "He who does not engage in propagation of the race is as though he had shed blood." Not to give life is to side with death. (Babylonian Talmud 30:19, quoted in Ultimate Issues, April-June, 1990)

Israel lived in a culture where male cult homosexuality was widely accepted. The qdeshim were temple male prostitutes, whom Jehosaphat "put away from the land" and whose houses later King Josiah "tore down." (I Ki.22:47; 2 Ki. 23:7) Indeed, as a non-religious Jew, David Greenberg, points out in his massive work entitled the Construction of Homosexuality (University of Chicago, 1988), nearly every major society through the ages, except orthodox Judaism and Western Christianity, has not only tolerated homosexuality but in some cases encouraged it. Sometimes it was widespread. It was found in Arab, Chinese, Indian, Celtic, Japanese, Siamese, Persian, Pre-Columbian American, Norse, and of course ancient Greek and Roman societies. Homosexuality was accepted in these societies because the real division in them was not between male and female, but between penetrater and penetrated. As long as one was the penetrater, and as long as the one penetrated was socially, economically, or chronologically inferior, homosexual acts were acceptable.

But not in Israel. To the Jews homosexual acts were "toevah" -- they were an abomination. That is, they were not just wrong. They were particularly repugnant. (Lev. 18:22) Starting with the Pentateuch, in the words of Dennis Prager, Judaism "took the genie of male sexuality and put it in the bottle of marriage." This limitation of sex to marriage had certain consequences. First, it de-sexualized religion, for nearly all other known religions were sexualized (gods and goddesses having sex with each other and with humans). In many of them, creation itself was seen as having been "birthed" by God -- a sexual act. Whereas, in Genesis, creation is by the will and word of God. Second, it elevated marriage and derivatively raised the status of women. For in societies where homosexuality is tolerated, the status of women is lowered and replaced with an idealized vision of the male. And third, it took the marauding male sexual drive and channeled it into a committed, monogamous, relationship that led in the long run to the humanization of males themselves.

Jews, then, have always had a strong commitment to marriage and family life. They've discouraged celibacy, for to be fully human one must be married. No wonder while one finds in other cultures homoerotic poetry, in the Bible one finds the Song of Songs, a beautiful poem depicting male-female sensual love.

Jews do not speak much about the healing of the homosexual, nor is there a strong tradition of acceptance of homosexual persons within Jewish social life. Neither do they speak much about a pastoral approach to homosexuals, because in their view homosexuality is largely socially constructed. 

If you tolerate homosexuality socially, it flourishes; and if you do not, it doesn't. Therefore, it is not tolerated. While they don't eliminate the possibility that there may be a genetic predisposition to homosexual orientation, orthodox Jews point out that a genetic link has not been found, despite vigorous attempts to find one. They conclude that traditional Christians and orthodox Jews have had it right all along, and that civilization has been the better for it. 

They also argue that homosexuality is fundamentally chosen. Since many heterosexual men have engaged in homosexual activity (as, for example, in prisons, monasteries, boarding schools, and on all-male ships); and since most homosexual men have had sex with women at some point (as many as 2/3 according to some studies), then perhaps all people are naturally bi-sexual. Well, then, one Jewish writer comments if it is possible to suppress one's homosexual urges, homosexuality has to be seen as "both surmountable and chosen." (Prager, Issues, p.14) The issue then becomes which sort of a society do we want to encourage, one which favors heterosexual marital sex or one which favors homosexual sex?

When the National Association of Independent Schools, the accrediting agency for all private secondary schools in the United States, recently added "sexual orientation" to its diversity agenda, it suggested that any school that does not accept this new norm in hiring faculty should be excluded from its coveted membership. One Christian headmaster wrote: "Homosexuality will continue to be controversial and debatable no matter what geneticists discover, no matter what wonders come out of the closet, no matter what bishops pronounce it okay. Leave it alone…. Do the truly liberal thing and trust to the consciences of your member (schools) and create community out of real diversity, not out of conformity in the name of diversity." The exclusionary clause was left out. However, most independent secondary schools in America now hire open homosexuals and lesbians, many of whom live with partners on school property. 

The fourth approach to the question of the Bible and homosexuality might be called the canonical or "traditionally Christian" approach. It argues that the way the church through the ages has understood the Scriptures on human sexuality is right. It reads them correctly in their own context, and applies them correctly to today's context.

Of course, it recognizes that the world has changed. In Europe and North America we have entire subcultures that call themselves homosexual. That is their principal identity. Who these folk see themselves to be is so bound up with their sexual orientation and expression that when others insist that they should think and behave differently they see it as a fundamental denial of their human rights to be who they are. Some argue this is how God made them; and not to accept them as they are is a grievous moral error. Now no such group existed in the ancient world. 

