
“Affirming Ministry Process” 

Maritime Conference 2013  Annual  Meeting 

 

Youth Forum and Intermediates at Conference will participate in our process. 

Please be sure to be welcoming and inclusive of their participation. 

 

 

Session 1:  Storytelling – Friday, 11:05 a.m. 

 Telling our stories of exclusion and/or how issues of sexual orientation or gender identity have 

touched our lives 

 Beginning with prayer 

 Following a brief overview of the 3 study sessions, table groups will share their own storytelling.  

Please remember to provide a chance for all to share; be brief.  

 If time permits, reflect on how this experience felt. 

 The leadership team will be available for pastoral care/follow up.  Table group facilitators will 

have names and table #s. 

 

 

Session 2:  Reflecting on Biblical Texts – Friday, 7:45 p.m. 

 Beginning with prayer 

 Bible Beliefs Continuum – Using the coloured cards provided to each delegate, indicate where 

you fall in the beliefs continuum for the various statements offered. 

 What does the Bible say?  Scriptural texts and theological reflection on those texts will be found 

in your table binder (and are available online at the Conference website/2013 Annual Meeting).  

Reflect on these texts using the following questions as stepping off points:  

1. How has the way this biblical text been interpreted by the Church affected your treatment of 

LGBT's? 

 2. What do you personally think this text has to say to the issue of becoming Affirming? 

 If time permits, reflect on how this experience felt.  How are you feeling?  Reminder that we are 

available for pastoral care or further discussion?     

 

 

Session 3:  What Next?  Taking It Home? - Saturday, 3:10 p.m.  

 Beginning with prayer 

 Having been through this process, what hopes and/or fears do you now have about Maritime 

Conference formally entering the process to become recognized as an Affirming Ministry within 

The United Church of Canada? Come up with a table group response and be prepared to share it 

at a nearby microphone 

 Bringing forward “The Notice of Motion” from the 2012 Annual Meeting of Maritime 

Conference and taking action. 

 

 

 

 

For further information, resources, and study processes related to Affirming Ministry, please access 

Open Hearts, an educational resource prepared and provided by Affirm United. 

 

http://ause.ca/wp-content/pdf/OpenHearts.pdf 

 

http://ause.ca/wp-content/pdf/OpenHearts.pdf


Homosexuality and Bible Interpretation  

General Comment 

 

The following is a summary of some of the main arguments for and against the Christian appropriateness 

of homosexual behaviour as illustrated in scholarly interpretations of the biblical texts involved in this 

discussion: Genesis 19:1-11; Leviticus 18:22; 20:13 and I Corinthians 6:9.  A review of scholarly 

discussion on these passages will then be followed by a brief presentation of some of the hermeneutical 

questions and options involved in approaching this issue. 

 

I have organized the opinions on each passage first as ‘what appears to speak against’ and then second, 

as ‘what appears to speak in favour’ of homosexual practise and relationships. Overall in the Bible there 

are no texts which speak clearly in favour of homosexual practise as much as the ones that appear to 

condemn it.  There is no Lev 18:22 or 20:13 for the view that homosexual relations can or should be 

considered blessed by God. It is important to note that scholarly opinions today on this issue include a 

wide spectrum of liberal to conservative scholars.  These opinions can also be found not only in Bible 

commentaries but also in special studies devoted solely to this question. This means also that ‘scholarly 

opinions’ on these and any Bible passage also include views and assumptions about the Bible’s authority 

as well as differences on the role of ancient and modern cultural values and practises should play in our 

assessments. 

 

The Bible generally presents all humans as basically heterosexual in nature and seems to assess anything 

that varies from this ‘sexual orientation’ as a rejection of or a deviation from the order of human creation, 

male and then female, set down in the creation stories of Genesis 1-3. The other general assumption to 

be kept in mind is the dominance of the patriarchal structure that pervades the Bible. The male as father 

(progenitor) and leader retains the authority over all matters in family and society.  There are exceptions 

to this (such as Numbers 27) but this general principle is one of the main cultural, and some would say 

theological values that are present in the Biblical documents. For this reason some comments on the 

hermeneutical and cultural issues involved in using any Biblical passages we believe are relevant in this 

discussion are included at the end. 

