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Introduction

The four essays in this short Reader have been selected to support
the process of shared conversations on human sexuality, scripture
and mission within the Church of England. The rationale for their
selection is outlined in Part 1 of the resource materials produced
for the process of conversation.
The essays have been chosen in order to allow participants in
the conversations to engage with different strands of thinking
on the subject, drawn from different sources. The views expressed
in the essays are those of the authors concerned and their
appearance here should not imply that their views are part
of the official teaching of the Church of England.
These are resources which may help participants to engage
more fully, not only with the views of those with whom they
disagree but with thinking with which they are in accord. They
may also help the scope of the conversations to embrace some
of the international and ecumenical dimensions of the subject
under discussion.

vii
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1. The Biblical Case for
the ‘Traditional’ Position
The Revd Dr Ian Paul, Honorary Assistant
Professor, University of Nottingham
Introduction
1.

The Church of England’s teaching position on same-sex sexual
activity has been set out in a series of reports and motions.
The 1991 report Issues in Human Sexuality endorsed the
traditional Christian belief that the teaching of the Bible is that
heterosexual marriage is the proper context for sexual activity
between two people. It went on to declare that what it called
'homophile' orientation and activity could not be endorsed by
the Church as:
'... a parallel and alternative form of human sexuality as
complete within the terms of the created order as the
heterosexual. The convergence of Scripture, Tradition and
reasoned reflection on experience, even including the
newly sympathetic and perceptive thinking of our own
day, makes it impossible for the Church to come with
integrity to any other conclusion. Heterosexuality and
homosexuality are not equally congruous with the
observed order of creation or with the insights of
revelation as the Church engages with these in the
light of her pastoral ministry.'

2.

This position was endorsed by the pastoral letter and statement
on same-sex marriage from the House of Bishops in February
2014, and is the basis of the view expressed there that ‘the
Christian understanding and doctrine of marriage as a lifelong
union between one man and one woman remains unchanged.’

1
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3.

The scriptural support for this position does not rely on prooftexting, but on a careful reading of the relevant biblical texts in
their particular social, cultural and literary contexts as well as
noting the close interrelation between a number of the texts.
There are generally assumed to be seven texts in the Bible which
are the key ones in relation to same-sex unions:

•
•
•

Gen 19.1–11: the story of the men of Sodom and Lot’s guests
Judges 19.22–29: the wicked men of Gibeah
Lev 18.22 and 20.13: prohibition of a man ‘lying with a man
as with a woman’

•

Rom 1.18–32: the wrath of God revealed in his ‘giving over’
men and women to their sinful desires

•

1 Cor 6.9: wrongdoers who will not inherit the kingdom
of God

•

1 Tim 1.9–10: the vice list, using the same term as 1 Cor 6.9.

Other texts also have an important bearing—the creation
accounts in Gen 1 and 2, the narrative of David and Jonathan,
Jesus’ welcome of ‘sinners’ and the reception in the NT of
relevant OT ethical texts.
4.

2

Settling what these texts say and mean cannot, on its own,
determine the pastoral, ethical and doctrinal position of the
Church in its engagement with the issue of same-sex sexual
activity. It will, however, be a key part of the formation of the
mind of Church. Richard Harries (then Bishop of Oxford, now
The Lord Harries of Pentregarth) expounded in his introduction
of the 2003 report Some Issues in Human Sexuality to General
Synod, that the Church of England does not acknowledge three
independent sources of authority in Scripture, Tradition and
Reason (as a ‘three-legged stool’). Rather, it acknowledges the
supreme authority of Scripture which is understood through
the hermeneutical (interpretative) lens of tradition (how it was
understood in the past) and reason (how we make sense of it in

GRACEtext2:ChristianROOTS 08/12/2014 17:32 Page 3

The Biblical Case for the ‘Traditional’ Position

our context). What scripture says is not the same as what
Scripture says to us but the two are inextricably linked. The
brief for this paper was to explore the biblical texts only, and
not the pastoral, mission or historical issues that this emotive
subject raises.

Genesis 1 and 2
5.

The two creation accounts (Gen 1–2.3 and Gen 2.4–end) are
generally considered by critical scholarship to have originated
from different sources and to exhibit distinct sets of concerns.
Even to the casual reader, it is clear that they have a different
form from one another. They do, however, share an emphasis on
humanity as created in a binary form distinguished by gender.

6.

The account in Genesis 1 has a cleared structured, symmetrical
shape to it where the emphasis in the first three days is on
‘forming’ and the second three days is on ‘filling’. The creation
of humanity is presented as the climax of the process of
populating the land/earth with living creatures. In the most
extensive speech by God within the narrative, there is a triple
statement of creation: ‘So God created human beings in his
own image/in the image of God he created them/male and
female he created them.’ This includes a double emphasis—first,
on the unity of humanity (Hebrew ’adam) being in the image of
God, and second on the differentiation of humanity into male
and female (zakar and neqevah), both in God’s image.

7.

There has been considerable debate about the meaning of the
phrase ‘image and likeness’. This phrase recurs in Gen 5.3 to
describe the relation between Adam and his son Seth, and this
and other texts suggest that the two ideas are synonyms which
together indicate the sense of family resemblance. In addition,
the phrase is strongly associated with God’s sovereign rule over
the creation. ‘Let us make…so that they may rule’ and ‘He
created them…and blessed them…and said… “Fill the earth and
subdue it.”’ So the idea appears to be that humanity, (‘adam)
3
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male and female (zakar and neqevah), reproduce, populate the
earth, and govern it as the offspring of the creator, ruling as his
vice-regents and with his delegated authority. Thus the genderbinary nature of humanity is a key part of being in the image
of God and fulfilling the commission to exercise delegated
dominion over the earth.
8.

The second creation narrative starts at Gen 2.4 and is marked (in
source-critical terms) by the use of the tetragrammaton (YHWH)
to name God. In this account, humanity is introduced as a single
figure, the ’adam who has been formed from the ’adamah, the
dust of the earth. Within the narrative, this figure appears to be
undifferentiated in gender, even if not ungendered. The use of
the generic ’adam continues until verse 23, and only then are
the clearly gendered terms ‘man’ and ‘woman’ deployed (ish
and ishshah).

9.

The narrative turns around the surprising declaration that it is
not good for the ’adam to be alone, and the subsequent quest
for a ‘suitable helper’ (2.18, 20). The term ‘helper’ (ezer) has no
particular sense of superiority or inferiority; God is at times
described as the ‘helper’ of Israel. The term ‘suitable for him’
(kenegdo) is unusual, and has the sense of ‘equal but opposite’;
it is the kind of phrase you might use to describe the opposite
bank of a river, combining both the sense of equality but
difference and distinctness. The explicit sense of the narrative is
that the animals are not ‘suitable’ since they are not the ’adam’s
equal. But the equally powerful, implicit sense of the narrative is
that it would not be sufficient simply to form another ’adam
from the ground. This ‘helper’ needed to be equal but opposite.
There is clearly a task to be completed (subduing the earth and
receiving God’s blessing in being fruitful and multiplying, 1.28),
but there is also a deep existential recognition in the (now)
man’s cry ‘Here is flesh of my flesh!’ The twin themes of
similarity and difference wind their way through the story
like a double helix.

4
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10.

The climax of this narrative is the assertion that it is ‘for this
reason’ that the male-female sexual union is the basis for family
life. The breaking of a previous kinship bond and the formation
of a new kinship bond is precisely located in the recognition of
‘flesh of my flesh’ and the uniting in sexual union that which
was separated in the creation of the woman from the ’adam,
who in that moment became the (male) man. It is also
interesting to note that the idea here of one man united
with one woman is later deployed as a reforming filter in
the interpretation of subsequent narratives.

11.

It has been argued recently that the gender difference between
Adam and Eve is incidental, and the focus is on the existential
recognition of companionship in their relationship—and thus
can be carried over into same-sex relationships. This is very
difficult to sustain, given the connection between the narratives
in Gen 1 and Gen 2, and the link between gender difference
and the commission to ‘be fruitful and multiply’. The aetiological
function of the narratives is not to much to give a reason
for the ‘invention’ of gender difference, but to explain the
theological significance of gender within an understanding
of humanity created in the image of God.

12.

It is true that many commentators (from the patristic period
onwards) do not focus their comments on gender difference,
but on the existential recognition by the man of the woman.
But that is only because gender difference is such a central and
obvious part of the narrative, and is taken as a given within the
reception of these narratives up until very recently. In fact, the
existential cry of recognition by the man is remarkable precisely
because it transcends gender difference. This is not a story
about friendship in general, but about marriage in particular.
Marriage between one man and one woman is presented as the
unique place where humanity rediscovers its original unity and
can fulfil the mandate to be fruitful, and for that reason it is
the unique place for the ‘one-flesh’ union of sexual activity.

5

GRACEtext2:ChristianROOTS 08/12/2014 17:32 Page 6

Grace and Disagreement

Genesis 19 and Judges 19
13.

In both these narratives, wicked men want to ‘know’ male guests
who are enjoying hospitality. This is a Hebrew metaphor for
sexual relations (as in ‘Adam knew Eve, and she conceived’, Gen
4.1, AV) so modern translations are right to render this as ‘have
sex with them.’ In both cases, the desire is frustrated, so there is
some irony in the coining of the English term ‘sodomy’ for
something which did not in fact take place in the narrative.

14.

Sodom is referred to a further 18 times in the Old Testament,
either as a byword for pride and flagrant sinfulness (as in Is 3.9)
or as an image of God’s devastating judgement and total
destruction (Deut 29.23, Jer 49.18). Ezek 16.49 condemns the
people of Sodom because ‘they did not help the poor and needy.’
None of these texts specify the sin of Sodom as same-sex sexual
relations, and modern commentators are right to note that the
primary offence was a violent breach of hospitality. Sodom is
mentioned a further nine times in the New Testament, most
commonly as a byword for refusal to respond to God and for
sinful defiance. The expression ‘they went after strange flesh’
in Jude 7, is difficult to interpret; it would be an odd expression
for same-sex activity, and perhaps hints at the bizarre idea of
having sex with angels.

15.

The episode in Judges 19 is the beginning of a long narrative
which runs to the end of the book, and ends summarily with
‘In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as they saw fit’
(Judges 21.25) as the moral of this, and every other, story in the
book. The hideous crime which leads to civil war is not same-sex
activity but the shocking rape and murder of the concubine. In
both these stories, the desire for sex with other men functions
to epitomise the depravity of the men concerned; the reader is
assumed to share the narrative’s abhorrence of this.

6
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Jonathan and David (1 Sam 17–2 Sam 1)
16.

The story of David and Jonathan has recently been read as an
account of same-sex sexual love which has been suppressed by
the narrator but nevertheless left its mark in the statement of
the grieving David that ‘your love for me was wonderful, more
wonderful than that of women’ (2 Sam 1.26). This is implausible,
both for historical and narrative-critical reasons.

17.

