Introduction

The issue of homosexuality is an increasing challenge for all thoughtful Christians! It is particularly and often painfully so for my homosexually oriented brothers and sisters who sincerely desire to live in obedience to our Lord. I grapple with the issue myself as I seek to find and maintain a balance between grace and law, that between loving acceptance and encouragement of homosexually oriented fellow believers, on the one hand (Romans 15:7; 1 Thessalonians 5:11),1 and commitment to holy living on the part of all of us (Matthew 5:48), on the other. I have observed and experienced this struggle in the context of my having personal friends who grapple with their own homosexual thoughts and feelings and in the context counseling with fellow Christians who are strongly drawn toward homosexual relationships and behavior. The pain that is typically experienced by homosexually oriented believers is typically more severe for those who have experienced such a relationship in the past or are involved in one currently.

My personal concern does not center so much around what I think of homosexuality myself (though I wish the phenomenon were more simple to understand and that it were easier to know the complete mind of Christ) but on how I can best reach out to these brothers and sisters in a Christ-like manner in light of conclusions (as well as my uncertainties) about homosexuality. In this attempt to pursue a position of godly balance, my focus is specifically within the context the Body of Christ and upon my response to my brothers and sisters who wish to escape the pull of homosexuality and/or find themselves desiring a lover or are currently involved with one. It is for those who have clearly concluded that the practice of homosexuality is unacceptable and are seeking the best way to deal with their orientation in light of their conclusion that my concern is greatest. My desire to reach out to these is in response, at least in a significant part, to three admonitions of Scripture involving supportive compassion, "Weep with those that weep" (Romans 12:15b), "Bear one another’s burdens, and thus fulfill the law of Christ" (Galatians 6:2), and ". . . accept one another, just as Christ also accepted us to the glory of God" (Romans 15:7), and the admonition toward humble intervention, "Brethren, even if a man is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to yourself, lest you too be tempted" (Galatians 6:1).

I am not seeking to engage in debate with those Christians who have chosen to believe that those who experience a homosexual orientation are, by the sovereign will of God, born that way and, as such, are functioning within His intended will as they pursue a homosexual lifestyle. Such a view is most strongly held and promoted by such organizations as the Metropolitan Community Church and Evangelicals Concerned. My hope is simply that those readers who may entertain the viability of such a perspective will be encouraged to rethink this issue in response to what I have to say.

I also want to be sensitive (as a man who experiences a clear and strong heterosexual orientation) to the question, "How can you relate to me/us in my/our struggle? How can you possibly know what it is like to be homosexually oriented in a predominantly heterosexual and significantly homophobic society, including the Christian community?" The obvious fact is, I can’t, any more than I can identify with a pregnant woman and know what it is like to give birth (though the parallels are closer in the case of the former). Yet, I cannot avoid the issue and its attendant pain, I cannot ignore those who do struggle, nor can I deny the admonitions of Scripture regarding my relationship with every member of the Body of Christ, regardless of his or her sexual orientation.

I have chosen to address this issue in the first person out of a heartfelt concern for those with whom I have interacted. As such, it is by no means a strictly academic matter to be dealt with in the somewhat impersonal manner more typical of the standard scholarly treatise. As well, I am limiting myself to exploring the issue in the context of the evangelical Christian tradition. In using this limiting designation, I am referring essentially to the position that is characterized by the criteria for this label as identified by John Stackhouse.2 My hope is that those who read this paper will be challenged to interact themselves in a personal way with the Scripture cited and with the information, thoughts, feelings, and experiences shared, to the end that we all might be guided by the Spirit of God toward the way in which He would have us interact with our brothers and sisters who are the objects of the concern behind this effort.

Concern about the issue of homosexuality is not new for me. In addition to counseling with those who experience a homosexual orientation, I have been reading about it and discussing it within the human sexuality classes I teach for a number of years. The issue was brought into increasingly clear focus for me in 1984 when I chaired the dissertation of one of our students who wrote,

And so the tension is created: an increasing awareness of and sensitivity to the realities of homosexuality and its lifestyle versus a questioning conscience regarding the validity and moral quality of such a life. This dilemma is true for society in general and the Church in particular.

... it is particularly the more fundamental, evangelical constituency within the Church which is grappling with the ethical question and it is likewise the more fundamentally, evangelically rooted homosexual who is grappling for his place of allegiance within the Church. It is specifically between these two camps that the more pronounced tension on the matter exists. It is truly a dilemma for the Church and a trauma for the homosexual.3
Three Responses of Evangelical, Homosexually Oriented Persons

I have personally witnessed three primary responses among homosexually oriented Christians. There are those who believe that homosexual behavior is unacceptable to God. They seek, therefore, to abstain from such practices but find themselves experiencing a longing for relational closeness with a member of the same sex, on the one hand, and the need to suppress their seemingly "natural" sexual desires that often arise within the context of such a relationship, on the other.

Then there are those who say they have come to believe that the Bible does not condemn homosexual behavior in the context of a loving, committed, monogamous relationship and have, therefore, entered freely into a relationship with a lover and seek to maintain a quality and enduring bond. These individuals typically indicate that they are quite happy and fulfilled in their relationships, and they are often quite outspoken in support of their views of the issue. Many of these are critical—in some cases hostilely condemning—of those who maintain a more traditional position, yet clearly identify themselves as Evangelicals.

The third basic response is (it seems to me) the most painful and difficult for those who have pursued it. It is painful because it involves becoming involved in homosexual behavior and relationships but believing that one is violating God’s command by so doing. The resulting feelings of guilt and shame, and the fear of discovery by fellow Christians, typically creates significant internal conflict, not infrequently of suicidal proportions.

Tragically, the typical evangelical church or other evangelical Christian organization or group has done a poor job of providing an understanding and helpful environment in which those in the first and third groups just described can find Christian fellowship and help as they seek to resolve their own personal dilemmas. The major exception are those parachurch ministries expressly dedicated to providing assistance to those who want to experience change in their orientation. Most of these groups are affiliated with Exodus International.4
A better job has been done by some churches for those in the first and third groups. A recent article written by Bob Davies,5 Exodus International’s executive director, describes a mentoring program developed by Ken Korver, the associate pastor of Emmanuel Reformed Church in Paramount, California, for men in his church. But such church-based programs are rare. I am greatly pleased that my own church provides space and support for a change oriented program with the initiative for that program came from a lay member (who began her involvement in an outside parachurch ministry) with support from our church leadership. The program has now been in place for several years and people are being helped. Such efforts nurture hope that additional programs will emerge within the context of the local church and will be seen as a vital, if not imperative aspect of comprehensive church ministry to the members thereof.

In seeking to examine this issue of monumental proportions, I will be applying a model of Christian thought presented by John Stackhouse during the January, 1996 Faculty Seminar at Biola University. Stackhouse’s model, which he labeled "the postmodern tetralectic," is his modification of what he identified as the Protestant quadrilateral style of thinking.6 As Kevin Lawson, a Biola colleague and fellow seminar participant pointed out in his response paper, the quadrilateral was given increasing visibility in "Wesley’s doctrine of authority in relationship to various sources, including Scripture, tradition, experience, and reason"7 and has been incorporated by the United Methodist General Conference in their revised doctrinal statement (1988).