 

The Passages 

 

Genesis 19:1-11 (1-29) the Judgement of Sodom and Gomorah 

General comment:  this story is part of the Abraham cycle of narratives and is another illustration of the 

Patriarch’s intercessory role. His nephew Lot’s role is different from Abraham’s. Abraham intercedes for 

the city (Gen 18). Lot settles in at Sodom although it is a city and a people already labelled as sinful or 

abhorrent to God (Gen 13:13). The actions of the crowd in the story, whatever they are, appear to play 

the role of illustrating how evil or sinful the Sodomites are.  

 

What appears to speak against acceptance of homosexual relations or activity: 

The story speaks explicitly of male sexual activity albeit as gang rape or violence and condemns it. The 

text uses the verb “know” (yadac) which does convey sexual activity in Hebrew and it is the same verb 

used when Lot offers his daughters to the gang later (19:8). 

 

The fact that the male gang wants to “know” the visitors in this way is a graphic example of their rejection 

of God’s authority and God’s creation order. The outrage of a gang attack or rape of Lot’s visitors is 

probably the worst example for the Hebrew writers of how sinful or evil the Sodomites were or could be. 

It is a clear breaking of the order of creation established by God in Genesis.  

 



The cities are destroyed as a judgment upon their behaviour and rebellion against and disrespect for the 

Lord. Although the story does not consider a loving mutual homosexual relationship as we or even 

ancient writers may understand this it is the sexual activity that is condemned here. There is no concern 

about ‘homosexual orientation’ nor would this knowledge matter for the story.  

 

What appears to speak in favour: 

Later references to this story in Hebrew Scripture and tradition do not point to the issue of homosexual 

activity, but they do raise the matter of hospitality or the lack of it toward the strangers (Isaiah 1:9-10; 

3:9; Jeremiah 23:14; 49:18). The real issue that is portrayed here is ‘inhospitality’ not what the crowd 

apparently wants to do to or with the visitors in a sexual way. Some passages do not name any sin at all 

including homosexuality (Amos 4:11; Zephaniah 2:9). This inhospitality then illustrates the pride and 

arrogance of Sodom and Gomorrah before the Lord more than any sexual activity. One interpreter sees 

no reference to homosexual relationships whatever in this text. There is no awareness of sexual 

orientation here as we would speak of it today despite the verb yadac. 

 

Lot’s offer of his daughters also highlights how seriously he takes the hospitality or care for his guests. 

He would rather jeopardize them than show disrespect to people visiting him and under his care, although 

his hospitality to the guests is not as extensive as Abraham’s shown earlier (Gen 18:6ff.). It can also be 

noted that in the male dominated culture a male who takes or is forced into the role of the female (is 

penetrated) is humiliated and this is the concern of the gang not exercising a homosexual desire as such. 

 

Judges 19:16-29 is a similar story and possibly a version of Gen 19 but now set within Israel and used to 

tell of the condemnation and war with the tribe of Benjamin. Hospitality is a major issue again here but 

the offer or abuse of the daughter and the concubine in this story (even worse than Genesis 19) illustrates 

male dominance in the ancient cultural setting.  

 

Leviticus 18:22; 20:13 

General comment: these two passages are the most explicit in the Hebrew Bible with regard to male 

homosexual sexual activity. These verses occur in what is known as the Holiness Code  (Leviticus 17-

26, but especially 18-20) by which Israel was to distinguish itself from its neighbours, whether in the 

desert or more probably in Canaan later (possibly 6th-5th Century BCE) when fertility cults were 

dominant.  Sexual activity was ordered under the guidelines seen in the creation stories of Genesis not in 

the fertility religious convictions of Israel’s neighbouring nations’ religions. 

  

What speaks against: 

The passage condemns other “unnatural” sexual activity such as bestiality, and even just the uncovering 

of nakedness. These regulations are given as a way of protecting the family both the relationships within 

it and those affected by creatures or persons outside of it. Israel is to be distinct and separate from its 

neighbours and these chapters outline areas where this is to be observed as an outcome of being the 

Lord’s people (Leviticus 18:3-5; 20:22-24).  