A key concern of the story is the way that the characters
measure up against the pattern of the ‘ideal man’, who fathers
children, shows concern as a husband, takes an interest in
matters of worship and judgement in law, excels in intelligent
speech and (most important of all) is a valiant warrior. David
and Jonathan match up to this ideal well, whilst Saul fails at
key moments, most notably in the challenge of the Philistine
Goliath. Since same-sex acts were considered shameful in
Israelite culture at the time, this portrayal of Jonathan and
David as masculine heroes would have completely failed had
their relationship been perceived in any way as erotic. To
suggest that it was is simply to read modern, sexualising
interests into the story, against the grain of the text.

Leviticus 18.22 and 20.13
18.

Leviticus reflects a priestly concern with holiness and order,
and these verses come within a section of Leviticus known as
the ‘holiness code’ (Lev 17–26) which consists of terse, tightly
packed commands focussing on holy living as a distinctive
feature of God’s people, in contrast to the nations around them.

19.

The context of chapter 18 is set by the introductory phrase
‘I am the Lord your God’ (verse 2), reminding the hearers of
God’s initiative in delivering them from slavery in Egypt. In this
way, the regulations here are offered as a response to God’s call
and initiative, and involve embracing a distinct pattern of life
from the surrounding nations as a reflection of God’s holiness.

7
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Paul reinterprets Lev 18.5 (‘whoever does these things will live
by them’) to contrast the oppression of ‘law’ with the liberty of
grace. But in its context here, this verse suggests that these
commands are to be received as life-giving, liberating disciplines.
20.

The two relevant verses take different forms. Lev 18.22 is one
of a series of ‘apodictic’ regulations—these are given as absolute
commands or principles, usually rooted in the character or
action of God. This form of law is distinctively prominent in the
Old Testament legal material in comparison with other ANE law.
Lev 20.13 takes the form of ‘casuistic’ or case law, of the form
‘if [something happens] then [you are to take certain action].’

21.

Both of these prohibitions on male same-sex sexual activity
come in the context of a wide list of other sexual regulations.
Although both passages mention the sacrifice of children to
Molech (in Lev 18.21 and Lev 20.1–5 respectively), the other
regulations make it clear that the context is the protection and
regulation of family life, rather than regulation of activity in the
cult. It is notable that the word generally understood to refer to
(male, homosexual) cult prostitutes, qedushim (Deut 23.17) is
absent from Leviticus.

22.

The two chapters use different metaphors for sexual activity.
Lev 18 uses the metaphor ‘uncover the nakedness of’, which also
occurs in the account of Noah and Ham in Gen 9.22. At 18.22,
though, the metaphor changes to one of ‘lying’; ‘With a male
you will not lie on the lyings [beds] of a woman, abomination it
[is].’ (The verb shkv ‘to lie’ and mishkav ‘bed’ are cognates ie from
the same root.) If there is any ambiguity in this metaphor, it is
clarified by Lev 20, where the metaphor for sexual relations
throughout the chapter is ‘to lie with.’ The identical phrase ‘If a
man lies with a male on the lyings [beds] of a woman…’ occurs
in 20.13. Subsequent commentators uniformly understood this
to mean male same-sex activity, and the phrase mishkav zakur
from these two verses became the standard rabbinical term for
same-sex activity.

8
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23.

The whole list of prohibited activities in Lev 18 is called
‘detestable’ (Hebrew toevah, translated ‘abomination’ in the AV)
in the summary comment in 18.30, but in 18.22 same-sex
activity is singled out with this term, and in the following verse
bestiality is similarly highlighted as a ‘perversion’ (NIV). Whilst
there is some debate about the exact meaning of toevah, it is
clearly a highly negative term, and this is reflected in the severe
penalty (death) in Lev 20.13.

24.

From Lev 18.22 alone, the offence could possibly be understood
as a violation of patriarchical ordering of society, since the
prohibition could be read as on putting another man into the
role of a woman (ie, being the one penetrated in the sexual act).
However, read in conjunction with Lev 20.13, this is not possible,
since in the second command both parties are held liable—the
crime is not one man’s abuse of another man, but the two
participating in a prohibited act. More important is the allusion
to the creation accounts in Genesis. A man (Heb ish) is not to
lie with a male (Heb zakar), echoing the creation of humanity
in God’s image as ‘male and female’, (zakar and nekevah). Since
sexual union is a reflection of God’s creation of humanity in this
gender binary, male same-sex activity is a rejection of God’s
creation design.

25.

There is no suggestion in these verses in Leviticus that the
offence was related to a failure to procreate, nor that the issue
was marital unfaithfulness, which is dealt with elsewhere.

26.

Other Mesopotamian cultures at the time held a broadly
negative view of same-sex relations, but these were allowed
within the cult as part of worship. The total ban on same-sex
relations we find in Leviticus is without parallel in other ANE
texts, which highlights the significance of this prohibition.
Even in the one place where other cultures tolerated same-sex
activity, the OT does not.

27.

None of this, on its own, determines that we should continue to
observe this prohibition—after all, not many will argue that we
9
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should similarly observe the prohibition on sex during a
woman’s period, which is in this group of commands in Lev 18.
However:

28.

•

Some of the other immediately adjacent prohibitions (on
incest and bestiality) are ones most would consider to have
continuing relevance to Christian ethical thinking.

•

When Jesus was asked to sum up the law, he included a
command from the very next chapter of Leviticus, part of
the same ‘holiness code’: ‘You shall love your neighbour as
yourself’ (Lev 19.18). So we cannot dismiss this text just
because it is in Leviticus, or because other laws in this
section might not still be binding.

•

Unlike other prohibitions, this one was not only rooted in the
Genesis creation account, but was also implicitly affirmed by
Jesus in his comment about ‘immoralities’ (Matt 15.19, par
Mark 7.21) and by the Jerusalem Council in its regulation of
Gentiles admitted into the church (Acts 15.29), and explicitly
in the Pauline corpus (in 1 Cor 6.9 and 1 Tim 1.10)—on which
see below.

These two verses therefore offer a general prohibition on male
same-sex activity, not confined to concerns about cultic activity,
patriarchy or marital unfaithfulness, but rooted in the creation
narratives, and specifically picked up and reapplied in the New
Testament.

Jesus and the Gospels
29.

10

It is often commented that Jesus made no mention of same-sex
activity, and from this it is deduced that this is not an important
ethical issue. There is a half-truth in this; the gospels do record
Jesus’ teaching and debate on controversial issues, and his
silence on this one strongly implies that he offered no
controversial teaching on it. Given the consistently negative
view of same-sex activity in first-century Judaism, this is good
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evidence that Jesus accepted that negative judgement. Such
a position is in line with Jesus’ generally ‘conservative’ position
on issues of sexual ethics as recorded in the gospels.
30.

This is also supported by his comment in Matt 15.19 (par Mark
7.21): ‘For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery,
sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander.’ The term
translated ‘sexual immorality’ (porneiai) is in the plural, and is
included as a separate item from ‘adultery’ (moicheia). It referred
to premarital sex and sex with a prostitute, but would also
include illicit sexual activity prohibited in Lev 18 and 20. Further,
in relation to the dispute about divorce (Mark 10.6, Matt 19.4),
Jesus returns to the creation accounts. He emphasises the
gender binary of humanity by citing Gen 1.27 first, before citing
the explicit teaching on marriage in Gen 2.24. Marriage is not to
be dissolved trivially, since it represents the restoration of the
original unity of humanity.

31.

It has been argued that there are ‘hidden’ affirmations of samesex relations in the story of the centurion’s servant (Matthew
8.5-13) or the two men in a bed (Luke 17.34). But as with the
story of David and Jonathan, such approaches are imposing a
sexualised reading for which there is no evidence in the text and
no real possibility historically. Another approach is to suggest
that Jesus’ promise of ‘life in all its fulness’ (John 10.10) must
include full sexual expression for those with same-sex
attraction. But Jesus’ own example of celibacy clearly contradicts
the notion that sexual activity must be part of ‘fulness of life’
for anyone, regardless of their sexual attractions.

32.

Two key issues which have a bearing on this question are Jesus’
attitude to the law, and the radically inclusive nature of Jesus’
ministry. In some of his teaching, Jesus appears to set aside the
demands of the law, and Paul understood Jesus to be ‘the end of
the law’ (Romans 10.4), which some interpret to mean that the
regulations of OT law no longer have relevance to Christians.
Jesus’ ministry and teaching included those groups who were

11
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clearly transgressed OT law, yet whom Jesus declared were
‘entering the kingdom’ (Matt 21.31).
33.

It is not possible here to resolve the question of Jesus’ (or Paul’s)
attitude to the law. But we can note that Jesus claims to fulfil
the law, and not abolish it (Matt 5.17), that he constantly refers
to it in relation to ethical teaching, especially when in
controversy with his opponents, and that he cites it himself in
his temptations. So the OT law appears to be a source of ethical
teaching for Jesus as well as personal resource. In addition,
his own ethical teaching is repeatedly presented (by Jesus
and others) as being more rather than less demanding than OT
law. These means it is impossible to take a quasi-antinomian
approach which says that we live by grace, and not law, and so
do not need to pay attention to ‘regulations’. Jesus appears to
take the form, and not just the intent, of ethical norms seriously.

34.

As a counter-point to this, it is often noted that Jesus caused a
scandal by his association with ‘tax-collectors and sinners’
(Mark 2.15–17, Luke 5.29–31, Matt 9.10–13), that he touched
the ‘lepers’ (Matt 8.3) and others who would have been
considered unclean (Mark 5.25–34). Eating meals with such
people was particularly significant, since sharing food in
someone’s home was a sign of acceptance of them. In this
sense, Jesus’ ministry was radically ‘inclusive.’ However, Jesus’
scandalous association with ‘sinners’ never leads to accusations
that he himself behaved immorally, not does it lead him to relax
the ethical demands of his teaching. Rather, where the Pharisees
see themselves as being in danger of contamination by the
uncleanness of sinners, Jesus appears to act as though it is
his holiness which will ‘infect’ those around him.

35.

Jesus explicitly reinforces his association with ‘sinners’ in his
teaching about his mission and the kingdom of God: ‘Truly I tell
you, the tax-collectors and the prostitutes are going into the
kingdom of God ahead of you’ (Matt 21.31). And Jesus’
consistent teaching in relation to the kingdom is that it

12
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demands a response of ‘repentance’ (Mark 1.15). This is not a
prior demand before the invitation of grace can be heard—but it
is consistently presented (in Jesus and Paul) as the uniform and
appropriate response to that invitation. God’s initiative in
coming close to us must lead to a response of change, in our
thinking, in our behaviour and in the direction of our life. In
Matt 21.31, Jesus links the comment about those entering the
kingdom with the teaching of John the Baptist, and Luke 3 gives
an account of the specific changes John’s preaching demanded.
36.