My reason for using this model of Christian thought as the framework and method for this effort, as opposed to simply sharing the content and progression of my own thinking regarding the issue of homosexuality, is that I believe that it is vital that we pursue our search for truth and understanding in a reasonably systematic way and a way that can be shared or similarly pursued by fellow believers as we seek to achieve and "to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace" (Ephesians 4:3) regarding an issue that has the potential to further splinter an already fragmented Church.

From Protestant Quadrilateral to Postmodern Tetralectic

As explained by Stackhouse, the majority of Protestants have for many years pursued a mode of thinking that involves the interaction of Scripture, tradition, experience, and reason with Scripture providing both the foundation and the standard for the evaluation of the other three. Each of these four elements is perceived as a source of truth, though each may be misunderstood and misused due to the influence of fallenness in the mind of the thinker. The Holy Spirit is acknowledged as the divine resource who is available to provide understanding of the biblical text and guidance in the thinking process (John 16:13).8 Lacking training in formal theology and, up to that point, being ignorant of the literature addressing Wesley’s views, I found myself resonating immediately with what was being presented, for I perceived myself as typically following that essential mode.

This approach to Christian thought strives to achieve a balance of the four elements while relying on Scripture as the primary authority. Where other modes of thinking are concerned, the liberal approach can be criticized as overly relying on philosophical reasoning, being too loose, and being prone to error; mystical thinking can sometimes be criticized for excessively abandoning the more stable resources of Scripture and tradition, relying on feelings/ experience, observing that truth is not to be predominantly found in the realm of experience; and conservative thinking can be criticized as being overly authoritarian and subject to imbalance and dogmatism, overly relying on sectarian tradition.

According to Stackhouse, human thought is appropriately perceived as finite and fallen with God alone seeing, knowing, and understanding all reality. As such, pluralism and post modernism, increasingly prevalent in our society, can be seen as deflating the pride of some thinking as presumptive. Yet, a kind of chaos can result due to the lack of absolutes and authority in much current thought. He perceived a need, therefore, for a revision of the quadrilateral. In its place (a process in which each element contributes to a kind of composite of knowledge), he proposed what he described as a four-way conversation between the four elements of the quadrilateral. He holds that, in our process of thought, none of the four can stand by itself as an inviolable authority over the other three due to the reality of our finite and fallen human understanding and interpretation of each. This is observed to be all that is available to us on the human level and what we must work with, having no other option. it is imperative, in light of this reality, that we engage in an interaction with the four elements to draw upon the resources available to us in each, therefore, the "tetralectic" (in contrast to a "dialectic"—a conversation involving two).

Stackhouse points out that we can guard against the weakness of liberal thinking by maintaining faith in the truth of the Bible (often referred to as "special revelation"), the divinely inspired text, as intended to be taught by the Holy Spirit. This provides our anchor, preventing our drift toward increasing error through overly relying on human wisdom. He observes that Christians must, therefore, be committed to the earnest and honest study thereof. In the pursuit of one’s study, however, one may need, from time to time, to revise one’s interpretation of what is apprehended as new understanding and insight emerges as one seeks to "Be diligent to present [oneself] approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, handling accurately the word of truth" (2 Timothy 2:15), and to respond to the admonition of the Apostle James, "But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all men generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him" (James 1:5).

In this process, the authority of Scripture is not to be held rigidly and unthinkingly as did the Pharisees, dogmatically demanding obedience to not only all of the laws recorded in the Torah but all of the extra-biblical traditions of themselves and the scribes as well. Jesus was quite explicit in his condemnation of such practice as noted in Mark’s gospel:

And He said to them, "Rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, ‘This people honors Me with their lips, But their heart is far away from Me. But in vain do they worship Me, Teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.’ Neglecting the commandment of God, you hold to the tradition of men." (Mark 7:6-8)

Nor can we carelessly or arbitrarily pick and choose from among specific precepts and principles those which we personally select as relevant to our individual lives. This is where collective and consensual interpretation offered by orthodox tradition and commentary is helpful in guiding us and guarding us against idiosyncratic interpretations and applications. 

Where the other three elements are concerned, there are cautions in the use of each. Tradition, which provides invaluable historical resources, can be drawn upon by consulting the recorded traditions of the Church, being careful to not allow traditions to take precedence over Scripture as has happened from time to time in the course of Church history, a repetition of the very behavior already noted as condemned by our Lord. Discernment must, therefore, be exercised in the selection and application of these resources.

Regarding experience (often referred to as the realm of "general revelation"), all the various forms and the cumulative store of human experience, including formal scientific research, provide a resource of significant proportions, and experience itself provides a means of discerning elements or pieces of truth. Occasions occurring within society provide opportunity for Christian reexamination of the issues of focus (the effort of this paper in dealing with my own and others’ experience is an example of just such an occasion). Understanding the true meaning of experience, particularly over the long run, is the challenge with this element.

When it comes to the element of reason, all of the other elements affect and become the primary substance of one’s exercise thereof. Reason is the means by which one grapples with the meanings and integration of what one believes to be true from each of the elements, including the reasoning of others, thereby making reason an imperative element in arriving at one’s thoughtfully chosen convictions. There is always hope that reality will break through in the midst of the process of reasoning, resulting in the discernment of truth. Yet, the history of human reason readily displays the frequency with which error, rather than discernment of the truth, is the result. In light of this fact, what is next discussed is imperative.

In the exercise of the "tetralectic" (the conversation among the four elements), Scripture is and must be the privileged partner. For evangelical Christians, the Scripture cannot be an equal partner of the other three elements. Due to its divinely-inspired nature, it must be revered and treated as the primary authority among the resources provided by each of the four elements. As the conversation proceeds, congruence must be sought between what is proposed by the other three elements and what Scripture is understood to teach. In fact, there is danger in going against what one distinctly believes to be the position of Scripture lest one forsake one’s anchor to God and His revelation, including the natural realm. At the same time, this process must be accompanied by a relatively high tolerance for ambiguity. Though conclusions must be reached and decisions obviously must be made from time to time, it is vital to not move ahead until one has achieved an adequate degree of certainty ("whatever is not from faith is sin" [Romans 14:23]). The reason Christians must give Scripture the privileged position is that it has been the way believers have thought and functioned throughout history, even as modeled our Lord himself (Luke 24:27). This is the place where we must begin and then be willing to go beyond so as to honestly consider all available resources in the search for the personal apprehension, understanding, and application of truth.

The Voice of Scripture

As I enter into the tetralectic in pursuing my concern for my homosexually oriented brothers and sisters, I am first drawn to what the Bible says directly about the issue. My first observation is that there appears to be no direct biblical reference to homosexuality as a condition or personality orientation. Augsburger discussed this matter quite thoroughly.9 Rather, the focus is on behavior and on those who were the participants therein. Setting aside the passages and words that are subject to greater debate among expositors in their application to the concerns of the present day, homosexually oriented believer,10 I find myself particularly impacted by just three portions of Scripture: Leviticus 18:22 & 24, Leviticus 20:13, and Romans 1:18-27.