Moreover, many of these people insist that they are Christian. They attend our churches, take communion alongside us, and want the right to preach, teach, administer the sacraments and lead congregations, even while living in a sexual relationship with someone of their own gender. And, due to their tireless efforts, even though they represent only 2-4% of the population, they have persuaded a very significant number of straight people to agree with them. In North America those who are pro-homosexual run our schools, universities, newspapers, magazines, film companies, theatre, and TV channels [in other words our entire education, news and entertainment business]. They run the publishing houses, advertising companies, until recently they ran the White House, and they run virtually all the professional associations that link people in these and many other occupations together. Recently I visited the bookstore at the Episcopal Church Center in New York City. In a whole section, shelves of books were devoted to sexuality. Not one in the whole lot argued for a traditionally Christian approach. 

I have a stack of books that do uphold a traditionally Christian approach in my library. And the best book among them that deals extensively with the texts and the interpretation of those texts is The Bible and Homosexual Practice by Robert Gagnon, a seminary professor in Pittsburgh. The book was recently published by Abingdon, the Methodist Publishing house, but was not highly recommended even in their own publicity, apparently lest they be accused of being homophobic! 

Gagnon makes a strong case that the main reason for the Old Testament and the New Testament's opposition to homosexuality is:

· Not just because the Jews, and later the Christians, were to be different from the gentiles; 

· Not just because God's people found homosexual practice unclean and therefore unhealthy and/or disgusting; 

· Not just because it was a threat to marriage; 

· Not just because much homosexual sex was commercialized, or forced by the stronger on the weaker 

· Not just because homosexual sex was inherently more lustful than heterosexual sex; 

· Not just because effeminized men were a threat to male dominance; 

· Not just because it was linked with idolatrous cults; 

· Not just because it contravened a few questionable texts buried deep in the Levitical code that banned many things we now see as ridiculous; and 

· Not just because it was ignorant of people who had an exclusively same-sex orientation, and therefore objected only to heterosexuals who did homosexual things.

No, sex, says the traditional Christian interpretation, belongs in the bond of heterosexual monogamy. The primary reason is that this is the only way that the biological complimentarity of males and females can be preserved. From Creation, it was God's intent that the act of sexual intercourse be a way of embracing the "other" rather than a sexual "same." Homosexual intercourse causes males to act as females in the way they relate to each other as sexual beings. Anatomically, males and females are made for complementary roles. Using a part of the human anatomy that is made for excretion as a receptacle for penetration not only invites extensive health hazards, but emasculates the passive partner. 

Paul's argument in Romans 1 was based on the fact that the pagans, who had no access to the book of Leviticus, did not need special revelation to realize the wrongness of same sex relations -- both homosexual and lesbian. Pagans simply ignored the obvious truth first about God, and then about heterosexual complimentarity. Their spiritual idolatry paralleled their homosexuality. Both were transparently wrong. However, with both, people suppressed the truth that would have showed them the absurdity of their actions. 

Paul's various words for sexual immorality porneia (from which we get the word pornography), malakoi (soft or effeminate boys), and arsenokoitai (a neologism referring to males who take other males to bed) do not refer to coercive forms of sexual behavior, but to behavior that is considered wrong and inconsistent with the new life in Christ. Paul seems to be condemning not just some forms of homosexuality, but all forms. He appears to be basing his viewpoint on the Levitical prohibitions, which he along with Jews of his era like Philo, accepted as normative. Paul's vice lists (I Cor. 5:10-11; 6:9-10) echo the Deuteronomic prohibitions (Deut. 11:5; 23:17) showing that Paul's objection to homosexuality is not just because of the divine mandate to procreate, it is rooted in his objection to males who transform their maleness into femaleness by making themselves partners of other men. 

Conclusion. We are being asked today to accept and bless same sex partnerships on the basis that they reflect something fundamentally different from the New Testament era, and that they are "natural" in a way that Paul and other NT writers from their limited perspective were unable to see. 

Against this is not only the weight of the biblical evidence; but also the testimony of those who have come out of the homosexual lifestyle and who know how addictive and delusional it can be. 

My penultimate comment is that the supposed "naturalness" of homosexual urges must not be seen as an indication that they are God-given any more than the urges we have to anger, jealousy, covetousness, or lust are. Nothing is good simply because it is felt. Nor is it possible to say that our identity is in our sexual feelings. Our identity is only discovered in a vertical relationship to God, not by looking deep inside our selves. 

Of these four views, I would argue that the traditional Christian one is not only faithful to the overall witness of Scripture, but it opens the door for a sensitive pastoral approach that takes into account God's redeeming and healing work. After a list in I Cor. 6 of various sinners, including sexual ones, Paul says: "And such were some of you." (I Cor. 6:9,10) Clearly, the Gospel had made them new creatures in Christ, and their old habits faded away. 

 

