Exploring Diversity – the homosexuality debate

Ruth 1: 1-17

John 13: 12-25

O God, open the eyes of our minds that we may see what you wish us to do and then give us the will, the courage, the intelligence and the love to do it.  Amen

As a member of the Third Order of the Society of St Francis, I live by a series of principles which include:

To break down barriers between people and seek equality for all

To spread the spirit of love & harmony between people

To fight against ignorance, pride & prejudice that breed injustice or partiality

Within the Order we have a sexuality working group that has been exploring the ways of a loving God in complex human relationship situations.  In 2006, I was part of a workshop exploring sexual diversity and I would like to share with you some of our thoughts.

Firstly I believe that homosexuality is above all a pastoral issue rather than a theological one. References in the Bible regarding homosexuality are few and far between. Much more is said about the ‘wrongs of divorce’, yet in many Christian denominations, re-marriage of divorced persons has become much more acceptable. Those Christians who oppose homosexuality on Biblical grounds place great emphasis on a few references and understand them entirely literally without recourse to cultural conditions at the time. However, they do not take the same stance on other prohibitions like food taboos. I feel that any theology of relationship – whether friendship, same sex or heterosexual, must take into account the passionate, generous, extravagant love with which God loves us. 

The sources of the books of the Bible come from a variety of cultures ranging from desert nomads to urban tribes, not to mention exiled peoples. To extrapolate clarity of guidance in ethical behaviour today from these ancient writings is hazardous in the extreme. There are very few ‘Bible-believing Christians’ who would sow only one kind of seed in their garden, abstain for 4 years from picking apples off a newly planted tree or refuse on religious grounds to eat octopus, yet all these are part of the same Leviticus ‘Holiness Code’ that proscribes homosexuality.

I am therefore going to concentrate on the pastoral issues. As a scientist, I feel it is important to begin with a scientific understanding of sexuality. Alfred Kinsey’s groundbreaking work 60 years ago showed that there is biologically a gradation from fully heterosexual to fully homosexual with only 10-20% of the population fully and totally behaviourally one or other. The living world is a continuum. Later work has shown that some of this diversity can be explained genetically. Thus DNA may predispose some of our sexual orientation. However social and cultural environments will also play a part, as will chance, choice and free will.

I was brought up a child of the 1950’s and a teenager of the 1960’s.  As a boy I was scarcely aware of ‘gay’ people and the context in which I first encountered Christianity led me to believe that anything other than heterosexuality was deviant. My situation is one of an attitude that has changed. As I grew older, I came to recognize the existence of homosexual people. I found out that one of my friends from school, who was a loving, caring Christian had gone into the nursing profession but had then committed suicide, as a result of homophobia. 

My personal views about sexual relationships have been formed by my own experience of the continuing wonder of a committed and mutual relationship within my marriage, which I believe reflects the loving commitment of God to humanity. When I tried to work out why this should ONLY apply to heterosexual relationships, I failed. The idea that straight sex is natural but gay sex is not seemed to me stupid because there is so much heterosexual sex in the world (casual sex, rape, incest etc) that does not square with my picture of a committed relationship which is central to ‘Christ-like’ sex. Think about the recent case of rape and incest in Austria. On the other hand I have met committed relationships between two men or two women which strongly reflect God’s love for us.

One factor that disturbed me a few years back was when the Anglican Church responded to human rights legislation in respect of non-discrimination in employment on the basis of sexual orientation by seeking a dispensation that excludes religious institutions from enforcing this. Surely this was not the reaction of what should be an all-embracing and loving institution. The formal position of the House of Bishops in 2003 calls for celibacy among gay priests, but asks the church to listen to homosexual people and pray and consider further the issues involved for the church. Of course, with the real likelihood of imminent schism over this issue, it is not surprising that the church is concerned for the issues involved for its own structures but in reality the issues involved for same-sex couples are equally or even more pressing.

The present crisis in the Anglican Communion was initiated at a meeting of global south bishops in Kuala Lumpur in 1997. They produced a statement on Human Sexuality. It refers to sexual deviation, lust, our vulnerability to sexual sin, and then to the ordination of practicing homosexuals and the blessing of same sex unions. It says God's will regarding human sexuality is to be expressed only within the life-long union of a man and a woman in holy matrimony. .

Since 1998, in UK the policies of church and country have drifted apart. The state has legislated to overturn the discrimination practiced against LGBTs (Lesbians, gays, bi-sexuals and transgenders) people. The church has attempted to move in the opposite direction, securing opt-outs from legislation to enable it to discriminate more effectively. LGBT people are now less safe in the ministry of the church than they were 20 years ago. Lay people are denied the opportunity to have their loving, faithful relationships blessed.