In each of these three passages, direct mention is made of personal homosexual behavior. In the Leviticus references, God’s people were specifically commanded to "not lie with a male as one lies with a female" (18:22) and to do so made one subject to the death penalty (20:13). Furthermore, the behavior was identified as "an abomination" (18:22), one of a number of specific, and predominantly sexual activities by which the nations that lived in Canaan prior to Hebrew occupation (as well as the land itself) became "defiled" and, for which, they were "spewed out" of the land 18:25). In the Romans passage, Paul makes clear reference to both male and female homosexual behavior as unnatural and as resulting from "degrading passions" (1:26). What is significant to me about the latter passage is that it occurs in the context of Paul’s discussion of a variety of sinful behaviors and the challenge to all of the Roman believers to consider whether they were guilty of any of them, not just homosexual acts, with particular focus on judging others when guilty of such behavior themselves.

While the interpretation of these passages has been argued from various points of view, I personally find myself unable to dismiss them as not having relevance to current human behavior, any more than I can dismiss the prohibitions of incestuous and adulterous behavior in the heterosexual realm occurring in the same context. As to the matter of "unnatural" versus "natural" behavior, I find no biblical reference to any sexual behavior, other than heterosexual union within the context of marriage, as being approved and affirmed as natural. John Stott, the well respected contemporary Evangelical theologian, addresses this issue by noting that Jesus affirmed God’s created order, quoting the Genesis passage (2:24) regarding humanity being created male and female. "For this reason" (Matthew 19:4ff), Jesus said, a man was to join with his wife and that the oneness they become, united by God, was never to be separated. Stott concludes,

In other words, God created humankind male and female; God instituted marriage as a heterosexual union; and what God has thus united we have no liberty to separate. This threefold action of God established that the only context which he intends for the "one flesh" experience is heterosexual monogamy, and that a homosexual partnership (however loving and committed it may claim to be) is "against nature" and can never be regarded as a legitimate alternative to marriage.11
As I consider the views of other commentators well respected within the Evangelical tradition, I find a clear consensus regarding the teaching of Romans 1. Paul is viewed as describing the progression of human experience that is the natural and inevitable consequence of abandoning commitment to God and his will for humankind. John Brown, professor of exegetical theology to the United Presbyterian Church in the last century, observed that

The details in the latter part of the first chapter of the downward course of mankind, are absolutely frightful, and we might have been apt to suspect the apostle of exaggeration, were there not abundant evidence, in the pages of contemporary pagan literature, that the darkest features of the picture are drawn from life.12

Brown went on to express his understanding of Paul’s view of what Brown called "the great principle on which the moral government of God is founded."13 According to Brown, Paul was making clear that we all will be judged by God according to what we do, placing the emphasis on behavior14 and, having the privilege of Divine revelation, our guilt will be greater than the unbeliever as will the consequences we experience.

Regarding the "unnatural functions" identified in verses 26-28, Handley Moule of Cambridge stated that "taking the false premises of the Tempter, and reasoning from them to establish the autocracy of self, led with terrible certainty and success through evil thinking to evil doing. . . ."15 F. Godet, the French professor of theology at Neuchatel (also in the last century), noted that the behavior that resulted in a dishonoring of the body was the function of "passions," in contrast to the "lusts" identified in verse 24, having "something more ignoble in it ... for it contains a more pronounced idea of moral passivity, of shameful bondage."16 R. C. H. Lenski further affirmed this observation, stating, ". . . whereas [Paul] first spoke of lusts and uncleanness in general he now advances to vile passions and specifies the vilest of these. . . . God removed all constraint so that the desires grew to passions, and from the desires he gave them up to these passions."17
As I consider these comments, I find myself wondering whether what has been observed as a spontaneous and pervasive gender preference never consciously chosen by those who experience such is somehow a manifestation of the very downward progression in human experience of which Paul spoke. Is it possible that what we observe as a "homosexual orientation," likely neither known or acknowledged in biblical times,18 is a function of what I have termed "the cumulative effects of fallenness," and which can account for all factors that contribute to the emergence of a homosexual orientation, including the biological? I think of the biblical laws of "sowing and reaping" (Galatians 6:7-8) and the intergenerational consequences of sin (Deuteronomy 5:9 & 23:1-4) as possibly offering additional scriptural support for such a consequence. Such would easily seem to be the case with other sexual variations such as transvestism, pedophilia, and so-called "sexual addictions."

At the same time, I consider the words of Jesus when he said that, because of "hardness of heart" (Matthew 19:8), God had allowed divorce, though "from the beginning it has not been this way." In light of this response on the part of Jesus, it does not seem unreasonable to ask, "Even as ‘hardness of heart’ (or, might we say, the consequences of fallenness in the personalities and lives of human beings) resulted in a departure from God’s intention for human relationships in the context of marriage, is it possible that a homosexual orientation that emerges unbidden within the personality of a given individual might also allow for a departure from God’s original intention?" What is clearly observed in Scripture regarding this matter is that Jesus specifically addressed divorce (the choice to break a lifelong covenant, Matthew 19:3-12), a decision with lasting consequences which cannot easily be reversed due to subsequent relational choices. Divorce had become somewhat commonplace and the teaching of Jesus narrowed, not widened the Mosaic rationale, reaffirming the sanctity and permanence of marriage and God’s intention of heterosexual union. Nowhere, in contrast, is the engaging in homosexual behavior so addressed.19 I believe that we must be careful when we seek to extrapolate from specific biblical teaching for we easily move beyond the voice of Scripture to the voice of reason and the possibility of faulty logic.

One additional passage relating to marriage may be of relevance as well. In Ephesians 5:30, Paul quotes the Genesis statement regarding leaving, cleaving, and becoming one flesh. He then states, "This mystery is great; but I am speaking with reference to Christ and the church" (v. 31). This statement seems to employ the "one flesh" union of husband and wife as a metaphor for the union of Jesus and his bride, a strictly heterosexual metaphor. This makes it difficult to see a ready and acceptable parallel between heterosexual and homosexual unions. To speak very bluntly, there is no way that gay penile penetration of the anus or lesbian digital penetration of the vagina can in any way or to any degree serve as an alternative to the metaphor as used by Paul. In fact, I have often used Paul’s words in my classes to provide a rationale for holding sexual union in high and holy esteem, the New Covenant metaphor for God’s redemptive work and union with humankind, even as the Tabernacle served a similar purpose for the Old Covenant (Acts 7:44).

