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Staying the Course

cannot forget or set aside either the pivotal text of Scripture on
homosexuality or its consensual interpretation.

My conclusion is: The Fathers understood themselves to have
received a well-defined classical consensual Christian teaching on
homosexuality. It is grounded in idolatry, not simply lust as such.
It dishomors the body. It tends divisively to pit male against female.
It does not yield the pleasure expected. It is a volunrary activity. It
demeans human sexuality.
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CHAPTER 7

The Real Disagreement

Elizabeth Moreau

.NU robably not since slavery has The United Methodist Church
witnessed and been party to such vehement and often hostile dis-
agreement akin to the debate over homosexuality. It is arguable that
even the ordination of women did not evoke the polarization within
The United Methodist Church currently seen both nationally and
locally. Perhaps for this reason, or perhaps because of initial simi-
larities, the Church’s debate over homosexuality is too frequently
couched in the language of civil rights. However, homosexuality is
not finally a civil rights issue; and as long as the discussion remains
one of civil rights, the deeper and more significant issue at stake can-
not be addressed; that is, the role and authority of Scripture within
the worshiping community of faith.

Both slavery and the rights and ordination of women were bat-
tles fought over the appropriate moral interpretation of the scrip-
tural authority; the disagreement over homosexuality is
fundamentally a disagreement about what or how much authority
the Scripture is to have in the contemporary Church. Consider, for
example, the ambiguity of the biblical witness regarding women:
On the one hand, Paul instructs women not to speak, teach, or
have authority over a man,' although in other passages, Paul
encourages women leaders in the early church and holds them up
as examples of godliness.? Thus, the debate over the equality of
women was, at least in significant degree, a debate over apparently
contradictory teachings within the primary authority for Christian
life: Scripture. The biblical witness regarding slavery is even more
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ambiguous in that there is no record of Jesus or Paul ever actually
addressing the social sin of slavery.

In contrast, the biblical witness is uniform in its rejection of
homosexuality, not only in explicit written condemnation, but also
in the complete absence of any positive homosexual role model
anywhere in the Bible.? Unlike past debates linked to civil rights, in
which the interpretation and morality of particular biblical pas-
sages were in conflict, there is general agreement about what the
Bible actually says regarding homosexuality.* Therefore, the entire
debate surrounding homosexuality focuses on whether that biblical
teaching can be normative for this generation of Christians. While
the debate over women’s rights and slavery arises from within the
biblical texts, the second debate over homosexuality challenges the
biblical texts themselves.

It is this undermining of the role and authority of Scripture
within the Church that has created such an impasse. How we
receive and interpret the Bible depends upon how we understand
the authority of Scripture. What we must realize is that, should the
Scriptures cease to be authoritative for The United Methodist
Church, we will cease to be a part of the church, which has existed
from the day of Pentecost onward. It has always been the case that
the gospel stood outside the culture to which it spoke and judged
that culture with the mercy and grace of Christ; it has never been
the case that the culture judges the faithful obedience of the church.
If the real disagreement underlying the conflict is the question of
the applicability and relevance of the ancient writings for today’s
Chuistian, how can we understand them to speak to contemporary
society?

Although the writings that make up the Bible are predominantly
from the first century, it was not until the late fourth century that
the writings were compiled into the list, or canon, that comprises
today’s New Testament.” There were a large number of Gospels and

letters circulating in the first four centuries, but the early church

determined this particular list of books, which now copstitute the
New Testament, to be authoritative for Christian life and faith.
However, long before there was ever an official biblical canon,
the texts that now make up the New Testament were in use within
the church. The basis for giving authority to the books of the New
Testament was their influence on the lives of individuals as divinely
revealed truth. The content of the many ancient writings varied
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substantially, and those books that accurately depicted the nature
of God, human nature, the human condition, and the gift of salva-
tion as experienced by individuals converted to Christianity
became the primary teaching téxts of the church. In the centuries
between the times the texts were written and the church canonized
the New Testament, these particular writings had already become
authoritative within the early church because they functioned as a
means of grace through which individuals encountered and came to
know the living God in Jesus Christ. The experience of the early
church was that through prayerful study of the message contained
in these writings—the Gospels and letters we now call the New
Testament—lives were transformed by the truth divinely revealed.

Thus, the source of the authority of the Bible is nothing less than
divine revelation; God reveals himself to us through these particu-
lar writings and, in so doing, reveals to us our own being, nature,
and condition. Stating the obvious, there can be no appeal to a
higher authority than God. Moreover, the only reasonable con-
strual of creation is to conceive of its existence as an expression of
its Creator. Logically, an omnipotent God could have created any
imaginable number of cosmoses; however, if a particular god chose
to author a particular creation, then that creation is necessarily
ordered in a particular way reflective of its creator. All of the com-
ponents of the story must necessarily cohere in a manner that illu-
minates, enlightens, and explains its existence, its source, and its
meaning, for the story to be recognizable and for it to have trans-
formative power i the lives of individuals. To the extent that the
creature/creation reflects the Creatos, any change in the order of
creation likewise reflects a change in the Creator, that is, to alter
one portion of the story necessarily influences another piece of the
story; the story ceases to make sense and must be reconceived in a
coherent manner.