So Jesus’ association with ‘sinners’ was not simply a question
of hanging around with undesirables, or even welcoming them,
but being prepared to take the risk of being with them in order
to preach the good news of the transforming power of God’s
presence in his kingdom. If anything marked him out from the
Pharisees, it was his belief that even these ‘sinners’ could change
and be transformed. This is typified in the encounter with the
‘woman caught in adultery’ in John 8. In this encounter, Jesus
simultaneously confronts the hypocrisy of the accusers,
pronounces forgiveness to the woman, and affirms the
possibility of change and transformation: ‘Neither do I
condemn you; go and sin no more’ (John 8.11).

37.

This double principle of ‘inclusion and demand’ is also found in
the admittance of Gentiles to the church at the Council in Acts
15. The four-fold prohibition set out in Acts 15.29 corresponds
to the four categories of law that apply to ‘resident aliens’ in Lev
17–18, including the prohibition on same-sex activity. It requires
Gentile believers to refrain from certain activities which would
have been viewed as part of their Gentile identity, and there is
a strong case that amongst these was homosexual practice.

The Pauline corpus
38.

The key texts in Paul’s writings are Romans 1, where same-sex
activity forms a key part of his critique of Gentile culture, and 1
Cor 6.9 and 1 Tim 1.10, where same-sex activity is mentioned as
13
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one item within a ‘vice list’. Because Romans 1 is such an
important passage, it would be impossible to offer an account
of NT sexual ethics without considering this at some length.
The occurrences in the ‘vice lists’ seem less significant, but
Paul (and/or the author of 1 Timothy if not Paul) attach great
importance to these lists; in 1 Cor 6 they are things done by
‘wrongdoers who will not inherit the kingdom’, and in 1 Tim
they are ‘contrary…to the gospel.’
39.

The structure of the opening chapters of Romans reflects
Paul’s concern to address both Jewish and Gentile Christians
in Rome on an equal footing. In 1.18–32, Paul is deploying a
characteristic Jewish critique of Gentile society (as found for
example in The Wisdom of Solomon) which Jewish readers would
have recognised, and for which we have a number of parallels.
But at the beginning of chapter 2, this turns into a rhetorical
‘sting’ operation; he then turns on his imaginary Jewish reader,
to show that this person is just as guilty as the Gentiles that the
Jews criticise.

40.

This turn sheds light on the kind of polemic Paul is using in
chapter 1. When he says ‘You [sing] do the same things’ (2.1),
he is not suggesting that this Jewish reader has committed the
precise list of vices in chapter 1 – this is hardly possible, since it
consists of a list of Jewish criticisms of Gentile culture – but
that, just as Gentiles are sinners ‘apart’ from the law, the Jewish
reader is a sinner under the law. The climax of this argument
is that ‘There is no difference between Jew and Gentile, for all
have sinned… (3.22–23). Paul’s argument is not simply against
judging those who sin (a point he does address in 14.3–4), but
that the Jew cannot judge the sinful Gentile with impunity, since
the Jew has also sinned and so is liable to just the same kind of
condemnation—and thus in need of the same redemption that
God makes available through Jesus.

41.

This dilemma finds its resolution in the example of Abraham and
Sarah in Rom 4.18–22. Where sinful humanity have turned from
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God, misused their bodies and become unrighteous and
unfruitful, Abraham and Sarah, by faith in God, have been
counted as righteous and come to fulfil the creation mandate to
be fruitful. This means that Paul’s argument, from 1.18 to 4.25,
is an integrated presentation on the meaning and significance
of the gospel, and for Paul same-sex relations are a part and
symptom of the human condition which is finally resolved in
Jesus ‘dying for our sins and [being] raised for our justification’
(Rom 4.25).
42.

The detail of Paul’s argument is also striking. In v 18, he presents
God’s wrath not as something in the future (though it is that
elsewhere, as in 2.5), but as something experienced in the
present. This comes about through a three-fold declaration
of God ‘handing them over’ (1.24, 26, 28) to the consequences
of their choices. Paul makes a startling reversal of traditional
morality: God’s wrath is not the result of the vices and sins
of humanity; rather, the vices are the consequence of God’s
handing over of humanity to its decision not to worship and
thank the Creator (1.21).

43.

Their ‘wickedness’ is adikia, perhaps better translated
‘unrighteousness’ as a contrast to both the ‘righteousness of
God’ introduced in 1.17 (which becomes Paul’s major theme)
and those ‘righteous’ (dikaios) who receive it by faith. This has
its origins in humanity’s rejection of God’s clear communication
of himself, in the first instance through the created order,
which makes the truth clearly visible. And the creation is to
be understood through the narrative of Genesis 1; the language
of ‘birds, animals and reptiles’ uses the same vocabulary as the
Greek (LXX) of Gen 1.26.

44.

Between the introductory vv 18–20 and the consequential vv
28–32, the central section has a strong, logical three-fold structure:
21

Therefore, knowing God…their hearts were darkened.

23

…they exchanged the glory of God for images
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24

Therefore God gave them over…

25

…they exchanged the truth about God for a lie…

26

Because of this, God gave them over…
…their women exchanged…

27

In the same way, the men abandoned natural relations

45.

Paul is strongly linking same-sex sexual relations with a failure
to acknowledge God and worship him aright. As Loader notes:
‘Paul’s primary argument is that what led to wrong sex was
wrong theology’ (Sexuality in the New Testament (London: SPCK,
2010) p 27). He is not here saying that same-sex activity is wrong
when associated with idolatry; he is asserting that same-sex
activity is wrong because it manifests an idolatrous world view.
Or rather, he is demonstrating that the world is idolatrous by
highlighting same-sex activity. Why does he choose this, rather
than any other ‘vice’? There is little doubt that Paul was
influenced by other Jewish critiques of non-Jewish culture, in
which same-sex activity featured strongly. It fits well with his
argument from creation, in that he can appeal both to the
Genesis texts, and to the fact that male and female genitalia
visibly fit one another, and in this sense same-sex activity is a
rejection of the natural, visible intent of the body in a way that
is analogous to the rejection of the natural, visible origins of
the world.

46.

So in talking about ‘nature’, Paul is not here referring to
individuals, their own experiences of sexual attraction, or their
‘innate preferences’, which they have abandoned. Rather, he is
referring to the way the world was meant to be, as created by
God; his categories are theological, not psychological, and
corporate rather than individual. It is ‘the order intended by
the Creator, the order that is manifest in God’s creation’ (Joseph
Fitzmeyer, Romans, 286–7). In the same way that Ps 106 tells
the corporate story of the failure of God’s people, Paul is here
telling the cosmic history of the failure of humanity. Neither is
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he not simply referring to culture; he does appear to think (in 1
Cor 11.14) that women having long hair is the way God intended
it , and uses this against the cultural assumption of veiling
when he concludes ‘Women have been given [long] hair in
place of [anti] a covering’ (11.15).
47.

Instead, he is borrowing terms from existing ethical thinking
(particularly in Stoicism) about what is ‘natural’ (kata phusin)
and what is ‘unnatural’ (para phusin) which therefore rejects
God’s intention in creation. The language of ‘impurity’ or
‘uncleanness’ in v 24 reinforces the connection with the Old
Testament, but the surrounding language of ‘sin’, ‘wickedness’
and ‘shame’ shows these are equivalents.

48.

Richard Hays summarises Paul’s argument in this way:
The aim of Romans 1 is not to teach a code of sexual
ethics; nor is the passage a warning of God’s judgment
against those who are guilty of particular sins. Rather,
Paul is offering a diagnosis of the disordered human
condition: he adduces the fact of widespread homosexual
behavior as evidence that human beings are indeed in
rebellion against their Creator…Homosexual activity,
then, is not a provocation of ‘the wrath of God’
(Rom. 1.18); rather, it is a consequence of God’s decision
to ‘give up’ rebellious creatures to follow their own futile
thinking and desires.

49.

In 1 Cor 6.9–10, Paul repeats the ‘vice list’ (actually a list of
sinners, not of sins) from 1 Cor 5.10 and adds a further four,
making ten altogether. Five of these relate to sexual morality (and
link with chapters 5 and 6), the other five to the indulgence of
other desires, some of which Paul returns to in chapter 11. Four
of these ten correspond with items in the Decalogue (the Ten
Commandments), but all the terms connect with the language
of the Greek Old Testament, particularly in Deuteronomy and
Leviticus. This strongly indicates a belief in Paul that the Old
Testament continued to have ethical importance for disciples of
17
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Jesus. These are all presented with a framework of a ‘twice-born
spirituality’—a radical disjunction between a life of discipleship in
the kingdom, and life before faith.
50.

The first term of the pair in 1 Cor 6.9, malakoi, is a loan-word
from the Latin mallus, meaning ‘soft.’ In Greek literature, it is
most generally used to describe effeminate men. It has been
suggested that, taken with arsenokoitai, it refers to the passive
partner in homosexual sex, given the themes of power and
dominance in Roman society which are referred to in the letter.
However, the term arsenokoitai does not occur prior to Paul
in any literature, and there is a strong consensus that it is a
neologism, coined by Paul himself on the basis of the Greek
of Lev 18.22 and 20.13. It therefore corresponds to the Hebrew
term mishkav zakur from Lev 18.22, which was used in
rabbinical literature to refer to all forms of same-sex activity,
including men in both ‘active’ and ‘passive’ roles, and women.
Because pederasty was the most common form of same-sex
activity, Greek had particular words for the two partners: erastes
(‘lover’) for the older, ‘active’ partner; and eromenos (‘beloved’)
for the younger, ‘passive’ partner. If Paul was speaking against
this form of activity, he would have used these words.

51.

The term therefore seems to have the general sense of ‘one who
beds a man’ and given its context in the list it is clear that is has
nothing to do with economic exploitation, as some commentators
mistakenly assert. Though pederasty was the more common
form, life-long, committed same-sex relations were not
unknown in ancient Greece and Rome. Plato’s Symposium (cited
by Philo) explores the possible biological origins for this; the
Roman satyrists Martial and Juvenal both mention same-sex
marriage ceremonies in their writings. Given Paul’s familiarity
with Greek and Roman culture, and his time spent in cities, it
is implausible that he would be unaware of these ideas.

52.

There are also ten kinds of sinners in 1 Tim 1.9b–10, presented
as four linked pairs followed by six separate items. These have

18
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a broad correlation with the Decalogue, with more explicit
connection to five: the command to honour parents and the
prohibitions on murder, adultery, stealing and bearing false
witness. Some have linked arsenokoitai here with the following
term, usually translated ‘slave traders’ (more literally ‘man
takers’), suggesting that arsenokoitai should then be interpreted
as involving abuse of power. But the connection with the
prohibition on stealing and the grammar argues against this;
arsenokoitai is more naturally linked with the preceding term
pornoi, those involved in sexual immorality.

Concluding observations
53.

From this brief survey, we can see that the texts relating to
same-sex activity in Scripture are few in number. The reason
for this is that, in the context of God’s people in Old and New
Testament, there was little debate about the matter—the texts
offer a strong, consistent and linked disapproval of all forms
of same-sex activity. The texts do not offer much by way of
rationale for this disapproval, except that the gendered binary
of humanity as male and female reflects God’s intention in
creation and the means to fulfilling the creation mandate,
and same-sex activity is seen as a rejection of this.