Further biblical passages that come to mind have to do with God’s intention for our overall development. In Romans 8:29, Paul declares that God’s intention is that we, His children, "become conformed to the image of His Son," and in Philippians 1:6, Paul further states "that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus." Exactly how these two passages apply to our sexuality and our sexual relationships is a matter for further consideration beyond the scope of this work. Yet, it does seem relatively clear that God is committed to working with and in us to bring us to a state of increasing Christ-likeness, wholeness, and perfection, even as our Lord admonished, "Therefore you are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect" (Matthew 5:48). This admonition of Jesus, stated in the context of his mountain sermon, was calling his hearers to increasing completeness and maturity (the Greek word being teleios, meaning complete and mature) rather than sinless perfection. It is hard to imagine this goal as not having relevance to the behavioral expression of our sexuality in a manner consistent with God’s best intentions for us as His creation and His children.

Then there is the matter of the roles we are to play in one another’s’ lives in this process. Again I find that Paul has much to say regarding this issue (supported by the admonition in Hebrews that we are to encourage one another daily "lest we be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin" [3:13]). Included are admonitions that seem vital to our responses to one another as fellow Christians. They include admonitions to accept one another as we have been accepted by Christ (Romans 15:7); to behave properly, making no allowance for the body’s desires (which obviously include the sexual), and accepting those weak in faith but not to pass judgment on their opinions (Romans 13:13-4:1); to admonish one another (implied), being able to do so in light of our being filled with goodness and knowledge (Romans 15:14); to encourage and build up one another (1 Thessalonians 5:11); to "admonish the unruly, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, [and] be patient with all men" (1 Thessalonians 5:14); and to restore, with a gentle spirit, anyone "caught in any trespass," being careful to be aware of our own vulnerability to temptation (Galatians 6:1).

These passages appear to have to do with any and all behavior that can detract from our living godly lives and pursuing God’s best for ourselves and one another. They also speak clearly about our responsibility to one another as fellow Christians and promote loving acceptance, encouragement and correction, all with an attitude of humility and recognition of our own vulnerability to temptation and failure, and without making reference to specific behaviors. A somewhat contrasting passage, however, that appears to call for a shunning of fellow believers that are disobedient to biblical instruction, also comes from the pen of Paul:

And if anyone does not obey our instruction in this letter, take special note of that man and do not associate with him, so that he may be put to shame. And [yet] do not regard him as an enemy, but admonish him as a brother. (2 Thessalonians 3:14 & 15)

This passage appears to apply the principle of peer pressure in response to apostolic teaching, with the intent that the disobedient brother or sister, in the loneliness of isolation, be shamed into conviction and, hopefully, subsequent appropriate behavior. Again, however, the attitude of those exerting the pressure is to be that of loving brotherhood. While there are additional passages that could be considered in addressing the topic of this paper, I believe these will suffice for our present discussion.

The Voice of Tradition

There are several sources of tradition that I, as an Evangelical, have come to value. The first is that of orthodox Judaism, grounded in the Old Testament scriptures and teaching. The second comes from the conclusions of the early Church fathers and church councils as expressed in their individual writings and the various creeds hammered out to points of consensus. Many of the articulated positions of the Roman Catholic Church reflect much of that tradition as well. The third draws from the writings of the reformers and the Puritans, and the fourth is articulated in the works of respected theologians and denominational creeds. I recognize that each of these sources of tradition offer perspectives on many other issues which 1, as an Evangelical, would not accept. I find, however, that those that, in my understanding, are consistent with Scripture do make a congruent contribution to my search for a sound position on the issue of homosexuality (as well as many other issues of interest and concern).

Where the Jewish tradition is concerned, Rabbi Kahn has summarized the historic position regarding homosexuality quite helpfully in the following passage:

The prohibition on homosexual relations in halachah (traditional Jewish law) is based on the explicit prohibitions of Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13. Certain narrative passages are also associated by traditional Jewish commentators with homosexual acts, including Genesis 9:22, 19:5, 39:1 and Judges 19. While only male sexual relationships are identified biblically, later talmudic law extends the prohibition to women as well. The prohibitions are codified in Maimonides’ authoritative 12th-century work, the Mishnah Torah. Maimonides distinguishes between male homosexual acts, which are capital crimes, and female homosexual acts, which are merely "obscene." This distinction, I believe, reflects the biblical and rabbinic concern with shefichat zerah (the prohibition on spilling of semen). Although some modern scholars have suggested that the Levitical prohibitions refer to idolatrous cult prostitution, and the transgressions of Sodom and Gomorrah to a violation of the ancient Near Eastern code of hospitality (Umansky, 1985), the consistent interpretation of Jewish law since biblical time has been against such an understanding (emphasis added).20
The highly explicit prohibition of homosexual behavior in traditional Jewish thought is clear. It also appears quite clear that the early church fathers were highly consistent in their denunciation of homosexual behavior. Boudreaux noted the following: 

Thus Tertullian clearly has such vices as paederasty in mind when he writes, "...all other frenzies of the lusts which exceed the laws of nature and are impious towards both [human] bodies and the sexes we banish, not only from the threshold but also from all shelter of the Church, for they are not sins so much as monstrosities"; ... Likewise the Apostolic Constitutions declare that Christians "abhor all unlawful mixtures, and that which is practiced by some contrary to nature, as wicked and impious." 

John Chrysostom is particularly emphatic in denouncing homosexual practices as unnatural. Commenting on Romans 1:26-7, he observes that all genuine pleasure is according to nature; the delights of sodomy, on the other hand, are an unpardonable insult to nature....21
Other statements from the early Church Fathers could be quoted as well since many of these men commented on practices that were significantly manifest in the culture of their day. It was out of this culture that they came to believe in and practice the Christian faith, many of them being converted from paganism and its practices themselves. Individual perspectives held by the various fathers became the standard for the Church as it moved into the fourth century and beyond, as noted by Jones: 

The medieval Church inherited many of the moral attitudes of the early Church Fathers, incorporating them into the legislation of numerous councils and synods. At the Council of Elvira (305-6) and again at the Council of Ancyra (314), homosexuals were refused baptism and even admission to the catechumenate until such time as they would renounce their evil ways. Then, in 375, Basil declared that homosexuals should be excluded from the sacraments until they had done penance for fifteen years.22
The response of the Church seems to have become increasingly hostile towards those that practiced homosexual behavior. According to Rank-Heinemann, a professor of Catholic theology who holds the chair for the History of Religion at the University of Essen, 

Christianity adopted Judaism’s revulsion for homosexuality; as soon as they came to power Christians tried to eradicate homosexuals in 390 by a law that threatened them with burning at the stake. Article 116 of Emperor Charles V’s "Penal Rules" (1532) laid down: "They are to be condemned to pass from life to death by fire, in accordance with the common custom."23
As noted, this growing hostility resulted in overt persecution, a response stands in sharp contrast to the message of love proclaimed by the Gospel, seeking to draw all sinners, regardless of their specific forms of sin, into relationship with a loving and gracious God. A more balanced position is reflected in the recent statement coming from the Roman Catholic Church. On October 31, 1986, the official position of the Church was made clear in the release of the "Letter to Bishops of the Catholic Church on the Pastoral Care of Homosexual Persons."24 Three portions of that letter are significant for our consideration. The first, drawn from Section 5, addresses the significance of both Scripture and tradition in matters of Christian belief and practice. It reads,

The community of faith today, in unbroken continuity with the Jewish and Christian communities within which the ancient Scriptures were written, continues to be nourished by those same Scriptures and by the Spirit of Truth whose Word they are. It is likewise essential to recognize that the Scriptures are not properly understood when they are interpreted in a way which contradicts the Church’s living Tradition. To be correct, the interpretation of Scripture must be in substantial accord with that Tradition.25
I think that most Evangelicals would likely have difficulty with the above statement as it relates to the interpretation of Scripture. While tradition has much to contribute to the positions we Evangelicals take, our concern would be the reverse of the Catholic Church. To us, relevant tradition would need to be in substantial accord with the Scriptures, not the other way around. Nevertheless, the statement does speak to the importance of Jewish and Christian traditions in taking positions on important issues.