 

The NT does not abrogate the ethical demands of the law although the cultic ones are often set aside. In 

the Sermon on the Mount Jesus in fact intensifies the ethical ones and this includes sexual matters. In 

response to the argument that a Christian today does not keep all of the laws in Leviticus or the whole 

Mosaic code since we are freed from the law in Christ, the observation can be made that neither Jesus 

nor Paul exempts us from the ethical requirements of the law. In addition, the basic creation order of 

male-female and its importance in family and sexual matters is not overturned and does apply to the 

Christian life. 

 



Later Hebrew tradition also upholds the creation order for sexual activity which would confine this to 

male-female relations.  Josephus (first century of the Common Era) upholds this view in his Antiquities 

of the Jews (3:275) for example, along with similar laws from Leviticus. Philo another first century 

Jewish writer and later Rabbinic tradition all rejected any kind of illicit sexual activity outside marriage 

and the Biblical creation order. 

 

What seems to speak for: 

These laws are concerned with keeping Israel distinct from its neighbours and the nations that occupied 

the land before Israel’s appearance in it.  This tension continued into later times (after the entrance into 

Canaan) and Israel reacted to the cultural practises and values of neighbouring nations, including male 

and female cult prostitution.  It is the idolatry that creates the condemnatory reaction in the Priestly male 

writers of Leviticus as much as any individual sexual practises.  

 

It is the activity of heterosexual males that is in view here. A homosexual orientation as an innate or 

“born with” inclination would not be included or envisioned, although some interpreters allow that 

Israelites may well have known about the wide variety of sexual practises in the Gentile world and the 

tolerance for them.  Heterosexual activity with the same sex partner is what would be wrong. One 

interpreter believes that the laws in Leviticus are clearly intended for the heterosexual male Jew living 

in the land of Israel and so are very specific to this person.  Anyone who is not a male Jew or lives outside 

the land including Gentiles and Christians are excluded from its jurisdiction. For this reason a lesbian 

relationship or sexual activity is excluded from consideration here and need not be rejected. 

    

Some interpreters make a distinction between sin and uncleanness.  The first would be something that 

causes a disruption to the relationship with God as a moral objection but the second is more something 

that makes a person unclean or unacceptable to participation in the community and for which there is a 

procedure to make one clean again. Although there is no procedure named in Leviticus or elsewhere that 

makes this activity “clean” ethically or in a cultic setting, the issue is more about being unclean than 

morally reprehensible. 

 

There is a distinction to be upheld between ethical and cultic laws in the Hebrew Bible, although some 

interpreters deny that the Israelites made this distinction clear at all. The cultic requirements were as 

important as the ethical ones. An argument from consistency can be raised against taking the laws in the 

Hebrew Scriptures in isolation from other regulations. If we no longer keep ones that speak about clothing 

or food then we are also not bound by these and others laws as Christians.  This argument could also be 

made on the basis that in Christ we are not subject to any of the Mosaic provisions except those which 

Christ explicitly named or modified. It could also be claimed on the basis of Romans 6:14 that we are 

not subject to the law at all and our activities are based more on love to one another and are covered by 

the grace of God. It should be noted that Jesus did not comment at all on this issue. His only possible use 

of the Holiness Code is in the parable of the Good Samaritan and the adaptation of Leviticus 19:34 (not 

19:18, much less 18:22 or 20:13).  

 

1 Corinthians 6:9-11 

General comment: this catalogue of vices is given by Paul both here and previously listed in 1 Corinthians 

5:9 and 5:11. Paul adds four activities and three of them are related to sexual practise. Chapter 5 and 6 in 

this epistle are concerned about sexual behaviour in Corinth. Paul also gives similar lists elsewhere such 

as Galatians 5:19ff. and I Tim 1:8-11. It is an established way in ancient Hebrew tradition (Wisdom 

14:12-31) and Greco-Roman ethics to list the virtues to be fostered as well as the vices to be avoided or 

condemned.  Hebrew writers which include Paul also trace such behaviour back to idolatry and this was 

basic to their argument. Paul may well display this attitude here and certainly in Romans 1. 