In a recently published book on the ethics of the New Testament, Richard Burridge, Dean of King’s College London writes "While the spectres of mass starvation, international conflicts, HIV/AIDS and global warming stalk us like four modern horsemen of the Apocalypse, many Christian churches around the world are overwhelmed by internal wrangling about women in leadership and homosexuality."  This surely is getting matters out of proportion.

What it means to be ‘biblical’ lies at the heart of these debates. "Whenever we are presented with a choice between being biblical and being inclusive, it is a false dichotomy - for to be truly biblical is to be inclusive in any community which wants to follow and imitate Jesus."

The trauma through which Christianity in general is living, and the Anglican Communion is living with particular intensity, is a trauma about far more than LGBT sexuality and sexual activity. To grossly over-simplify what is clearly a very complex dynamic, I’d like to suggest it is about two core things.

Firstly, there is the debate about literalism and the concrete against the spiritual and the divine. There are some people who want to return us to a pre-enlightenment mentality, a time when they imagine people’s world view was more secure and certain. That’s a fantasy, of course, but in a time of deep insecurity and uncertainty, some people of our generation in many faiths (not just Christianity) are seeking the security blanket of fundamentalism and secure, ’unchanging’ faith. That isn’t the kind of faith Jesus encouraged his followers to explore.

LGBT people are scapegoats in this dynamic. They may also be prophets, reminding the church that Jesus is gently inviting us to take the risk of journeying further down the road with him.

Secondly, the exploration of the presence of LGBT people in church and society may also be forcing the church to confront properly for the first time in 2000 years the aversion it carries to the sexual truth that God creates us along a continuum of male and female. Our spiritual and sexual selves are deeply intertwined, and the church expends enormous amounts of time and energy trying to prise the two apart.

LGBT people present the church with an apparently uncomfortable reality. We human beings are sexual, created in the image of a sexual, intimate, relational, pro-creative God. Our sexual lives do not always conform to what have often been thought of as biblical norms. To acknowledge that people engage in intimacy in non-approved circumstances isn’t to undermine the ideal of fidelity in marriage. It simply acknowledges human reality. 

The vocal and visible presence of LGBT people is uncomfortable for many people. Yet if they were able to be honest amongst themselves and their own church members, they would discover that they too, fail to adhere to the so-called biblical norms. They are unfaithful, have affairs, divorce, remarry, parent children who are sexually active before marriage and so forth.

Since the introduction of Civil Partnerships in the UK, LGBT people are demonstrating the same desire for contracting faithful, life-long, monogamous relationships as heterosexuals. For centuries, same-gender-loving Christians have lived lives of fidelity to God in prayer and love.

I now know that 20% of LGBTs attempt suicide before they are 30. 

I now know that people in the ancient world took same-sex activity for granted. 

I am also aware that ‘heterosexuality is the whole of God’s plan and same-sex conduct is sinful’ is a later idea, yet pre-dates our present biological and psychological knowledge. 

I now know that sexuality and spirituality cannot be separated and that the meaning of ‘love’ in intimate relationships reaches to the very depths of our identity and goes far beyond pleasure and procreation. 

I now know that it is easier to label than to listen, easier to close the mind than open the heart. 

I now know that the Gospels intimate that Jesus showed great affection and deep love to his close followers both male and female and was comfortable about receiving love and affection in return. 

I am now convinced that there is an urgent need for the Churches to develop a viable and practical theology of commitment in relationships regardless of sex. This would be good for marriage too.

I was at a meeting with Archbishop Desmond Tutu a few years ago where he said:

The Jesus I worship is not likely to collaborate with those who persecute an already oppressed minority. I myself could not have opposed the injustice of penalizing people for something they could do nothing about – race – and then kept quiet as women were being penalized for something they could do nothing about - gender. Hence I support the ordaining of women to the priesthood and the episcopate. Equally I cannot keep quiet whilst people are being penalised for something they cannot do anything about, their sexuality. It is so improbable that any sane, normal person would deliberately choose vilification, opprobrium, physical abuse – even death. To discriminate against our sisters and brothers who are lesbian or gay on the grounds of their sexual orientation is as totally unacceptable and unjust as Apartheid ever was.

“Christ, when he was lifted up, did not say 'I draw some people to myself.'  He said 'I draw all, all, ALL!'
I cannot disagree with that.

Let us pray:

May God who created each one of us with endless variety, and who made us together as beautiful as the rainbow, teach us to cherish the beauty within, to appreciate the gifts of others, and to be grateful for the enrichment so much difference brings. Amen