The second passage, Section 7, communicates the fundamental position of the Church regarding homosexuality itself. I think it most helpful to quote it in its entirety.

The Church, obedient to the Lord who founded her and gave to her the sacramental life, celebrates the divine plan of the loving and life-giving union of men and women in the sacrament of marriage. It is only in the marital relationship that the use of the sexual faculty can be morally good. A person engaging in homosexual behavior therefore acts immorally.

To choose someone of the same sex for one’s sexual activity is to annul the rich symbolism and meaning, not to mention the goals, of the Creator’s sexual design. Homosexual activity is not a complementary union, able to transmit life; and so it thwarts the call to a life of that form of self-giving which the Gospel says is the essence of Christian living. This does not mean that homosexual persons are not often generous and giving of themselves; but when they engage in homosexual activity they confirm within themselves a disordered sexual inclination which is essentially self-indulgent.

As in every moral disorder, homosexual activity prevents one’s own fulfillment and happiness by acting contrary to the creative wisdom of God. The Church, in rejecting erroneous opinions regarding homosexuality, does not limit but rather defends personal freedom and dignity realistically and authentically understood.26
Catholicism’s stress on procreation as being the primary purpose of coitus, not to be hindered by artificial forms of contraception, is another traditional view that is not held by the majority of Evangelicals today. That heterosexual union, however, is a "complementary union" and a "form of self-giving which the Gospel says is the essence of Christian living" would, I believe, be endorsed readily.

The first sentence of Section 8 provides the conclusion of the matter where the Catholic Church is concerned: "Thus, the Church’s teaching today is in organic continuity with the Scriptural perspective and with her own constant Tradition."27 The current position, however, is a far cry from the hostility and persecution that emerged quite soon after the completion of the Canon. Section 10 states that 

It is deplorable that homosexual persons have been and are the object of violent malice in speech or in action. Such treatment deserves condemnation from the Church’s pastors wherever it occurs. It reveals a kind of disregard for others which endangers the most fundamental principles of a healthy society. The intrinsic dignity of each person must always be respected in word, in action and in law.28
As we look to the Reformers and the Puritans, we find a continuing tradition of rejection of homosexuality. As quoted by Bullough, Martin Luther (1483-1546) wrote:

The heinous conduct of the people of Sodom is extraordinary, in as much as they departed from the natural passion and longing of the male for the female, which was implanted by God, and desired what is altogether contrary to nature. Whence comes this perversity: Undoubtedly from Satan, who, after people have once turned away from the fear of God, so powerfully suppresses nature that he beats out the natural desire and stirs up a desire that is contrary to nature.29
Luther’s clearly took a strong position regarding homosexual behavior. In his Lectures on Romans, Luther refers to Paul’s view as follows:

He also calls this a dishonor, or shame; for as the nobility of the body (at least in this respect) consists in chastity and continence, or at least in the proper use of the body, so its shame is in its unnatural misuse.... our body is ordained either for an honorable marriage or for an even more honorable chastity. But it is dishonored in the most shameful way when it not only violates marriage and chastity but also soils itself with that disgrace which is even worse.30
Regarding Calvin, Bullough states that

John Calvin (1509-64), the major theologian of the Protestant cause, did not quite go as far as Luther in equating the biblical story of Sodom with homosexuality, but he followed St. Thomas Aquinas in condemning as unnatural all forms of intercourse not leading to procreation.31
In his commentary on Romans, Calvin expressed the view noted in the Voice of Scripture section above. This concerns Paul’s observations about the progressive consequences of sin in humanity’s experience. He states,

Having introduced an intervening clause, [Paul] returns to his former remarks about the "vengeance of the Lord," and adduces as his first proof of it the fearful crime of unnatural lust. This proves that men have not only abandoned themselves to bestial desires, but have become worse than beasts, since they have reversed the whole order of nature.32
Matthew Henry (1662-1714), the respected Puritan theologian, had the following to say regarding the Levitical law:

A law against unnatural lusts, sodomy and bestiality, sins not to be named nor thought of without the utmost abhorrence imaginable, v. 22, 23. Other sins level men with the beasts, but these sink them much lower. That ever there should have been occasion for the making of these laws, and that since they are published they should ever have been broken, is the perpetual reproach and scandal of human nature....33
And, regarding the behavior described by Paul in Romans 1, he stated, 

A man cannot be delivered up to a greater slavery than to be given up to his own lusts. Such are given over, like the Egyptians (Isaiah. xix. 4), into the hand of a cruel lord. The particular instances of their uncleanness and vile affections are their unnatural lusts, for which many of the heathen, even those among them who passed for wise men, as Solon and Zeno, were infamous, against the plainest and most obvious dictates of natural light.... See what wickedness there is in the nature of man.... How much are we beholden to the grace of God for the preserving any thing of the honour and decency of the human nature! For, were it not for this, man, who was made but little lower than the angels, would make himself a great deal lower than the devils.34
As to more recent theologians, Jamieson, Fausset, and Brown, highly regarded evangelical commentators of Scotland and England early in this century, apparently found it difficult to explicitly address the issue of homosexual behavior. Regarding the Leviticus 18 passage they state,

Defile not yourselves in any of these things-In the preceding verses seventeen express cases of incest are enumerated ... together with some criminal enormities of an aggravated and unnatural character. In such prohibitions it was necessary for the instruction of a people low in the scale of moral perception, that the enumeration should be very specific as well as minute; and then, on completing it, the Divine law-giver announces his own view of these crimes, without any exception or modification in the remarkable terms employed in this verse. in all these the nations are defiled which I cast out before you, 35
Regarding the Romans 1 passage, specifically vv. 26 & 27, they state:

For this cause God gave them up-(See v. 24), for even their women–that sex whose priceless jewel and fairest ornament is modesty, and which, when that is once lost, not only becomes more shameless than the other sex, but lives henceforth only to drag the other sex down to its own level. did change, -The practices here referred to, though too abundantly attested by classic authors, cannot be further illustrated, without trenching on things which ought not to be named among us, as become the saints.36
The New Bible Commentary, edited by Davidson (with the writers all adhering to the reformed tradition) and published in 1954, takes a somewhat similar tack in stating, regarding the Leviticus passage,

Verses 20-23 deal with particularly heinous sins. Adultery ... infant sacrifice and ... other monstrous and unnatural sins are particularly denounced .... Yet most, if not all, of them were widely practiced among cultured peoples of antiquity.37
Regarding Paul’s words in Romans 1 concerning God’s judgment on those who had forsaken him, he states, "The divine judgment was an inevitable sequence, a harvest of the seed sown (27). The heathen world was given over to lust in the unnatural use of their bodies in sexual perversions (26, 27) and finally to a reprobate mind."38
While the tradition of the Christian Church, built upon the tradition of orthodox Judaism, has consistently condemned the practice of homosexuality, there has more recently, as apparently was true in the days of the Apostles, been a return to a more compassionate consideration of and response to those believers who find themselves experiencing a homosexual orientation. As to consensual views regarding homosexuality, the mainline, more liberally oriented denominations have, for the most part, been increasingly moving towards a general acceptance thereof, while the more fundamentalist-oriented denominations have remained committed to the historic view.