 

What speaks against; 

Paul may be speaking here with the Leviticus passages in mind.  Although one of the words (arsenokoitai) 

is not found elsewhere in ancient Greek he may have coined the term based upon the two words which 

do appear in Leviticus 18 and 20 namely, arsen (male) and koite (a bed, or the verb koimao, to lie in bed). 

  

The other term he uses, malakoi (singular malakos) is a well-known word and means “soft” as with 

materials or even behaviour (more lenient or compliant) in a positive sense. It can also convey what we 

would mean by “effeminate”. If the terms are referring to sexual activity as the second clearly seems to 

then it condemns both sides of the homosexual act, one who penetrates and sleeps with and the one who 

submits to or is penetrated by another male. Again Paul doesn’t discuss or raise anything like an 

orientation here but he argues against behaviour whatever its origin or motive. 

 

Paul lists these behaviours along with other characteristics and types of people who will not inherit 

(kleronomeo) the kingdom of God and here he is explicit and clear in his rejection of any kind of male 

homosexual activity.  Although Paul does not mention women here he can be read to condemn the same 

activity in Romans 1:24ff. Some special studies give more attention to Paul’s argument in Romans 1 

concerning idolatry and its consequences rather than I Corinthians 6 so that Romans sets the general 

context for the discussion of homosexuality in Paul.  

 

Paul is speaking to Corinthian church members so the cultural context for him and for them could include 

all kinds of sexual activity.  He must have known about the spectrum of sexual activity and relationships 

in the Greek city and so his condemnation would include homosexual relations of any kind.  He also 

makes it explicit that some of the Corinthians had taken part in these activities but have left them behind 

(6:11).  Clearly he saw this activity as a part of their past immoral behaviour now redeemed in Christ, 

although he is not more specific on which of these vices the Corinthians lived out. 

 

What speaks in favour: 

Paul uses words that are specific to homosexual activity that was known in temple prostitution or in the 

practise of younger males used for the gratification of older males, hence the use of the two explicit 

words, the one signalling the active role (arsenokoitai) and the other the passive one (malakos). These 

words for one interpreter signify clearly the behaviour of pederasty but even further a clearly exploitative 

form. This approach attempts to say clearly what these two words are signifying among the Corinthians. 

If this behaviour is exploitative and forced then it is to be condemned. There is nothing here that raises 

anything about sexual orientation but rather the activity is confined to an economic or religious area (such 

as temple prostitution). There is no consideration of what homosexual activities would be if exercised in 

a mutually agreeable and adult (and non-exploitative) relationship.  

 

Paul’s cultural bias is in keeping with his Hebrew upbringing and education. He did not know what we 

mean by sexual orientation today. He lists general behaviours here and calls them examples of the 

“unrighteous” (adikoi). The terms he uses cover general ground and they do not specify exact behaviour. 

Paul may well not have experienced first-hand any positive and affirming homosexual relationships. He 

is responding to what the Corinthians have raised. Many Christians could find themselves included in 

these lists. Are we not all “greedy’ or “revilers” at some point? He would not condemn someone for 

stealing bread for his/her starving family (thieves) and does not make that distinction here. His point is 

to list generally bad characteristics as found in other places in the Bible even though some terms may 

reflect the Corinthians’ practise.  

 

Other NT passages may be drawn into the discussion on the basis of a more general hermeneutical 



approach to the topic in the NT. A possible starting place would be the love of the neighbour. Do not 

solidly held Biblical convictions also receive adjustment, such as in Acts 10-11with the inclusion of 

Gentiles and the setting aside of food restrictions, or the inclusion of the Ethiopian eunuch, or the 

Samaritan. The Christian community is made up of people who profess faith in Christ and this is the new 

basis for inclusion in the religious community of the ecclesia (Gal 3:28). The church’s inclusion of slaves 

and the poor as well as women in the church and its leadership can establish an analogous case to be 

made for the inclusion of others often excluded before.  