54.

It has been claimed that the biblical texts do not speak to our
current context, since they show no knowledge of stable, samesex, committed relations. But this is not the case; we know from
other ancient texts that same-sex relations took a variety of
forms. Though unequal, pederastic relations were the most
common, equal partnerships akin to same-sex marriage were
not unknown. It would therefore be more accurate to say that
the biblical texts show no interest in the form that same-sex
relations take. Scripture rejects the notion of ‘orientation’ as
of defining significance in human identity, instead putting
the binary identity of gender at the centre of its theological
anthropology.
19
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55.

It is also often commented that gay people ‘do not recognise
themselves’ in Paul’s rhetoric of fallen humanity in Romans 1.
This raises important questions about the significance of our
experience and self-understanding. Experience can never be a
‘given’, something that ‘just is’, since when we talk of our
experience we are locating events and feelings in our lives in an
interpretative framework, through which we make sense of who
we are in the world. Our account of our experience, then, is as
much an interpretative construct as our reading of Scripture.
When the two do not appear to correspond, or offer conflicting
interpretations of who we understand ourselves to be, we need
to re-read both ourselves as well as Scripture. It is not possible
simply to dismiss or reinterpret Scripture or claim that it is
irrelevant. As we attempt to read Scripture, we must also be
committed to allowing Scripture to read us. This is, in fact, the
common experience of all Christians as they read—there are
times when each of us is reluctant to see ourselves as Scripture
depicts us.

56.

Something similar needs to be said about scientific ‘facts’ in this
area. There is, at present, no scientific consensus on the question
of the cause of ‘sexual orientation’, and in fact no consensus on
what ‘orientation’ actually means. This is a complex area of
human experience and not amenable to simple, biological
explanation. We are certainly not in a position to claim, without
debate, that sexual ‘orientation’ is a social rather than a moral
category. The most recent longitudinal surveys indicate that
‘orientation’ is not universally fixed, but often fluid and
changeable. Any view informed by science or contemporary
values is neither neutral nor (necessarily) controlling. Scientific
understandings have their own assumptions about what it
means to be human, which are both metaphysical and culturally
formed, not just ‘objectively’ factual, and a proper theological
understanding of the issue will want to consider how biblical
anthropology offers a critique of this.

20
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57.

If the Church has ‘changed its mind’ on other issues (such as
women in leadership, slavery, divorce and usury), cannot it
change its mind on this one? That would be a legitimate
question, were it the case that the shape of the ethical
discussion was similar in each situation. In fact, each has quite
a distinct set of issues, and the processes by which change came
about were quite different. Moreover, the nature of the relevant
biblical texts are also distinct. Whereas there is a discernible
trajectory within Scripture on parallel issues of women’s roles
and ministry, and the question of slavery (amongst others), there
does not appear to be an equivalent sense of development in
relation to same-sex activity. If anything, the trajectory moves in
the opposite direction, and NT writers carry over OT commands
on sexual ethics in relation to this.

58.

Is the Spirit of God ‘doing a new thing’ in our day? Hopefully
yes—but given the consistently negative assessment of same-sex
activity in these Scriptural texts, if we claim that the Spirit,
‘leading us into all truth’, is now saying the opposite to what
the Spirit said in these texts, we are in danger of making God
inconsistent as he speaks his authoritative word. One key test
of whether a new thing is ‘of the Spirit’ or not is discerning
whether it is consonant with these ‘breathed out’ (2 Tim 3.16)
words.

59.

Is this an issue about which we can ‘agree to disagree’? Whilst
the issue of same-sex activity is not singled out explicitly as
worse than other sin, it does at times receive emphasis, and
several times is linked decisively with acceptance or rejection
of God’s redeeming purposes. This means that the question
of same-sex activity cannot be declared to be part of the
adiaphora, (matters of theological indifference on which we can
allow different views) without detaching theological thinking
from the testimony of Scripture. This has been noted by several
prominent commentators who themselves would like the church
to change its teaching:
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Where the Bible mentions homosexual behavior at all, it clearly
condemns it. I freely grant that. The issue is precisely whether
that biblical judgment is correct. (Walter Wink)
This is an issue of biblical authority. Despite much
well-intentioned theological fancy footwork to the contrary,
it is difficult to see the Bible as expressing anything else but
disapproval of homosexual activity. (Diarmaid MacCulloch)
The task demands intellectual honesty. I have little patience
with efforts to make Scripture say something other than what
it says, through appeals to linguistic or cultural subtleties. The
exegetical situation is straightforward: we know what the text
says. But what are we to do with what the text says?... I think
it important to state clearly that we do, in fact, reject
the straightforward commands of Scripture, and appeal
instead to another authority when we declare that same-sex
unions can be holy and good.
(Luke Timothy Johnson)

Ian Paul completed ordination training and a PhD on biblical
interpretation (on Paul Ricoeur and the metaphors of Revelation
12–13) before 10 years in parish ministry in Poole, Dorset. He was then
on the staff of St John’s, Nottingham, mostly as Dean of Studies for
nine years. He is now Associate Minister at St Nic’s, Nottingham, and
Honorary Assistant Professor at the University of Nottingham. He was
a member of the General Synod for Salisbury Diocese, and for 17 years
was Managing Editor of Grove Books Ltd.
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2. Homosexuality and the Bible:
Reflections of a Biblical Scholar
The Revd Canon Professor Loveday Alexander
Emeritus Professor of Biblical Studies, University of Sheffield
Canon-Theologian Emeritus, Chester Cathedral

1.

Homophobia and the shifting moral landscape

At the heart of the Pilling report is a strong call to the church to resist
homophobia and to offer a welcoming and inclusive space for people
of homosexual orientation (‘LGBT’). Both sides on the working party
agree that the Church of England needs to take a firm stance against
homophobia and in favour of inclusion and acceptance of ‘LGBT’ people
within the church. Thus the Report states:

•

§1. We warmly welcome and affirm the presence and ministry
within the Church of gay and lesbian people, both lay and
ordained. (22, 149)

•

§5. Homophobia — that is, hostility to homosexual people — is
still as serious a matter as it was, and the Church should repent
for the homophobic attitudes it has sometimes failed to rebuke
and should stand firmly against it whenever and wherever it is to
be found. (149)

This stance is heartily endorsed in Keith Sinclair’s dissenting statement:

•

24

I am in agreement with Recommendations 5-7 and absolutely
committed to challenging prejudice against or exclusion of those
we may perceive as being different from ourselves, whatever
form of difference that may take. … The need to repent of our
readiness to exclude, judge and patronize those who are different

GRACEtext2:ChristianROOTS 08/12/2014 17:32 Page 25

Homosexuality and the Bible

from ourselves, whatever those differences may be, has become
even clearer to me. [120]
This stance represents a major advance on previous statements of the
Church of England, and is to be thoroughly welcomed. It recognises the
existence of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered (‘LGBT’) people as
a small but constant percentage of the population for whom same-sex
attraction is not a free choice but a ‘given,’ a part of their sexual
identity. People who fall into this category, like other minorities in
human society, have experienced fear and loathing, mockery and
discrimination throughout human history. It is good that the Church
is ready to recognise this and to repent of her own part in it.
But I don’t think the implications of this stance have been fully
grasped. We don’t talk (as a church) of being ‘inclusive’ towards
murderers (say), or of repenting of negative attitudes towards financial
fraud. (We will of course want to stress that the church is there for
sinners — but we don’t thereby condone the sin.) The language of
inclusion is the language we use not of moral categories but of social
or anthropological categories (race, gender, disability). In other words,
simply by talking about ‘homophobia,’ the Report represents a
significant shift from the biblical viewpoint which sees homosexual
practice as ‘sin’ and has no concept of homosexual identity or
‘orientation’ (a concept which did not emerge until the 19th century).1
This report thus represents — for both sides — a significant shift
in what we might call the anthropology of desire: that is, the
way we understand sexual preference and desire as part of our
sexual identity. This is a stance based not on the Bible but on
reason — that is, on a social perception widely shared across
western European culture. The jury is out (as Pilling recognises)
on just how far our sexual identity depends on genetic or on
1. On the emergence and definition of the concept, see Marti Nissinen,
Homoeroticism in the Biblical World: A Historical Perspective (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1988), pp.5-10.
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environmental factors, or on a mixture of the two. But the
underlying perception that our sexual identity is not about
moral choice but about ‘orientation’ is now the consensus
position in western European society, and especially among
the younger generation who don’t even remember how recently
homosexual activity was decriminalised in this country.
I don’t think we should underestimate the huge (and surprisingly
rapid) cultural shift that is involved here. But I am convinced
that it is not simply a cultural fad but a genuine shift in moral
perception, based not only on the solid evidence of psychiatry
and medical science, but on the day-to-day experience of
countless gay youngsters and their heterosexual parents and
grandparents. It is a shift as momentous in its way as the shift
in the 19th-century perception of the ethics of slavery (though
that was a shift in the opposite direction, from social category
to moral issue) — and as troubling in its challenge to centuries
of biblical interpretation.
But if the moral landscape has shifted, where does that leave the Bible?
If the world of the Bible and the world we live in have moved apart, like
tectonic plates, where does that leave the Christian believer, with a foot
on both sides, trying to straddle the cognitive gap? That, in essence, is
the question at the heart of the debates that we have been wrestling
with over the past decade. These debates raise acutely the question of
the relationship between an authoritative religious text from the past –
the Bible – and a society whose understanding of sexuality and gender
roles is rapidly changing, along with its understanding of human
psychology and physiology – all of which has to be factored into
the ethical debate.
For some people, it’s our culture that is wrong, not the Bible: the
church needs to affirm biblical teaching and stand out against the
prevailing culture. For many others (both inside and outside the
church), the Bible’s negative statements about women and gays belong
with those ‘texts of terror’ which have been used over the centuries ‘to
authorize appalling abuse, even murder, of women, Jews, slaves,
26
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colonized peoples, homosexuals’ – texts which come from ‘a culture
whose ethical presuppositions and dispositions were inferior to the
best of our own, a culture that was xenophobic, patriarchal, classist,
and bloodthirsty.’2 The pace of criticism seems if anything to have
accelerated during the debate over gay marriage over the past couple
of years, with many young people (under 40, that is) simply walking
away from a church which they regard as ‘evil’ and a Bible that belongs
to a world they don’t recognise, which speaks with the voices of
prejudice and oppression.3
But ‘walking away’ from the Bible simply isn’t an option for me, or for
the Church. We can’t just abandon this text which has nourished the
life of faith for two millennia. I can’t turn my back on a text which has
sustained and informed my own faith for as long as I can remember.
We have to stay with the Bible — but we have to find a way of making
sense of it, in a world that is very different from the world (or rather
worlds) in which it was written. This is one of the key theological tasks
facing us in the church today; and in this paper I want to share some
of the principles and strategies I would adopt, as a biblical scholar,
to tackle it. I should stress that this is very much my own personal
approach: but I hope it may help to open up some of the moves we

2. Ellen F. Davies and Richard B. Hays (ed.), The Art of Reading Scripture (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), p.165.
3. This point is strikingly confirmed by the research by Linda Woodhead and Rob
Warner quoted in the ‘Church Health Check’ section of the Church Times on
31st January 2014. Woodhead (p.24) notes a ‘striking disconnect between wider
social values and the Church’s official teaching.’ ‘There has been a values
revolution since the 1980s in Britain over the status and treatment of women,
gay people, and children,’ with the result that young people today ‘now state
a strong moral objection [to the church]’ and see the church as prejudiced
because “it discriminates against women and gay people”.’ Warner (p.25) notes
that the Church is increasingly coming under judgment from the ‘new moral
consensus,’ which has ‘shifted irrevocably — not just among non-Christians but
among Christians, too.’
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might make to resolve the dilemmas we face in seeking to make sense
of the Bible in today’s church — and today’s world.4

2.