My attempt to draw from Christian tradition has been challenging in that many traditions observed within the "length and breadth" of church history are far from acceptable to me. Traditions requiring sexual intercourse to be limited to procreation only, endorsing putting people to death for unacceptable sexual behaviors, and promoting celibacy as the preferred mode of godly life for the majority, are not traditions that I can accept as clearly congruent with Scripture. In that I am committed to Scripture having the privileged position, I can only accept that which, in my understanding, is congruent with what I believe the Bible teaches. The same pattern applies to my consideration of the other two voices.

The Voice of Experience

The voice of experience of the sincere evangelical Christian who experiences a homosexual orientation seems to be a predominantly sad and plaintive, if not a pleading voice. Troy Perry (1978), a former Pentecostal pastor and the founder in 1968 of what has become the Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan Community Churches, "a denomination that is found in all large cities of the United States and Canada, and in a few other countries as well,"39 once wrote,

I am not a creature from the outer darkness as you seem to believe. I am a homosexual, and like most of the members of your Churches, a man of flesh and blood. I am a member of the Church ... and an integral part of its people! ...

Because of my sexual orientation, you try to condemn me. For two thousand years I have watched you try to destroy my brothers and sisters. . .

You have watched as we were placed on the rack, thrown to the flames, banished from the midst of society, and you have never said a word! 

I am thankful that I still have a God. You cannot take Him away from me! He is the Author and Finisher of my Faith. His name is spelled L 0 V E! ! ! 

If you will not let me worship Him in your Temples, I will worship Him in the Cathedral of my heart, and build for Him a Temple where others can worship with me.40
Various authors have written of their encounters with the pain and suffering of evangelical Christians who struggle with their homosexual inclinations. Don Williams shares several such encounters in his introduction to his book, The Bond That Breaks: Will Homosexuality Split the Church?41 H. Kimball Jones, in his volume,

Toward a Christian Understanding of the Homosexual, states the following:

There are untold thousands of homosexuals in America today who are forced to live secret lives, forced to live in constant doubt and fear lest they be discovered and labeled as outcasts of society ... The Church, for the most part, has made no attempt to understand them; along with the rest of society, it has viewed them with the greatest contempt, closing its doors to them, failing to recognize them as children of God.42
In my own experience in the roles of clinician, faculty member of a Christian university, fellow church member, and a personal friend, I have likewise encountered personal stories of pain and suffering. There have been clients who have struggled to resist their impulses while longing for intimate, non-sexual, emotional bonding with members of their own gender, finding it extremely difficult to achieve. There have been students who would not take the risk of availing themselves of support and encouragement available within the school context for fear that condemnation, personal rejection, and even expulsion might follow such attempts. There are individuals who have suffered pain and anger in silence when homosexually oriented jokes were told and negative comments were made in the context of a Sunday School class by some of its members.

Yet, these are not the only experiences of which I am aware. There are those who have taken advantage of a local ministry to those who wish to work toward an increasing degree of heterosexual orientation, that ministry meeting at the very same church where hurtful comments were experienced in the Sunday School class. Both a young, single, undergraduate student and a middle-aged former colleague have expressed their appreciation for my friendship and willingness to affirm their manhood as they struggle to overcome deep feelings of male inferiority and report progress in their ability to accept themselves as true men. Along with my wife, I joined a mid-life, surprise birthday celebration facilitated by a man for his wife who, some years earlier, had threatened to divorce him because of his periodic yielding to his homosexual impulses. What a thrill it was to experience the evident joy in their marriage and have opportunity to talk with each of them personally about the healing and growth in their relationship.

There is yet another voice of personal experience, the voice of those fellow Evangelicals who speak of finding happiness and fulfillment in the context of a committed, monogamous, homosexual relationship. For those of whom I am personally aware, there has been pain and suffering in the past, much like what I described above. These individuals, however, have arrived at the conclusion that change is not a viable anticipation or hope, in spite (in some cases) of years of prayer and personal efforts. Furthermore, their reexamination of Scripture has led them to the conclusion that homosexual behavior in the context of a committed, monogamous relationship is not condemned. They have chosen, therefore, to embrace their homosexual orientation as God given and to pursue a committed relationship with a same-sex partner, seeking to achieve the quality of relationship that the Bible describes and affirms in the context of a heterosexual marital union.

The voice of personal experience tells of pain, suffering and despair along with hope, increased mastery over impulses, and joy found in heterosexual relationships. It also speaks of reported joy found in committed homosexual relationships. The voice of research experience also tells a mixed story. Reviews of studies primarily conducted by secular researchers, along with years of clinical experience, speak significantly to the negative aspects of homosexuality and the homosexual lifestyle.43 Sadly, the evidence thus far is heavily weighted on the side of significant doubt about the viability of change in the lives of those who wish to change. In fact, there are those mental health professionals that consider it unethical to offer change oriented services to those of a homosexual orientation who desire them.44 The majority of data providing evidence of significant degrees of change is primarily anecdotal and suspect, therefore, within the scientific community. One of the few exceptions is the work by Joseph Nicolosi, cited in his clinical text and follow-up case book,45 which has demonstrated the effectiveness of a group approach with males who wish to change their orientation. Another is the experimental study of Anderson-Barnes in which she concluded,

The change in KSOG [Klein Sexual Orientation Grid] scores indicated that participants in the treatment program did move from a more homosexual to a more heterosexual orientation as expected. Based on these data alone, however, we are unable to make any further conclusions regarding the extent and durability of the change in sexual orientation achieved as a result of participation in the ... program. Individuals did appear to move toward a more heterosexual orientation as a result of treatment, however, the end result of such change is unknown.46
Follow-up studies are planned with the subjects of this and a companion study done simultaneously. While there is hope for some in the sample, expectations of continuing and significant change for the majority is likely not realistic.

So what are we to conclude? And what have I personally concluded thus far as I have listened to and thought about what the voices of Scripture, Tradition, and Experience have had to say? I must now prayerfully turn to the voice of Reason, asking that the Spirit of Truth work with and in me, giving me wisdom (James 1:5) and, hopefully, guiding me to the truth in keeping with the promise of our Lord (John 16:13).