 

 

The Hermeneutical Challenge 

 

Hermeneutics is the art and science of interpretation.  How one gets meaning and ethical direction from 

any text or event is the concern of hermeneutics. In approaching this question as well as almost any other 

ethical or social issue most Christians have little difficulty in believing that the Bible was written in a 

different age and culture than our own. To maintain this view is also to recognize the nature of the Bible 

as a human, historical document and medium of revelation to Israel and the Church.  Both communities 

in their histories have affirmed that the Bible has travelled through its own history and was not dropped 

from heaven at any given moment upon its recipients. Some religious documents and Scriptures do speak 

from this perspective such as the Koran, or the Book of Mormon.  This would present a different view 

of revelation for Jews and Christians.   

 

One question then becomes more particular and pointed: do we believe that the time and culture of the 

Bible can and does come to expression in its verses and perspectives? In the light of the conviction that 

God’s revelation has come to us through human hands, perceptions and history then we would have to 

answer yes to this question.  The great differences on this issue within the Church would seem to lie in 

how much and specifically where this occurs. The issue of the interaction of the word of God with human 

culture and values surely for us has come to the surface for example around the question of patriarchy 

and the role of women in religious communities. In the discussions and debate on this and other issues 

we can discern at least three hermeneutical approaches to the Bible and culture. We may find ourselves 

using them all depending upon the issue or our experience with the question before us. 

 

A. The traditional approach: the Bible is the inspired word of God and as such can be relied upon 

and followed when it is clear on what its consistent view on any given issue is.  Both the HB and 

the NT are equally inspired although the NT has priority.   

 In this issue the homosexual activity is forbidden and it does not depend on what 

the inclination or orientation is that gives rise to it. The order of creation in male-

female relationships is a ground setting insight or revelation for sexual matters. 

 

B. The revisionist approach: the Bible has cultural values embedded in its view on things and these 

can and must be revealed through study of that culture, of the text, and of our own awareness as 

interpreters and readers. We start with faith in Jesus Christ and the NT and read the HB in this 

light.  We give place to culturally conditioned positions or views in both testaments.  We make a 

concerted effort to understand better what was meant and what the cultural context was as a way 

of hearing the text better. 

 On homosexuality we can study to learn more about what the Biblical view is and 

it may be that we have misunderstood its message and our understanding can be 

revised in the light of scholarship. 

  



C. The contemporary approach: the Bible is the word of God for us but it has cultural elements in 

its verses and they can and must be revealed.  We may clearly disagree with what we hear on the 

cultural or scientific front in the Bible. We recognize that we live in a different time in history 

and have better Insights than the Bible on some things today. We must update views of the world 

and human nature with what we have learned and appreciate today. We begin with faith in Jesus 

Christ and the NT but also ask what in them may need revision for us. 

 On this issue the voice of the contemporary faithful homosexual Christian has as 

much to say to us as the Bible. We recognize that Paul’s or early Hebrew thought 

did not see or hear the witness of today’s gay Christians. There are implications 

for our treatment as well of all homosexual people not just in the church. 

 

 

As UCC people we have to give place to a few basic convictions around hermeneutics and the use of the 

Bible in all our discussions today. One is that as we may each take one of the above positions we may 

and can find things in the other positions that are helpful and important, so they may not always be 

mutually exclusive.  We do honour the authority and inspiration of the Bible in each.  One can be a 

serious and devoted Christina and take any of these hermeneutical positions. As members of the UCC 

we do look for “the infallible rule of faith and life” in the Bible for our lives today but we look for it in 

the Bible because it “contains” this rule (The 20 Articles 2.2) and not because the Bible of itself is that 

rule in every verse or as a whole without any interpretive reading or application in our time. This 

recognition should set each of us and all of us as a community of faith on a hermeneutical quest and 

invite us to the comparing of notes and findings on the Bible and Modern Views more than the taking of 

hard and fast positions precisely on ethical issues.  

 

As a hermeneutical principle we UCC people also take seriously that we start with the NT and specifically 

with the Gospel of Jesus Christ as we read the Bible. This approach should call us to approach the Bible 

and especially the Hebrew Scriptures in openness to the homosexual ‘neighbour’ (as one special study 

terms it) or any member of our faith community more than the taking of a position on an issue. Listening 

to this living cultural voice for us today does not negate our respect for and hearing of the Bible. The 

UCC also recognized early in its life that we must as a church and a people live and interpret the faith 

anew in each generation (the General Council in 1936 as prelude to the 1940 Statement of Faith).  It was 

also the reason the ordination of women was accepted and seen as a faithful act despite places in the 

Bible and precisely in the NT where this could easily be read as contradicting the Bible’s teaching. 