Furthermore, once we have changed the order of creation—such
things as the nature of human relationships, the purposes of human
sexuality, and the identity of sin—then these changes must also be
reflected in the nature of the Creator. Literally, the God revealed to
us must be altered, become a distinctly different god. The reason the
debate over homosexuality is so intense is because it brings into
question the whole idea of divine revelation. The counterclaim that
homosexuality is compatible with Christian teaching challenges the
truth of divine revelation: Did God not reveal the truth to us

99




Staying the Coursé

through Scripture? If the Bible is wrong on an issue it specifically
addresses, on what issues is the Bible authoritativer What biblical
teaching can be trusted?® It is inevitable that the Bible ceases to
function as a means of grace to salvation and is reduced to a series
of encouraging stories and helpful suggestions subject to personal
preference.

For the generations that followed, the eatly church proved itself
to be guided by the Holy Spirit. The humble study of Scripture has
led people to Jesus Christ. As persons subject themselves to scrip-
tural instruction, they receive new life in Christ and are trans-
formed in Christ’s image (in Wesleyan language, justified,
sanctified, and perfected). Across the span of two millennia of his-
tory, through wars, plagues, and the rise and fall of nations, these
Scriptures have sufficed to bring salvation to people. Even today, as
old and culturally relative as the biblical texts are said to be, this
Bible continues to bring new life in Jesus Christ to such culturally
diverse churches as the church in Africa, the church in Asia, and
elsewhere. Only within Western Protestant Christianity has the
notion of improving upon the divine revelation found in Scripture
become commonplace.

We are faced with a dilemma at this point. Either the God who is
the source of these writings has played a grand, malevolent joke on
billions of people who think they have received spectacular grace
and salvation but are wrong, or these Scriptures are in fact divinely
revealed truth whereby we can be saved. After two thousand vears
and billions of Christian conversions, a measure of humility is in
order. To make the counterclaim that homosexuality is compatible
with Christian teaching, and thus to receive the Scripture in a man-
ner at odds with the interpretation of every other branch of the
church of Jesus Christ, one must depend upon extensive—as well as
selective—knowledge from human sources.

The exegetical methods of biblical interpretation used to over-
come the biblical teaching on homosexuality arise from contempo-
rary secular philosophy, scholarly proposals committed to reading
the Bible without any possibility of divine revelation. Virtually all
academic assumptions begin from a secular mind-set, excluding the
proposition that God exists, much less speaks.” It would seem, then,
that for the average Christian to be able to read the Bible and under-
stand what it really means, as opposed to what it merely seems to
report, he or she must have highly specialized knowledge in the lat-
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est exegetical methods for biblical interpretation. This stands in
stark contrast to Article V of the Articles of Religion of the United
Methodist Book of Discipline, which states that “Holy Scripture
containeth all things necessary to salvation.”?

. Perhaps more significant is this approach to biblical interpreta-
tion that implies a sort of modern-day gnosticism, in which secret
or special knowledge is required to understand the Scriptures and
therefore, to encounter and know God. If we take seriously Hrm
notion of human sin, then we finally cannot aliow human knowl-
mmmn and experience to judge divine revelation; rather, divine reve-
Hmn.Ob judges human knowledge and experience. The role of
Scripture is to take the human experiences of sin, darkness, and
death, and through the light of revelation, bring human beings to
the fullness of life in Jesus Christ, to true freedom as sons and
daughters of God.

Through humble, prayerful study, the teachings found in the
Bible call us forth from darkness to light, from bondage to free-
dom, from death to life. This has been the experience of Christians
throughout the history of the church and across the globe today.
that these Scriptures reveal the pathway to salvation by _unmnmmbm
persons to the transforming knowledge and love of God in Christ
gmm_.um. Realistically, homosexuality is a relatively minor issue in
.mnm%wﬁm. Unquestionably, the Christian church can and should be
in ministry with and to the homosexual community. It is not a
question of whom the church will baptize or to whom the church
will offer the Sacraments, but rather a question of what gospel will
be preached.