The Voice of Reason

Is it really possible for me to add anything to the discussion of homosexuality within the evangelical context? Has not almost everything been said that can be said? Will we not always, until our Lord returns, find ourselves struggling with the painful reality of homosexuality in our midst as evangelical Christians? And will the debate not continue to occur as fellow believers stand on opposite sides of the issue? While much has been said and the struggle will undoubtedly go on, increasingly thoughtful writers are being published.

One of the recent and highly recommended volumes on the issue is that of Thomas E. Schmidt of Westmont College entitled, Straight & Narrow? As I began to read Schmidt’s work, having received a copy just as I was beginning this section, I was struck by the parallel in our approaches, though he has gone far beyond the scope of this work as he primarily addresses the morality of the homosexual act. In discussing one of his foundational points, namely, the implications of the creation story in Genesis for human sexuality, he states that rather than being a circular argument, the creation story ". . . involves a conversation-between Scripture, tradition, reason and experience."47 And such a conversation is exactly what Schmidt pursues. It is, indeed, a conversation well worth reading, should the reader have not yet done so. As stated by Stanton Jones of Wheaton College (quoted on the back cover of the book), "Straight & Narrow? is without question the premier interdisciplinary resource for thinking Christians grappling with the perplexing moral status of homosexual behavior," Jones being one of those who has both grappled with and written extensively on this issue.

Space does not allow me to pursue all of the points that Schmidt, as well as many other authors, have made. Yet there are a few that have occurred to me that are, thus far, experienced as vital to my own thinking about the issue. As the instructor for both the undergraduate and graduate human sexuality courses here at our university, I seek to assist our students in considering the wonder of human design, of two physically and emotionally complementary beings. Where anatomy and physiology are concerned, the body’s form and function for the purpose of sexual union (as well as for the entire procreative process) can be seen as complete only in the context of heterosexuality.

The fact that the erogenous zones are nondescriminating where strictly physical arousal via touch is concerned and that such arousal can result in orgasm without intercourse makes it obviously possible for same-sex partners to facilitate the mutual experience of the full sexual response cycle. Physical drive (along with psychological awareness of desire) readily starts the process and adequate stimulation can bring what is often termed "outercourse" to conclusion. The penetration of one’s sexual organ by the sexual organ of one’s partner obviously cannot be achieved by either male or female partners. All that can be experienced is the penetration of the anus by penis or finger with males and the anus and/or vagina by the finger with females.

Anal intercourse is usually damaging to the rectum when it is penetrated by the erect penis or larger item, even when done very carefully and with adequate lubrication. This damage, consisting of minor lesions, typically too small to feel or see without magnification, is the reason why anal intercourse is the highest activity for the transmission of the HIV virus among males and females alike. Furthermore, those that seek adequate arousal to bring about orgasm via experiencing anal penetration often find themselves desiring increasing stimulation by means more vigorous thrusting and/or larger items to provide the penetration. This kind of activity can result in further damage resulting in the weakening of the sphincter muscle which can lead to fecal leakage. The point of all this (rather graphic and less than pleasant description) is that we are designed anatomically for vaginal not anal intercourse, and to enable us to simultaneously experience significant emotional bonding and distinct pleasure in the face-to-face pursuit thereof, the practice of which is not found in any animal species. This is not to say that vaginal heterosexual intercourse must be limited to the face-to-face position (though this is understandably most common) and, at times, rear entry is more comfortable, such as during the later stages of pregnancy.48
Furthermore, it is obvious that fertilization and conception cannot occur naturally except via heterosexual intercourse. Artificial insemination can overcome that limitation and has been used for many years by both heterosexual couples that have not been successful in achieving pregnancy through natural means and by lesbian couples desiring to have a child. For the latter, of course, the selection and willing participation of a sperm donor is required, unless the partner to bear the child is willing to experience intercourse with the hoped for child’s father.49
Emotional intimacy is also not limited to heterosexual couples but there is a significant, complementary dynamic present in the heterosexual emotional union. While it is commonly observed that there is more variance within the sexes than between the sexes and, therefore, there are men who are very sensitive and gentle, being much more like women than they are like many men of more "macho" natures (and the opposite can be observed among women), there is no question regarding the significant and reliable difference between same sex and opposite sex unions from an emotional point of view. Though women involved in lesbian relationships typically report that they feel much more understood by their same sex partners than they ever felt with previous male partners, they will also acknowledge that, while their lesbian relationships are more emotionally pleasant and satisfying, there has been something lost or given up in the choice of a same sex union. With homosexually oriented men who have previously married and then left their marriages to pursue homosexual relationships, they often report that they experienced a very meaningful emotional relationship with their wives but the physical aspects of their relationship were what suffered, resulting in their pursuing what to them is a more honest relationship in which the physical and the emotional are more congruent.

But cannot homosexually oriented people experience genuinely loving relationships in which they enjoy significant sexual fulfillment without coitus? The answer from the voice of experience is a clear "Yes." In fact, the nature of human hearts and relationships does indicate that a departure from God’s creative design can yet be fulfilling and meaningful in the immediate context. The critical and determining factor regarding the degree of such meaning and fulfillment is the degree to which the two individuals involved pursue the psychologically healthiest and committed relationship of which they are capable. In other words, though the same sex union is clearly a departure from God’s creative design, yet the degree to which the relationship is characterized by the application of God’s spiritual and psychological principles for healthy relationships is the degree to which the relationship is experienced as meaningful and fulfilling, which to me is an evident manifestation of what we typically refer to as "common grace."

A question that can be asked at this point is, "What is contributed to the meeting of needs and to fulfillment within a committed homosexual relationship by the homosexual orientation of the two partners involved?" For the men I have worked with and read about, there seems to be in many (if not most and some would argue all) cases,50 the homosexual relationship involves a seeking to complete what is lacking in the masculine identity oneself. For women, a very high percentage of Christians seeking help regarding their homosexual orientation report having experienced sexual and/or physical abuse at the hands of men.51 For them, the partnership with a woman provides safety, understanding, and comfort at the very least. Yet it seems, therefore, that the homosexual element in the relationship is compensatory in nature rather that primarily complementary.

All of my knowledge and clinical experience as a psychologist has led me to conclude that what contributes to healthy and fulfilling relationships are human variables, present in both heterosexually and homosexually oriented persons. As such, we are capable of facilitating and experiencing healthy and fulfilling relationships because we are human beings, not because we are specifically male or female, or are heterosexually or homosexually oriented, though our contrasting genders do add a dimension that is specifically a function of male/ female complementarity.