Scripture, tradition and reason

So the first set of questions raised by this report are questions about
hermeneutical method: and more particularly, in an Anglican context,
a question about the relationship between scripture, tradition, and
reason. This is a case where reason seems to lead in a direction that is
(on the face of it) at odds with the united witness of scripture and
tradition. This is not of course a new problem: it is one the church has
had to face over the gender issues, and one that most believers have to
face (though the church has not attempted a public statement on this)
over scientific issues such as evolution and creation.
But we need to note that both sides represented in the Pilling report
face the same problem here. It is a problem that is faced by any faith,
culture or discipline which invests authority in a canonic text: that is,
the need to ‘find an interpretation that harmonizes with the facts’. The
text says one thing, the facts (science, perception, experience) say
another: the task of theological interpretation (as opposed to historical
interpretation, which doesn’t have this problem) is to bridge the
credibility gap. If we can’t, then something has to give: either reason,
or the authority of the text. And it is a measure of the seriousness with
which we invest the authority of the text that we would even attempt
to find a way of ‘making sense’ of both. The task of creative
hermeneutics is only for those who take Scripture seriously.5
We often speak as if Scripture, tradition and reason are autonomous
and isolated streams of revelation: but in fact they are inextricably
4. Loveday Alexander, ‘God’s Frozen Word: Canonicity and the Dilemmas of
Biblical Studies Today,’ Expository Times 117/6 (2006), pp.237-42.
5. See the excellent series of studies in Richard Bauckham and Benjamin
Drewery (ed.). Scripture, Tradition and Reason: A Study in the Criteria of
Christian Doctrine (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1988).
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intertwined. Already in scripture (as F.F.Bruce pointed out years ago)
‘we can recognise the threefold cord: Scripture; interpretative tradition
(incipient, but already necessary); reason (apart from which neither
text nor interpretation could have been understood).’6 The scriptural
writers themselves are embedded in the rational processes of their
own culture, as are the continuous processes of translation and
interpretation that preserve the scriptures in the life of the church.7
‘Reason’ in this debate stands not simply for an abstract process
of logical deduction: we could also describe it as a way of paying
attention to the world.8 And it is a purely arbitrary assumption that
everything that happens in the world is automatically contrary to the
will of God. Not all moral shifts are godless: some of them (slavery is a
case in point) may actually owe something to the effects of centuries
of Christian thinking within society. Listening to the voice of reason
and experience is consistent with the prophetic hermeneutic to which
Scripture itself bears witness, a hermeneutic that starts by paying
attention to what God is doing in the world before trying to make
sense of it within a scriptural framework. And this is a hermeneutic
deeply embedded within Scripture itself.
‘Tradition’ too should not be conceived in a static fashion. As Richard
Bauckham points out, ‘The Christian tradition is by no means inevitably
traditionalist. Its eschatological hope and its missionary orientation
press it towards constantly changing contextualizations of the Gospel,
in which the resources of the past are brought into critical relationship
with the present context with a view to the future.’9
6. F.F.Bruce, ‘Scripture in relation to Tradition and Reason,’ in Bauckham &
Drewery, Scripture, Tradition and Reason, pp.35-64.
7. See for example Frances Young, Biblical Exegesis and the Formation of Christian
Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).
8. It is an ‘error to think that the only law which God hath appointed unto men …
is the sacred scripture:’ Hooker I xiv.4, cited by Henry Chadwick in Bauckham
and Drewery, Scripture, Tradition and Reason, p.294.
9. Bauckham and Drewery, Scripture, Tradition and Reason, p.137.
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This is a hermeneutic that treats the Bible not as a text frozen
in time but as the word of the Living God; and this process of
‘contemporization’ is already evident in scripture itself.10 We can
illustrate it from a passage from Acts (chs 10-15), which shows the
church wrestling with a paradigm shift every bit as traumatic as the
debates over gender and sexuality we wrestle with today. For Peter
and the apostles, the admission of Gentiles to the church challenged
inherited taboos and traditional readings of Scripture just as acutely
as those debates challenge ours.11

•

In Acts ch.10, Peter is led out by the Spirit, step by painful step,
into the realisation that ‘God is no respecter of persons’ (10.34).
God isn’t only at work inside the faith community, God is at work
in the world, among people who look like ‘outsiders,’ people
classed as ‘unclean,’ people whom God inspires to reach out and
ask for a share in the saving Word about Jesus of Nazareth. And
when Peter (cautiously and hesitantly) offers to share that Word
with them, to share his testimony, it is God who showers them
with the blessing of the Spirit, before baptism or any formal
statement of faith.

•

This is the story that Peter re-tells to the apostles and the
assembled church, first in ch.11 and again in ch.15, when the
church is meeting in council with delegates from Antioch to
resolve the conditions of Gentile admission to the church.

•

But it is left to James to seek a revelatory framework in scripture
for understanding what God is doing in the present (Acts 15.15).

10. Cf. Ellen F. Davis, ‘Critical Traditioning: Seeking an Inner Biblical Hermeneutic,’
in Davis and Hays, The Art of Reading Scripture, pp.163-80.
11. For a fuller exegesis, see Loveday Alexander, ‘”This is That”: The Authority of
Scripture in the Acts of the Apostles,’ in Aaron Son (ed.), History and Exegesis:
New Testament Essays in Honor of Dr. E. Earle Ellis for His 80th Birthday (London:
T & T Clark International, 2006), pp.55-72; Luke Timothy Johnson, Scripture and
Discernment: Decision Making in the Church (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996).
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The Bible is full of texts that call for a radical separation between
the people of God and the ‘unclean’ Gentile world. But ethical
dilemmas are not solved simply by adding up proof-texts or
majority voting. What James does is to find a prophetic text
which (with the aid of contemporary exegetical techniques, that
is with the aid of reason) allows him to envisage the different
future into which God is leading his people, the future Kingdom
to which the story of Jesus points.
This passage points us towards a biblical hermeneutic that reads
scripture as the word of the living God, a revelation whose meaning is
not exhausted by its original context but must be read in dialogue with
what God is doing in the present. In other words, Scripture calls us to a
hermeneutic of attentiveness: of attentiveness to the revelatory action
of the Spirit in the Word and in the world; of attentiveness to our
dialogue partners in the dialectical processes of revelation, inside the
church and out; and of attentiveness to the story of Jesus, with its
disconcerting habit of subverting all our moral certainties.

3.

Same-sex relations in the Bible

It is in light of that hermeneutic that we turn to the prohibitions of
same-sex relations within Scripture.

3.1 What are the texts and how do they function in context?
The Bible actually says nothing about ‘homosexuality’ as it is
understood today — that is, about sexual orientation as a ‘given.’ The
biblical texts prohibiting same-sex relations arise out of a very different
anthropology of desire — one that is widespread in ancient culture. For
the few biblical writers who mention same-sex relations (as for other
ancient writers), same-sex attraction is a moral disorder, a voluntary
choice made by heterosexual people, and thus an expression of
uncontrolled and often aggressive sexual desire.
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This is clear from the OT story of the destruction of Sodom in Genesis
19, which includes an unfulfilled threat of male homosexual rape. (This
is the story that lies behind the popular identification of homosexual
activity with ‘sodomy’ — though later biblical writers identify Sodom’s
sin with pride and the abuse of hospitality.12) What is really shocking
about this story, however, is Lot’s readiness to sacrifice his daughters
to gang rape in an attempt to salvage the honour of his (male) guests.
Like the equally horrific story in Judges 19, this story reflects a valuesystem in which it is acceptable for women to be treated as objects of
predatory male lust, but not for men. In this cultural world, homosexual
desire is a symptom not of latent same-sex orientation but of violent
and unassuaged heterosexual desire.

•

Other stories in the Hebrew Bible offer more positive images of
the close ties of affection and loyalty that can arise between men
(David and Jonathan) and between women (Ruth and Naomi),
recognising perhaps that such ‘homosocial’ relationships offered
a kind of companionship that was often lacking in marriage in
traditional societies.13 Nevertheless, both stories of friendship
presuppose a background of (heterosexual) marriage as the
default sexual relationship.

The ethics of same-sex desire in the biblical writers follow inevitably
from their anthropology. Male homosexual activity is mentioned twice
in Leviticus 18.22, 20.13 as an ‘abomination’ (female homosexual
activity is not mentioned at all). These passages are part of the
‘Holiness Code,’ which seeks to establish clear lines of demarcation
between Israel’s moral code and those of the pagan nations around.
The ‘mixing’ of gender roles in same-sex relations (‘lying with a man as
with a woman’) is prohibited as part of a wider code prohibiting various
kinds of ‘mixing’ (mixed crops in a field, mixed fibres in clothing).14

12. Nissinen, Homoeroticism, 46-47.
13. I owe the term ‘homosocial’ to Marti Nissinen: cf. Nissinen, Homoeroticism, 17.
14. Nissinen, Homoeroticism, 42-44.
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This pattern is repeated in the NT. In Romans 1.26-27 homosexual
practice (male and female) is singled out as specially characteristic of
the sins of the Gentile world. In Paul’s anthropology of desire, same-sex
relationships are ‘contrary to nature’: that is, they represent a distortion
of the default sexual identity, which Paul assumes to be heterosexual.15
Like other post-biblical Jewish writers, Paul sees same-sex activity as a
manifestation of the pagan world’s underlying sin of idolatry (1.18-23):
‘worshipping and serving the creature rather than the Creator’ leads
to all manner of sexual impurity (vv.24-25). As a result, Paul says,
God ‘gave them up’ to ‘all manner of wickedness, evil, covetousness,
malice. Full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, malignity, they are gossips,
slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil,
disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless’ (1.28-31,
RSV). This passage forms part of a more general theological description
of a fallen world in which no-one, Jew nor Greek, can ‘boast’ (3.27) in
the presence of God: ‘since all have sinned, and fall short of the glory
of God,’ all stand equally in need of the gift of redemption through
God’s grace (3.23-24). Two other passages in the epistles include
homosexual practices (active and passive) in a list of sinful practices
which Christians should avoid: the lists include idolatry, adultery,
robbery, greed, drunkenness, rapacity, murder, kidnapping and slander:
1 Corinthians 6.9; 1 Timothy 1.9-10.