If it is necessary to abandon the authoritative teaching of the
Bible, then we have little to offer the homosexual community, and
everyone else for that matter. When we dismiss the Bible’s portrayal
of sin, we must also discard the promises of new life and transfor-
mation found in the Bible. To alter our understanding of the human
condition, we must be prepared to change the nature of God, the
nature of salvation, and on and on. All of these concepts are inex-
tricably linked in one cohesive and coherent story in the Scriptures.
If we now abandon the gospel of the Scriptures to accommodate
cultural preferences, then we do not have the mo%m_ of Jesus Christ
at least not a gospel recognizable to the great cloud of smﬂummmmm
who have gone before us.
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In short, changing The United Methodist Church’s position on
homosexuality is like pulling a thread, which then unravels the
entire fabric. The end result is, if salvific truth for this generation
cannot be found in the Bible, it will be necessary to establish those
contemporary writings that do have greater authority than
Scripture and that do provide the means of grace for human beings,
whether that be the New England Journal of Medicine, the Journal
of the American Psychiatric Association, The New York Times,
Reader’s Digest, Good Housekeeping, or any other writing deemed
to convey the truth necessary for our salvation. Our other option,
of course, is to commit ourselves to the belief that nothing exists in
our lives from which we need to be saved—a commitment of folly,
for sure. Ilowever, that assumption is the driving force behind
efforts to change the Church’s position on homosexuality.

Because some persons feel a compelling urge for homosexuat
relations, the urge itself must be a natural inclination, thus wholly
good and given by none other than God himself. By the same logic,
virtually every sin that occurs in human life turns out not to be sin-
ful. Human beings sin because we cannot think of anything better
to do; we sin because sin is natural to us.” The ancient Scriptures
teach that the human condition is one of sin, and the vast majority
of us experience the destructive reality of our sinfulness with great
clarity on any given day. Tragically, there are few more measurably
destructive behaviors—physically, psychologically and spiritually—
than homosexuality. Only blind determination can hold to the con-
viction that one’s natural inclinations are wholly good. It is ironic
that this propensity for self-destruction is exactly how the
Scriptures depict human nature, and it is from precisely this incli-
nation and inevitability that we all must be saved. Scripture stands
like a massive, immovable rock; we either cling to it in hope of sal-
vation or run into it full speed ahead and bounce off in misery,
claiming “there’s nothing there.”

The identity of the church throughout the ages has been built
upon the writings found in Scripture. When the Bible we have
ceases to be authoritative for our denomination, then we have to
realize we have broken continuity with the historic church and the
proclamation passed down through the ages. Although it seems
highly unlikely, it is conceivable that we have found new truth
greater than the gospel proclaimed by Christians everywhere for all
time; but when we change the gospel, the Good News, then we
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have changed religions. We can dress this other new truth up and
call it Christianity, but no one from the second century, the eighth
century, the fifteenth century, and no one from the churches of
Africa or Asia would agree.

Although the debate within The United Methodist Church has
focused almost exclusively on homosexuality, the far more serious
underlying issue is the authority of Scripture, and it is this issue that
must surface if we are ever to understand the full ramifications of
,&m.nommwnﬁ in our denomination. The following quote from the
senior pastor of a reconciling congregation makes abundantly clear

the depth of the chasm between the two views of the authority of
Scripture:

Now it is our turn to get honest. Although the creeds of our
denomination pay lip service to the idea that Seripture is “author-
itative” and “sufficient for faith and practice,” many of us have
moved far beyond that notion in our own theological thinking.
We are only deceiving ourselves—and lying to our evangelical
brothers and sisters—when we deny the shift we have made. . . .
We have moved far beyond the idea that the Bible is exclusively
.uoHEm.ﬁ?n and literally authoritative for our faith. To my think-
ing, that is good! What is bad is that we have tried to con our-

selves and others by saying, “We havent changed our
position.” 0

What is at stake in the debate over homosexuality is what one
vommﬁm Jesus Christ has to offer homosexual individuals, indeed all
Sm.?ﬂsﬂm. Either we are going to offer the gospel as revealed to
us in Scripture, or we are going to offer a gospel of our own mak-
ing, something that is already happening in far too many of our
pulpits. That is why the debate is so ferocious and the conflict so
relentless. The issue is not merely homosexuality; homosexuality is

Mr.m rmﬁmabm woﬁﬁmOHNmmvmﬁmoﬁmﬂrnnoﬁmnﬁ&%mQﬁmmmn
aith. :
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7. The Real Disagreement

1. 1 Timothy 2:11-12.

2. See especially Romans 16:3-16 for an accessible and extensive, if not
exhaustive, list.

3. Compare the absence of homosexual leadership to such role models as
Ruth, Esther, Deborah, Mary, the mother of jesus, Mary who sat at the feet of
Jesus, the first evangelist in the Samatitan woman at the well, among others.
There is a multitude of examples of women who are lifted up as examples of
faithfulness, obedience, and leadership and not one corresponding example of
a homosexual viewed in like manner.

4. It would be unfair not to acknowledge that some contemporary scholars
have offered cteative interpretations redefining the expression of homosexual
acts in ancient culture to overcome negative biblical references. However, a full
discussion of those proposals is beyond the scope of this essay.
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