  

One of the implications for the United Church could well be the need to promote and maintain a life-

giving and honest dialogue about these matters within the same faith community as Model for the wider 

church.  Biblical precedence for this kind of conversation and debate can be found in Acts 15 where 

people differed significantly on an issue yet stayed within the same community. 

 

David MacLachlan, AST 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Towards a Positive Biblical Position on Homosexuality 

 

I find so far in my academic travels that there are basically two rationales for a positive approach to 

homosexuality based upon the Bible.  I will name these two approaches with catch words or phrases that 

are found within the Bible itself.  After this I will name issues and questions that have a significant 

bearing on these positions and that can be a serious factor in the discussion of this question. 

 

“Who is my neighbor?” 

One older study of this issue took the approach of asking the question, is the homosexual my neighbor?  

This study answered the question by saying that the homosexual person is indeed ‘my neighbor’ and 

should be respected and supported as such. This recognition then places the command to love in a central 

position in our approach to and dealings with other people and in particular homosexual people. From 

the vantage point of the second commandment one can also see examples in the New Testament then of 

how the legal and social boundaries can and should be crossed to reach out to those who to this point 

have been marginalized or treated as outcasts.  This approach is also consistent with how Jesus himself 

dealt with people he encountered, both Jews and Gentiles. 

 

The approach explored in this study emerges from consideration of the two great commandments (Matt 

22:37-39; Mark 12:30-31; Luke 10:27). Jesus in one version of the debate even declares: “On these two 

commandments hang all the law and the prophets." (Matt 22:40). Paul also endorses a similar reading of 

the Hebrew Scriptures and living the Christian life (Romans 13:9; Galatians 5:14; see also James 2:8). 

Even though Paul can be read as condemning homosexuals in some of his letters he showed that he can 

also identify a core value from the Scriptures and a legitimate question to ask about our relationship to 

anyone. Probably the most familiar example of how to fulfill this commandment and to answer the 

question is given in the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:30ff.). The question about one’s neighbor 

emerges out of a larger and equally important concern which can be posed to the Bible as a whole, what 

then is its central message and position on ethical matters. Are there core values that can be drawn from 

the Bible, and in the light of which all other ethical statements should be read? This approach says clearly 

that there is such a value and it is the second commandment. 

  

This discussion in the New Testament is reminiscent of a Rabbinic tradition which counted up all of the 

commandments and prohibitions in the Hebrew Scriptures (613 in total).  This piece of rabbinic teaching 

names Biblical authors who ‘reduced’ the 613 to far fewer: David to 11 in Psalm 15; Isaiah to 6 in Is 

33:15, Micah to 3 in Micah6:8, Isaiah again to 2 in 56:1 and then Habakkuk to just 1 in 2:4 (Makkot 23b-

24a, Rabbinic Anthology, p.199).  The point of the exercise was not to get rid of the 613 commandments 

but rather to pose a deeper question: what does God want from this people? The Rabbis’ answers work 

against a literalistic and works righteousness ethos for a life of faith and obedience by Israel. In naming 

David or Isaiah or Micah as summarizing the commandments in this way also had the effect more 

importantly to focus attention on the question and importance of the relationship to God not on the 

number of commandments or rules that can or must be kept. Jesus raised a similar concern In his debate 

with some of the Pharisees according to Matthew 23:23, only he named the values of justice, mercy and 

faith as central values in the law. 

  

This approach could also be listed as a “compassionate take on the Bible”. If God is often spoken of as 

being merciful and forgiving and expecting that the people of God should emulate this quality in their 

lives to others (Luke 6:36; Matt 5:7) then one could also live this value as the heart of its teaching. The 

outcome of the rationale for this and the former approach to homosexual persons is not to say that the 

obedience and righteousness of God’s people no longer had meaning but rather to lift up the heart of that 

obedience to inspire true righteousness in the life lived by God’s people in the world. 