3.2

A question of translation

A responsible exegesis has to start with questions of philology and
translation.16 Four terms in the vice-lists in 1 Cor 6.9 and 1 Tim 1.9-10
relate to sexual sin: pornoi, moichoi, malakoi, arsenokoitai. Moichoi
refers to (heterosexual) adulterers. Pornoi may be male prostitutes or
rent-boys (the feminine form is used of a female prostitute in 6.16) —
15. Besides Nissinen, Homoeroticism, 103-113, see also the excellent discussion of
this passage by Margaret Davies, ‘New Testament Ethics and Ours: Homosexuality
and Sexuality in Romans 1:26-27,’ Biblical Interpretation 3, 3 (1995), 315-31.
16. Nissinen, Homoeroticism, 113-18.
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though the same word is used more generally of ‘immoral persons’
(both within and without the church) in 5.9-11. Malakos literally means
‘soft’ and may refer in a general way to ‘effeminacy’ (a quality frowned
on among first-century males) or more specifically to the passive
partner in male same-sex activity. Arsenokoites (literally, ‘going to bed
with a male’) echoes the language used by the Septuagint (the ancient
Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible) in Leviticus 18.22 and 20.13, and
probably refers to the (male) active partner in a same-sex relationship.
Though the precise meaning of these terms has occasioned some
dispute, there is no real doubt that they identify various forms of
culturally unacceptable sexual activity, both heterosexual and
homosexual. But the precise language used reveals a social
construction of same-sex relations as a shameful distortion of ‘natural’
gender roles, in which one male partner takes a ‘female’ (i.e. passive,
submissive, inferior) role. To use the word ‘homosexual’ in these texts
is arguably to impose on Paul a modern concept that belongs to our
world, not to his. Paul’s ethical instructions are addressed to firstcentury men (very rarely to women) using first-century moral
categories that reflect his own hybrid cultural identity as an observant
Jew, with a Greek education, growing up in the Roman empire.

3.3

A question of canon

The next question we need to ask is the question of canon. The first
point to note is that, taken as a whole, the Bible actually says very
little about homosexual activity, even in the ancient sense: and it is
important to put the negative texts in a broader context. The debate
is often conducted purely in terms of ‘what the Bible says’: but which
parts of the Bible? Do ‘biblical values’ embrace the primitive valuesystem of the patriarchal narratives, in which women are seen as
legitimate objects of male sexual violence? Or the affectionate
friendship between David and Jonathan? So we need to ask, why
these texts, and what is their position in relation to the biblical
canon as a whole?
34
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We might ask, for example, why does Leviticus figure so large in this
discussion? Are Christians bound by all the prohibitions of Leviticus
(and if not, why just this one)? Traditional Christian teaching has held
that Christians are bound by the moral Law embodied in the Ten
Commandments, but not by the rest of the 613 mitzvoth: and the Ten
Commandments say nothing about homosexual practice. Leviticus 19
also forbids the interbreeding of cattle, sowing two kinds of seed in one
field, and wearing cloth made of mixed fibres (19.19); eating flesh with
blood in it (19.26); ‘rounding off the hair on your temples or marring
edges of your beard’ (19.27); or getting a tattoo (19.28). Are all these
equally forbidden for Christians today? It also, of course, includes the
sublime principle, ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself’ (19.18),
cited by Jesus as a one-line summary of the second half of the Law
(Matt 22.39). Reading the Law for Christians has always been a matter
not of simple appropriation but of canonic interpretation: we are called
to read the Law in light of the Gospel, not the other way round.
When we come to the NT, it is important to observe that the Gospels
contain no explicit teaching on same-sex relationships. In a canonic
context, this silence is significant. Many find it odd that a church which
has found it quite possible to ignore a hard dominical saying on divorce
(on which Jesus is quite explicit) struggles to accommodate same-sex
relationships (on which Jesus says nothing at all).
Even in the Epistles, we have to note that in none of these passages is
sexuality the main point at issue: all three cite homosexual practice as
an example in a much longer standardized list of sinful practices. Paul’s
view of homosexual behaviour is uniformly negative: it is cited as a sin
typical of the Gentile world. But it is not intrinsic to the argument:
other sins are listed, and others could have been chosen without
diminishing the force of the argument.

3.4

A question of culture

In the debate about biblical ethics, it is often assumed that the Bible
and ‘culture’ are diametrically opposed: we are urged to hold on to
35
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‘biblical’ values in order to resist cultural assimilation. But the fact is
that the Bible reflects the cultural contexts of its writers just as much
as we reflect our own — and with just the same range of dissonance
and congruence that we find in contemporary debates. (That’s because
the Bible was written by real people, wrestling with the challenge of
articulating God’s word and discovering God’s will in real, complex
situations.) And this means that in order to understand Paul, we have
to take the time and trouble to understand him in his own context, to
hear what he is saying in his own terms and not rush to assimilate him
to the concepts of a very different world. And that brings us to the
question of context: how does Paul fit into the cultural patterns of his
day? How was same-sex activity constructed in Paul’s social world?
Paul shares the moral perception of other Jewish writers of his day
that homosexual practice was a specifically Gentile vice, which was
peculiarly abhorrent to Judaism. This perception may well go back to
the Babylonian exile and to the need to preserve moral and ethnic
purity for a people in exile; it is linked with the commendation of
fertility in the creation narrative (“replenish the earth”) and the
prohibition of mixed marriages in Ezra. The rejection of same-sex
activity as a quintessentially ‘Gentile’ vice is a theme developed by
post-biblical Jewish writers such as Philo (an older contemporary of
Paul). In words strongly reminiscent of Paul’s language in Romans,
the Wisdom of Solomon (Wis. 14.22-27) traces all the corruptions of
Gentile society (including its sexual corruption) to the basic sin of idolatry.
Paul’s anthropology of desire is shaped by his particular cultural
location as a first-century Diaspora Jew living in a Gentile world.17
But even in the Greco-Roman world, attitudes to homosexual
behaviour were more complex and ambivalent than we might think.
Greek culture (as is well known) was much more tolerant of same-sex
relationships than Jewish culture. The ‘Platonic’ ideal envisages a loving

17. Nissinen, Homoeroticism, 89-102. William Loader has published a series of
detailed studies of sexuality in ancient Jewish texts (Eerdmans).
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and formative relationship between the adolescent beloved (eromenos),
a young boy aged between 11 and 17, and the adult lover or erastes,
typically (though not solely) an adult male in his twenties. But these
relationships were strongly controlled by cultural codes designed to
protect the honour of both parties and ensure that they did not forfeit
their status as elite males. The relationship was not equal: it was
framed on the assumption that older partner took the ‘active’ (i.e.
masculine) role and the younger the ‘passive’ (i.e. feminine) role. It
was not permanent: as the adolescent matured he was expected to
graduate into the role of erastes and seek out his own, younger
eromenos. And it was not exclusive: adult elite males were expected,
as a civic duty, to marry and father children, and keep them safe at
home. Same-sex relationships belonged to a masculine social world
from which wives were excluded, but where elite married men could
continue to enjoy a variety of social and sexual relationships outside
marriage, both with boys and with concubines, slaves and courtesans.18
How much the ‘Platonic’ ideal shaped everyday social reality is another
question (it was not universally accepted even within classical Greek
society). Roman attitudes were much less tolerant. Elite Roman males
were expected to marry and bear children, but continued to enjoy a
range of sexual relationships, within and without marriage. Adultery
was a legal offence: but this meant having a sexual relationship with
another man’s wife, that is with a woman who belonged to another
elite male. Having a sexual relationship with a social inferior — male or
female slaves, dependents or prostitutes — did not count as adultery:
this was simply a normal expression of adult male power, especially
within the household. But on the whole conservative Roman morality
frowned on same-sex relationships, especially for adult men who were
regarded as taking a ‘passive’ (‘feminine’) role that belonged to social
inferiors. Slaves and rent-boys (it was implied) had no choice, but for a
free adult male to take such a role was regarded as ‘unnatural:’ it was
seriously damaging to his elite status.

18. Nissinen, Homoeroticism, 57-88.

37

GRACEtext2:ChristianROOTS 08/12/2014 17:32 Page 38

Grace and Disagreement

These cultural patterns form the underlying framework of the Pauline
same-sex texts. Paul’s distinction between ‘active’ and ‘passive’ partners
in a same-sex relationship, and his distaste for the ‘effeminate’ male,
reflect the perceptions of Greco-Roman culture — as does his
conviction that long hair in a man is ‘unnatural’ (1 Cor 11.14). In
this he is no different from other Greco-Roman writers of his day,
who use similar language to describe same-sex relationships. But Paul
also takes over cultural perceptions from his Jewish environment, like
the argument that sexual immorality is a result of idolatry.
Paul’s reading of same-sex relations thus reflects the cultural scripts
of his own culture. Starting from the fundamental perception
that same-sex proclivity is a voluntary moral choice exercised by
heterosexual people, ancient moralists saw it as an expression
of violent and excessive sexual desire (pathos) — itself morally
reprehensible, and frequently used as an expression of domination
over social inferiors or subjugated enemies. It represented an
‘unnatural’ confusion of gender roles, and thus a distortion of the
social hierarchies built into marriage and household. It belonged to
the shadow-world of extra-marital sexual relations, thus necessarily
unfaithful, impermanent, uncommitted; and was most likely to be
encountered in the form of prostitution or abuse within the household.
Paul might (in theory) have known the ‘Platonic’ ideal from classical
literature (though as a Jew he would have found it as abhorrent). But
even if he did, it would not offer a model of faithful and stable samesex relationships: such relationships, as we have seen, were inherently
unequal, impermanent, and non-exclusive. In the Roman world (and
especially in the mercantile/artisan urban circles in which Paul moved),
same-sex relationships were most likely to be with rent-boys or with
household slaves. In other words, Paul doesn’t condemn long-term,
faithful same-sex relationships, for the simple reason that he doesn’t
know them: the homosexual activity he knows falls under the category
porneia (‘bad sex’) because it is either abusive (abuse within the family
unit, including slave-rape) or commercially exploitative (prostitution).
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4.