My conclusion at this point, therefore, is that the experience of the fullest possible relationship available to us as human beings can only be experienced in a healthy and fulfilling heterosexual union. In this regard, it was highly significant to me that both of the exclusively homosexually oriented presenters to the Human Sexuality Program that I completed at U.C.L.A., both practicing clinicians and both living a homosexual lifestyle, said that the first step in helping the homosexually oriented client was to facilitate the grieving of the loss of the individual’s heterosexuality, what is normative for the very large majority of humanity. There is no question but that there are elements of the heterosexual union that are lost in the homosexual context. These include the undeniable male/female, complementary dynamic, the comfortable companionship with other heterosexual couples with which one readily identifies, the special nature of heterosexual lovemaking and coitus and, of course, the capacity to conceive and bear one’s own children.52 A further observation along this line is that I have never witnessed or heard of anyone ever grieving the loss of homosexuality or wishing one could become homosexually oriented.

I want to emphasize very strongly at this point that, again out of my knowledge and experience, I know that the pursuit of increasing heterosexual orientation and a heterosexual union by those that are homosexually oriented is a typically long and demanding one, not easily achieved by any means. Many who have sought such a goal have wearied of the process and given up, concluding that their desire is unreachable for them, if not altogether.

The challenge to the person who struggles with homosexual feelings and impulses seems to come down to these questions. Does he believe that God’s desire is that we all become increasingly what he created us to be, regardless of the type of limitation we experience? Can she trust that God will provide for her as promised in Hebrews 4:16 where it states, "Let us therefore draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and may find grace to help in time of need"? Is he willing to commit himself to the often arduous and painful process of healing, growth, and/or change as may be needed? Or is she willing to remain celibate through life, refusing to violate what has been perceived as God’s will for humanity by committed believers throughout human history?

I realize that this sounds so idealistic and one-sided. What if I was being asked to turn my back on my heterosexuality? Would I not grieve its loss? Would I be able to commit to a process of change that has shown, relatively speaking, so few clear and positive results? But committing ourselves to pursuing God’s perfect will for us is the pursuit of the ideal, whether our personal issue is a homosexual orientation, a difficulty with heterosexual lust, a difficulty being honest, or struggling to maintain an adequate devotional life. As such, a realistic approach to the pursuit of any ideal seems to me to be expressed in the quotation, "Ideals are like stars. We may never reach them but by them we chart our course." And by God’s grace and his and our mutual efforts, we may achieve more than we ever thought possible. If, however, we choose otherwise, I can only view that choice as being willing to settle for a life of yielding to the effects of the fall, regardless of the specific factors that may have contributed to one’s issue or issues, be they biological,53 psychosocial, spiritual, or a combination thereof.

My Response to the Unresolved Struggle

So how can I best respond to this unresolved struggle, unresolved in that change from a predominantly homosexual orientation to a sufficient heterosexual orientation to successfully pursue heterosexual union is exceedingly difficult, even for those that succeed. For most of my evangelical brothers and sisters that have desired such change and have often worked hard toward that goal but have not experienced sufficient success to make heterosexual relationships seem realistic for them, the struggle remains unresolved. How can I blame them for desiring closeness, warmth, and intimacy at all levels with someone to whom they feel attracted. Is not such the most normal of human desires and experiences? I can only conclude that these desires are manifestations of being created in the image of God as relational beings about whom God said, "It is not good for man to be alone; I will make a helper suitable for him" (Genesis 2:18).

Single, heterosexually oriented friends who do not have partners, no matter how much they may desire one, have often said that they see no difference between their state and the state of a homosexually oriented person who desires an intimate relationship but for whom a biblically valid relationship is not available. Those homosexually oriented persons with whom I have discussed this point typically respond that, while they can understand the perceived likeness of the situations, the difference is that the heterosexually oriented person can always live in the hope that the right person will come along, but for them, the traditional view says that there is no "right person" for them unless they can change enough to be attracted to a heterosexually oriented person. Furthermore, their Christian community falls far short of providing understanding, support, and encouragement anywhere close to that provided for the heterosexually oriented single.

For the sake of these, does our gracious God, knowing and understanding his creatures completely (Psalms 103:13-14), make allowance for those who experience and struggle with variables that emerge within the personality, such as a homosexual orientation, which clearly were not consciously chosen and are highly resistant to change? In making such allowance, does He accept a homosexual relationship that is committed to following biblical principles in the living thereof and to the good of both parties (in contrast to a variable such as pedophilia which brings no good to either party involved)?

But what about those who are in the process of changing and finding new responses emerging? Is the struggle there for them as well? A recent conversation with a Christian who has been dealing with his homosexual orientation for some time, participating in several cycles of individual therapy as well as group focused, change-oriented programs, simply reinforced this ongoing sense of painful experience. He shared that he had begun dating a woman whom he found to be very kind and loving by nature. As their relationship developed, he found himself falling in love with her and increasingly desiring to make a life commitment to her in marriage. He recognizes that he has continuing work to do in expanding his capacity to respond to her with the desired level of physical attraction, but his heart and mind were clearly responding to her with genuine and meaningful love. To his chagrin and with deep pain as a response, he learned from her, when the issue of marriage became explicit between them, that she had no plans in that direction since she believes that change is impossible for the homosexually oriented person. He had been open with her from the beginning and she had given no indication of her views until that painful "moment of truth.,’

In light of all of the above, my response at this point is this. I believe without question that God’s best for us was revealed in creation (the "first Adam") and, as fallen creatures, in Christ (the "second Adam"). My understanding of Scripture is that His goal for us remains eternally the same. I believe that, in the context of His love and grace, He has accepted us in our fallen condition and desires that we commit ourselves wholeheartedly to becoming all that He created us to be, to be complete and mature, even as He is complete and mature. Furthermore, I believe that He intends that we be active in the pursuit of our own growth toward that end and that we likewise be active in the support and encouragement of one another’s growth as well.

I also recognize and accept what I have typically called "the cumulative effects of the fall" as resulting in a variety of personal struggles unique to each of us (and yet common to all), including struggles for all of us distinctly within the sexual arena. As such, there is no "we versus them." These struggles occur for most of us within the heterosexual arena and for a few of us within the homosexual arena, which itself becomes an additional aspect of the struggle for the few.

My commitment, therefore, is to lovingly reach out to my brothers and sisters of both sexual orientations, whatever their individual issues may be, while seeking to be honest about my own, desiring and seeking to facilitate and support growth for all of us as I have opportunity While I cannot affirm and support a homosexual relationship as the fulfillment of God’s plan for any individual, I do recognize and I honor the freedom we all have to make our own choice regarding such personal issues. As such, I cannot endorse for positions of leadership and ministry within the church context any of my brothers and sisters who have chosen to pursue a homosexual relationship, in the same way that I cannot endorse for such positions anyone who is pursuing any other form of sexual behavior that is not accepted and/or explicitly affirmed in Scripture as part of God’s Will.54 At the same time, I cannot judge, reject or exclude from the healing influence and circle of supportive relationships within the church anyone who is sincerely seeking a meaningful and growing relationship with our Lord, who is open, as I am committed to being, to the correcting influences of the Spirit of God as He works within each of us, convicting us of sin (John 16:8), and in and through that local fellowship as it exercises its correcting and healing functions. Finally, therefore, I am committed to helping the Church, the Body of Christ, increasingly become the "change agent," using the words of Augsburger,55 that our Lord would have it be for all of us, regardless of our personal areas of struggle.
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