 

When we draw the second commandment forward as central to the Bible’s teaching we will note that the 

text in Leviticus 19 also raises the contrast between two neighbors, the Israelite or the resident alien, both 

are to be loved (Lev. 19:18 and 34). Jesus may well have had the second version of the commandment in 

Leviticus in mind when he gave the Good Samaritan parable and a pointed answer to the lawyer’s query. 

The second part of the second commandment would also be important to lift up namely to love the 

neighbor as yourself.  In other words love the other as you would treat yourself and expect others to treat 

you-with love and understanding, compassion and honest seeking for understanding of my neighbor’s 

life and situation. 

 

This approach can be applied to homosexual persons within the church or outside of it.  The parable of 

the Good Samaritan breaks social-political and religious boundaries. One could read Jesus’ whole 

ministry as emerging out of this concern for the two greatest commandments. The discussions and 

arguments Jesus had with his contemporaries about the law often hinged on his compassion for people 

(including women and Gentiles) and how one read the law with this value in mind. 

 

“Whoever is in Christ” 

As a second Biblical position this approach focuses our attention upon members of our own religious 

community. It takes seriously that there are homosexual members of our own faith communities who 

name Christ as Lord and seek to live in faithfulness to him as we all do. It also perceives us as a 

community of believing people and our life together includes our strengths and weaknesses, gifts and 

deficits as members of a community, the body of Christ. Paul expounds well on this living together in 

his letters (1 Cor 12-13 etc.). If we begin with the declaration of faith, however expressed, it may become 

the starting point for a serious rethinking in the larger context in society. The need named here, however,  

is to hear more clearly the voices within our own faith community that are trying speak about their 

discipleship and walk in faith in addition to the majority within our church. 

 

The starting point in this approach would be faith in Christ and the establishment of Christian community.  

With respect to passages that could be relevant here we would seek out 2 Cor 5:17, where we hear that 

whoever is in Christ or has faith in Christ is a new creation/creature, not ‘will be’ but ‘is’ now. We are 

also called to regard one another as ‘in Christ’ and not “from a human point of view” (or, more literally: 

“according to the flesh”) however we think this may be expressed. Whatever we may make of this phrase 

it is clearly a sign that we are to view or treat one another as “in Christ” or “in faith” primarily not 

according to the human condition in which we were born or raised. This should include for us today the 

genetic or societal conditions with which all of us enter the world. To propose that believing gay people 

should seek some kind of healing or re-creation of themselves or their human partnerships regardless of 

or even before they exercise faith in Christ would be place a condition upon people that even Paul did 

not accept (Galatians 2:16-18).  This would be true for every other Christian. The final judgment to be 

made about anyone’s life and faith is left to God (1 Cor. 3:11 etc.). 

 

One thing would need to be made clear in this approach.  Being in Christ would not sanction exploitative, 

violent or abusive relationships or acts toward the neighbor. This would be true for both heterosexual and 

homosexual persons and relationships. Paul’s lists of vices borrow from a Hebrew wisdom tradition 

which lists the bad behavior of idolaters (Wisdom 13-15). Those who profess faith in Christ surely are 

not to be included in this group! His lists cover many bad behaviors without a clear indication that he 

means to name in every case members of his congregations. We do not have a record, beyond the 

intimations found in the Corinthian correspondence (1 Cor. 7:1ff.), of a back and forth conversation of 

Paul with a gay person who was in a stable and loving relationship to another partner of the same sex. 

We, on the other hand, can have this kind of conversation with members of our own faith community. 



 

[Sidebar!] Can we draw Paul’s apparent redefinition of sin into the discussion here? In Romans 14:23 

(“whatever does not proceed from faith is sin,” NRSV and RSV). The KJ and NKJ have the verb “is” 

(whatever is not from faith is sin).  Is faith meant here as a theological value or is it a psychological value 

as suggested by mentioning doubt in the first part of the verse?  In the commentaries on Romans no one 

goes farther than suggesting that faith here means confidence in one’s position of discipleship.  