Towards a Christian sexual ethic

Does this cultural embeddedness mean that we cannot use these
texts for the construction of a Christian sexual ethic? Far from it
(me genoito, as Paul would say.) If we have come to understand
homosexuality as a matter of sexual identity rather than a free moral
choice, that doesn’t mean that it doesn’t raise moral issues. Of course
it does — just as heterosexual orientation does. All our sexuality raises
moral issues, not because sex is intrinsically ‘bad’ but because all
sexuality is capable of being a vehicle for the most appalling abuse and
degradation as well as for the most sublime altruism and grace. In fact,
I believe if we could stop using Paul’s letters to fight our gender wars,
we might be able to make much better use of them for constructing a
genuinely Christian sexual ethic — something our confused generation
desperately needs.
But in order to do that, we have to read the Bible historically, paying
proper attention to the moral and cultural frameworks in which it was
written; and we have to read it dialogically, paying proper attention to
the way theological insight emerges out of the dialectic of experience
and debate. And in that dialogue we shall want to pay especial
attention to the points where Paul is counter-cultural: that is, where
his wrestling with genuine moral dilemmas (issues concerning real
people, not cardboard cut-outs) allows us to glimpse something of the
genuinely new and enduring possibilities of living into God’s kingdom.
Paul was not a systematic ethicist (or theologian for that matter).
The closest we get to a sustained and coherent treatment of sexual
ethics is in the long and complicated series of responsa to incidents
and questions arising in the life of the Corinthian community which we
find in 1 Cor 5-7 (a passage surprisingly little exploited in the current
debates). What I find fascinating about this whole letter is that we can
hear Paul thinking on his feet, forced by his own congregation — and
the new situation in which they find themselves — to face up to a
whole series of ethical issues and ask what it means to rethink them
from a distinctively Christian perspective — a Kingdom perspective
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formed by the mind of Christ. Paul’s teaching reflects the double strand
running through early Christian sexual ethics: what we might call the
world-affirming and world-denying strands, this-worldly and otherworldly, ‘Now’ and ‘Not Yet’.

4.1

Sex and marriage in the Gospels

Jesus’ teaching affirms marriage as a God-given, creation institution
(Mk 10.2-12). In a world where it was easy — at least for men — to
obtain a divorce on relatively trivial grounds, Jesus invites his followers
to high standards of sexual fidelity and commitment (Matt 5.27-32).
But the disciples’ questioning already shows that this was regarded as
an impossibly high ideal: and Matthew’s version of the saying allows
an exception in the case of adultery (Mt 19.9-10). In other words,
Jesus’ high standards are already causing debate and revision within
the church.19
But marriage is not the only option for Jesus’ followers. Jesus goes on
to say that only ‘those to whom it is given’ can receive his saying (Mt
19.11). Whatever we make of the puzzling saying about ‘eunuchs’ (Mt
19.12), it seems to imply that there are those for whom heterosexual
marriage is not an option, whether from birth, from castration, or
‘for the sake of the Kingdom’.20 Jesus himself adopts a single lifestyle
as a prophetic choice; he also downplays family ties (Mk 3.31-35), and
insists that marriage is not part of the ‘new creation’ in the world to
come (Mk 12.24-25).21

19. For a full discussion, cf. William Loader, Sexuality and the Jesus Tradition (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005).
20. Nissinen, Homoeroticism, 120.
21. Carolyn Osiek and David L. Balch, Families in the New Testament World:
Households and House Churches (Lousiville: Westminster John Knox, 1997),
123-43.
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4.2

1 Cor 5-7: Bad sex and good sex22

The passage offers an extended reflection on ‘bad sex’ and ‘good sex:’
how can you tell which is which? Paul is clearly seeking to mediate
between two extremes: a ‘liberal’ view that ‘anything goes’ (cf. 6.12
‘All things are lawful’) and a ‘conservative’/restrictive view (cf. 7.1 ‘It is
well for a man not to touch a woman’).

•

Paul (like Jesus) goes back to Genesis 2.24 to provide a base for
a Christian sexual ethic: “Do you not know that he who joins
himself to a prostitute becomes one flesh with her?” (6.16).
For Paul, this ‘one flesh’ concept applies not only to sex within
marriage but to all sexual encounters — a radical (and profoundly
counter-cultural) stance which decisively affirms the importance
of the body (‘the body is for the Lord’). On this view, there is no
such thing as ‘casual sex.’ All sexual acts are equally significant:
but their significance can be either destructive or affirmative.

•

Paul gives two examples of “bad sex” (porneia), i.e. sexual relations
that compromise the holiness of the Christian community (both,
we should note, heterosexual). The first is a case of abuse within
the household, violating the trust on which the intimacy of family
life depends (5.1 ‘a man is sleeping with his father’s wife’). In
almost any culture this would be a ‘taboo’ relationship (cf. 5.2).
The other example is a sexual relationship with a prostitute (6.16)
— casual sex, sex without commitment, commercial sex, as
common and everyday in Paul’s world as it is today. These are
not homosexual relationships: but (as we have observed), in Paul’s
world most same-sex relationships would fall under one or other
of these broad categories.

22. For a fuller discussion, cf. Will Deming, Paul on Marriage and Celibacy (SNTSMS
83; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Loveday Alexander, ‘St. Paul
and the Greek Novel’, in Ron Hock (ed.), Ancient Fiction and Early Christian
Narrative (SBL Symposium Series; Atlanta: Scholars Press,1998), 235-256.
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•

But what if a Christian is married to an outsider? Doesn’t this also
violate the boundaries of the holy community? It seems clear that
some Christians thought that way: that’s why they were seeking
to divorce their pagan spouses (7.12-16). But Paul here springs a
surprise — his idea of holiness is much more robust than ours. In
this case, the sexual act is “holy” and has the capacity to sanctify
(make holy) both non-Christian partners and their children (7.14).

•

What has reversed the holiness force-field? What makes these
marriages ‘holy’? Paul is not talking about ‘church’ marriage,
blessed by a Christian priest. These are ‘secular’ marriages (the
only kind available in the early centuries) contracted with
unbelievers, following the civil laws of whatever community
they belonged to — Jewish, Greek, or Roman.

•

Nor (surprisingly) is it procreation. Contemporary Stoic
philosophers held that even within marriage sexual activity
should only be undertaken for the sake of begetting children —
otherwise it was ‘unnatural.’ The same view is upheld by Jewish
thinkers such as Philo.23 But Paul does not mention procreation
anywhere in this chapter as an essential component of marriage
— another counter-cultural move.

•

Nor (equally surprising) is it a matter of maintaining the
hierarchies built into ancient concepts of marriage. Elsewhere,
Paul knows and accepts these hierarchies (though with a hint that
‘in the Lord’ things might be different: 1 Cor 11.11-12). But they
are not evident in this passage. A careful reading of 1 Cor 7
makes it clear that Paul’s concept of ‘one flesh’ is inherently
reciprocal, both in the studied and careful mutuality of his
language, and in the priority he gives to ‘pleasing’ the other (not

23. Nissinen Homoeroticism, 95-96.
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the self! 7.4, 33-34).24 The Message brings out this reciprocity very
well in 7.3-4: ‘The marriage bed must be a place of mutuality –
the husband seeking to satisfy his wife, the wife seeking to satisfy
her husband. Marriage is not a place to “stand up for your rights”.
Marriage is a decision to serve the other, whether in bed or out.’25

4.3

Alternative lifestyles: singleness, celibacy and divorce

Nevertheless, Paul’s attitude to marriage in 1 Cor 7 is ambivalent to say
the least (much more ambivalent than the highly selective readings of
both Appendices to the Pilling Report allow). Marriage is good – but it’s
not the only option.

•

Paul’s preferred sexual option is celibacy. This is not purely
pragmatic (7.26 ‘the present necessity’): celibacy also fits with
Paul’s apocalyptic worldview of adopting the lifestyle of the age
to come (a worldview he shared with Jesus). It was celibacy, not
marriage, that became the distinctive lifestyle option of early
Christianity, and gave young Christians (especially young women)
a platform to exercise their refusal to be conformed to the world.26

24. Unlike most ancient philosophers, Paul goes out of his way in this chapter to
address both husbands and wives (‘as if he’s swallowed a manual on political
correctness,’ as one of my students once remarked in disgust). Ancient
philosophical texts on marriage are addressed solely to the male partner:
women have little choice, and are not treated as moral subjects.
25. Rowan Williams highlights this ‘remarkable passage’ where Paul speaks of
‘mutual rights and mutual belonging: neither partner owns or governs their
own body, but makes it over to the other, a very startling idea indeed in Paul’s
culture’. Rowan Williams, ‘Is there a Christian Sexual Ethic?’ in Open to
Judgement (DLT 1988), 161-7 (165).
26. The classic study is Peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual
Renunciation in Early Christianity (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988).
Kate Cooper, Band of Angels: The Forgotten World of Early Christian Women
(London: Atlantic Books, 2013) offers a very readable account.
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•

But he recognises that celibacy is not a practical option for
everyone, and states clearly that it is not to be imposed on those
who have not the gift for it (7.7) — a point to be remembered by
those who would impose life-long celibacy on all same-sex
couples. It is better that sexual desire should be ‘quenched’
(i.e. satisfied) in marriage than left to ‘burn’ (7.9).

•

Marriage therefore for Paul may be seen as a kind of pastoral
accommodation to human sexual needs. It may not be the ideal
(‘I would that all were as I am’): but it is not a sin (7.28, 36: ‘Let
them marry – it is no sin’.)

•

Paul also allows for the possibility of divorce in certain cases
(a kind of ‘third-best’ pastoral accommodation), even though
he knows it was forbidden by the Lord (7.10-11). Divorce was
relatively straightforward in many Greek and Roman civil codes.
The statement that ‘the brother or sister is not bound’ (7.15) is an
implicit ruling that they are legally free to remarry, just as a wife
is free to remarry if her husband dies (7.39). Paul’s personal
opinion is that ‘she is happier if she remains as she is’ (7.40) —
but note that this ruling is reversed in the Pastorals: I Tim 5.14.

•

Finally, Paul also valorises singleness in both men and women
(again, a deeply counter-cultural stance: 7.32-35). The possibility
of a meaningful life as a single woman is almost unheard-of in
ancient society.

5.

Where does this leave the church today?

How does this biblical material help us to resolve the questions posed
by the Pilling Report?

•

44
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contextual (not just the bits we don’t like). That doesn’t mean it
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isn’t also God’s word — but it does mean that we have to use our
God-given powers of discernment (‘reason’) to interpret what it
means for our own context. And that means all of us — not just
the ‘liberal’ side of the debate.

•

In the Pilling Report, both sides affirm their commitment to
resisting homophobia and welcoming ‘LGBT’ people into the
church. This implies that both sides are working with a
construction of sexuality that is radically different from
that of the biblical world.

•

For the minority view (represented by Bishop Keith Sinclair’s
dissenting report), the conclusion is clear. Paul does not condemn
‘homosexuality’ as such, but he does prohibit homosexual
practice. Therefore those who experience same-sex desire are not
morally culpable, but they must abstain from homosexual acts.

•

This sounds clear and logical — but is it? It overlooks the fact that
the Bible is not a culture-free zone. Ethics and anthropology are
inextricably linked. Paul’s condemnation of homosexual acts is a
logical consequence of his construction of sexuality — and that
construction is derived from his own first-century cultural world.
Sever the connection, and the moral condemnation is without
foundation.