 

 

Factors affecting both positions 

A few aspects to this discussion will need to be kept in mind. As we consider the two positions above we 

will without doubt have to ‘look for the exceptions’ (Gentiles, women etc.) in both testaments and see 

variations or even challenges to the norm or rule. Passages such as the claim of the Daughters of 

Zelophehad (Numbers 26-27) or the acceptance of Gentiles into the nascent and Jewish early Church 

(Acts 8:26ff., 10:34ff, ch.15) would illustrate this. Consistency in the direction of the Gospel and towards 

inclusivity can also be a principle that will guide our considerations. The lesson of being consistent in 

our faith convictions is well illustrated by Paul’s intervention with Peter at Antioch (Gal 2:11ff.). On the 

other hand, our awareness of a lack of consistency in the New Testament may also reveal the time/culture 

limits of its authors. The case of Paul’s proclaiming competing positions on women’s roles in the church 

(1 Cor. 11:5 and 14:33b-36; Gal 3:28 and I Tim 2:11ff.) would be one of these. Although this search is 

not a hermeneutical “position” as such it may be combined with the other approaches named above. It 

can give a powerful starting point in answering ethical and life questions.  It may also lead to profound 

insights of where we have been quenching the gifts of the Spirit in our communities (cf. 1 Thess. 5:19) 

not just for women but also for homosexual people.  We will also be led to consider if extensions of some 

texts which proclaim openness and freedom can be applied to our own situation, such as Gal 3:28, by 

extending the text to include gay and straight persons who have been baptized into Christ. 

 

Another dimension to the search for the Biblical basis of a positive position can include the sifting 

through our own cultural and scientific insights and realities. The admission to such a cultural gap 

between then and now can result in a new and more inclusive position for us today but need not diminish 

the Bible’s message and authority for us as 21st Century Christians. 

 

For at least several decades now the exegetical-historical methods used to interpret the Bible have been 

mostly andocentric in its concerns, questioning and perceptions. With the recent development of 

exegetical-hermeneutical methods such as Reader Response, Feminist and Liberation Hermeneutics and 

the History of Interpretation the role and setting of the reader in any interpretive process has become 

much clearer.  These methods then raise for us two realities present in any interpretive process. One is 

that we all have our biases and understanding through which exegesis and Bible reading is filtered. The 

other dimension is our need to read, listen and interpret the Bible as and within a faith community which 

is contemporary with the reader.  Other ears hear the Bible as well as our own and other voices will be 

raised to voice those hearings.  There may have to be the sorting out of many “specks” and “logs” as we 

go. 

 

As members of the UCC the discussion of the Bible’s authority and voice in this question will need to be 

considered in a church community that includes a variety of understandings of the Bible’s authority.  A 

war of Scripture quotations is surely to be avoided although it would illustrate the problem of using and 

consulting the Bible in many ethical and social issues. What may seem quite obvious for those who hold 

to the Bible’s sole authority in ethics and Christian life and living will not emerge in the same way as for 

those who wish to factor into the discussion voices or authorities from other quarters. These sources of 

authority will include church tradition and doctrine, human (even Christian) reason including modern 



scientific insights and one’s own experience of and relationship to homosexual persons today. Each of 

the doctrinal statements now included in the Doctrine segment of the Basis of Union, with the exception 

of the Creed, has statements on Scripture and includes some consideration of these and other factors to 

be keep before us in our interpretation.  Some aspects of each doctrinal statement may be problematic 

for us but they all call us to read the Bible and seek in it a rule and guidance for life.  As we do this we 

beseech the Holy Spirit’s help and attempt to see the things of Christ.  The Song recognizes-as we have 

through most of our UC history-that we need to speak and adapt our faith to the age in which we live. 

The 1940 Statement is the prime example and result of this conviction and its expression. As UCC people 

we will seek what the 20 Articles names as a “rule of life and faith” which is “contained” in the Bible 

(BU 2.2, whether “infallible” or not). This rule will be sought ‘within’ the Bible and will not be equated 

to the Bible itself in a literalistic way. We will seek guidance on issues from its pages as we do from the 

Holy Spirit. 

 

David MacLachlan, AST 

 

 