•

How then can it be right for the church today to construct a
sexual ethic for ‘LGBT’ people — that is, people whose homosexual
orientation we accept as a ‘given’ of their sexual identity — on an
anthropology of desire that does not recognise such orientation?
It would be like basing our medical treatment of epilepsy on the
Gospel story of the epileptic child in Mk 9.17-27. Mark’s
description of the child’s condition belongs to his own cultural
world, in which epilepsy was a form of demon-possession. In
retelling the story in our world, we can affirm the timeless truth
(Jesus’ power to heal a sick child) without perpetuating a firstcentury medical diagnosis.
45
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•

What we need, then, is a sexual ethic for people of homosexual
orientation that starts from the same premise as the church’s
(universal) rejection of homophobia: that is, from the recognition
(shared by both sides in the Pilling debate) that a person’s sexual
orientation per se is neither immoral nor defective, but a ‘given’
of their sexual identity. That is where this report begins, and that
must form the basis for our sexual ethic.

•

So we can acknowledge that homosexual relationships (like all
sexual relationships) have enormous potential for good or ill.
Many examples of homosexual practice (then and now) fall
under Paul’s concept of ‘bad sex,’ porneia: but then, so do many
examples of heterosexual practice. We need to disentangle the
ethics of sexuality from the question of sexual identity or ‘who
you sleep with’ (as Paul begins to do in 1 Cor 7). The question
then is, what should be our response to a homosexual
relationship that corresponds in all other respects to pattern of
‘good sex’ that Paul sets out in 1 Cor 7 — that is, a permanent,
faithful, stable relationship that is legally sanctioned by the law
of the land? Can we construct a biblically-based theology that
would allow LGBT people to engage in committed sexual
relationships and to find in them a source of grace?

•

The Swiss reformer Martin Bucer, commenting on Cranmer’s
1549 marriage service, says: ‘Three causes for matrimony are
enumerated, that is children, a remedy, and mutual help, and I
should prefer what is placed third among the causes for marriage
might be in the first place, because it is first.’

•

Cranmer’s first cause, procreation (‘children’) is certainly an
element of Gen 2.24 — it is part of the cultural assumptions of
this ancient story. Indeed until the invention of the Pill — and IVF
— marriage and procreation were inextricably linked (that’s
another 20th-century cultural shift that has affected all our lives).
But the imperative to procreation has never been quite as central
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in Christian marriage as in Jewish, and it does not play a
definitive role in Paul’s teaching on marriage in 1 Cor 7. The
Church of England allows the use of contraception — and
marriage for those unable to bear children.

•

For Paul, marriage itself is a form of ‘pastoral accommodation’
for those unable to endure the rigours of the celibate life. Paul’s
‘Better to marry than to burn’ — i.e. to be tormented with
unrequited passion — is the direct precursor of Cranmer’s view
of marriage as a ‘remedy for sin’. Unfashionable as it is, there is a
practical pastoral insight here that has a very obvious relevance
to the pre-1980s gay scene, where the lack of recognition made
it impossible to create stable relationships.

•

But Cranmer also picks up on the counter-cultural assumptions
in Gen 2.24 — that marriage is about ‘mutual comfort, society and
help’ (‘It is not good for man to be alone’); that marriage entails
an act of commitment (‘cleaving’), a walking away from previous
family ties (‘shall leave his father and mother’), that creates a new
unit, a new covenant, a new space for companionship with God.
And for Paul (as we have seen) it is this mutual trust and
commitment that is definitive to ‘good sex’.

•

We need to think about the distinctively Christian aspects of the
marriage relationship. For Rowan Williams, it is the combination
of fidelity, commitment, and mutuality that open up the
possibility for a sexual relationship to be sacramental: ‘God’s
surrender to us in the weakness and nakedness of Christ,
especially Christ crucified, is what generates in us the courage
to put ourselves into God’s hands. What God has done for our
life and joy, we learn to do for God’s joy, the joy there is in heaven
over the return of the lost. A sexual relationship that lives from
this gift and joy is properly ‘sacramental’.27

27. Rowan Williams, ‘Is there a Christian Sexual Ethic?’, 165.
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This perspective is echoed in an earlier statement of the House
of Bishops:
A true marriage reflects Christ’s own love for us all. He too
gave himself to other, ‘for better, for worse, till death.’ In it we
learn to break down our pride and self-concern, to be open to
our partner as he or she really is, to treasure what is good, and
forgive faults, to be loyal, whatever the price … A good marriage
creates for each partner the same kind of environment which
we recognize as promoting growth to maturity in the case of
children: a combination of love and challenge within an
unbreakably reliable relationship.28
Given the recognition of LGBT identity (‘orientation’) implicit in the
Pilling Report (and in agreed statements already issued by the Church
of England), it seems perverse to deny these benefits to those same-sex
couples who aspire to live a life of fidelity, mutuality and commitment.
Where LGBT couples want to reach out to this recognisably Christian
ideal, why should the church deny them?

6.

Postscript

So where does that leave us now? Archbishop Justin has stated that it’s
unlikely we shall reach agreement on this issue, even within the Church
of England — let alone across the Anglican Communion. So that takes
us back to the issue of how we can reconcile such differing viewpoints
— such different readings of the Bible — within the same church. And
yet we have to — and that is the challenge. We shall need (as Pilling
frequently reminds us) ‘a complex process of theological discernment,
a process that begins with the discipline of listening, which requires the
ability to move outside the limitations of our own experience to pay
attention to what God is doing in the experience of others.’29
28. Jeffrey John, Permanent, Faithful, Stable (London: DLT 2000; re-issued 2013), 30-31.
29. Fresh Expressions in the Mission of the Church (London: Church House
Publishing, 2012), 79.
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Paul asks the key question in 1 Corinthians 1.17: ‘Is Christ divided?’
These new divisions may be deeper than our ecumenical divisions —
but they raise the same questions. Paul’s letters provide rich and
challenging resources on living with division in the Body of Christ.30
Luke Timothy Johnson suggests that there are two equal and opposite
dangers in attempting to define the faith: defining too little, and
defining too much. Both ends, he goes on, have their inconsistencies.
The ‘Enlightenment’ end ‘lack any real sense of boundaries. They do not
answer the question, “What does it mean to be a Christian?” clearly,
and offer little sense of what is demanded of the individual Christian.’
Equally dangerous, however, he argues, is the ‘high-definition’
Christianity that has a strong sense of its own boundaries, how it
differs from its rivals, and the demands it makes on its members.31
Unfortunately, [such groups] tend to confuse the accidental
with the essential. They tend to make some single element of
belief or of morals the litmus test of membership and indeed
of true Christianity. For some, it is the literal inspiration and
inerrancy of Scripture; for others, baptism in the Spirit;
for others, recognition of papal authority; for many, the
condemnation of homosexuality and the canonization of
the nuclear family; for many, a politics that calls itself
conservative but is often reactionary. Failure to agree means
exclusion. Such forms of Christianity flourish because they
actually demand something of their members and they satisfy
the human hunger for clarity and certainty.
What I find helpful is the perception that trying to define too much
is as dangerous as trying to define too little: and that there is a real
danger of confusing essentials with accidentals. There is wisdom, as
Bishop Pearson recognised long ago, in the restraint of the Thirty-Nine

30. See for example 1 Cor 8-10, Romans 14.
31. Luke Timothy Johnson, The Creed: What Christians Believe and Why it Matters
(London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 2003), 298-9.
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Articles, in refusing to define any more than is absolutely necessary;
and it was the Creeds, not the Articles, that were embedded in the
liturgy and taught in the catechism. And in retaining the Creeds as
their standard of Christian faith, Cranmer and Parker recognized, I
think, the importance of the ‘reticence’ of the Creeds: what Johnson
calls ‘the blessed simplicity of profession’ (Creed, 314). We need to pay
attention to what the creed does NOT define (like where you stand on
women bishops — or gay marriage) — and ask, is it really essential? Is it
a core Christian belief? Should this be how we define ourselves as
Christians?
Loveday Alexander
25th June 2014
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3. ‘A Search for Good
Disagreement’
Phil Groves
Canon Dr Phil Groves is Director of ‘Continuing Indaba’ in the
Anglican Communion. Here, he reflects on the forthcoming
process of shared conversations in the Church of England
from the experience of ‘Continuing Indaba’ and the missiological
insights that are emerging from that process.

This paper is a very brief introduction arguing that ‘good disagreement’
is at the heart of the reconciliation agenda. Good disagreement is an
expression of the living out of the Gospel, and such processes of
mutual listening are essential in a healthy church.
The context of this paper is of perceived and real division over gay
relationships. However, the context is also the emerging and widening
values gap between the public face of the church and the nation. The
conversations envisaged in response to the Pilling Report need to pay
attention to both conflict in the church and the increasing disconnect
between church and English society.

The Jerusalem Council – the natural model
When a church is faced with a contentious issue that threatens to
divide it, the normal response is to seek a consensus process where a
definitive response can be formed and communicated. This was the
response in the early church to the controversy surrounding the
baptism of Gentiles, and so the Jerusalem Council is frequently referred
to as the model we should replicate. If Acts 15 is seen on its own, it
52
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seems an elegant solution. The controversy emerged; some
came arguing for circumcision to be a requirement for salvation,
the other side argued for ‘no yoke’ to be imposed. It was solved
by an effective council of Apostles and elders. They were chaired
by a clear authoritative leader and they made a simple definitive
judgement, solving a divisive issue.
The process involved the cohesion between experience – the
stories brought by Paul and Peter – and the Bible as expounded
by James. Consensus emerged behind a compromise that did not
impose circumcision, but did require adherence to basic food
laws and abstinence from ‘fornication.’ Acts 15 reports that
in Antioch the words were met with joy by the Gentile believers.
A middle way was found and peace was restored.
If a reader stopped there without examining the rest of the
New Testament, they would assume the issue had been solved
for ever, the church was at peace, and no further comment was
required. They would not expect Paul twenty years later to be
writing to a congregation in Philippi warning them of ‘the dogs’
who ‘mutilate the flesh’ (Philippians 3:2). They would not expect
Peter, the very person who first argued for full Gentile inclusion,
to be reprimanded by Paul for refusing to eat with Gentile
Christians. They would not expect Peter to act in response
to pressure exerted by emissaries from James. The benevolent
chair of the council was now enforcing a different line to that
which had been received with joy in Antioch only a few years
before (Galatians 2:11-14).
Even the contents of the agreement of the council were disputed.
Paul understood himself to have been sent to the Gentiles with one
condition only – to remember the poor – with no reference to food
laws or fornication (Galatians 2:10).
The writings of Paul in the New Testament challenge the notion that a
council is a simple solution to the deciding issues that emerge within
53
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churches.32 It is tempting to believe that councils are capable of
weighing arguments and coming to a consensus that will hold
authoritative sway within a missional church. It is not just that
councils of the church are unreliable – ‘they may err, and sometimes
have erred, even in things pertaining unto God’33 – it is also the case
that the ‘sides’ within a deep conflict are unlikely to be satisfied with
the compromise and will actively undermine it, even if they have signed
on the dotted line. Definitive middle way resolutions are rarely as
definitive as they may seem.
In some form or other, the Anglican Church has generally referred
contentious issues to a form of consensus process and sought
dispassionate mediation to enable a common mind to be formed.
Most recently this approach was at the heart of attempts to resolve
the contentious issue of women in the episcopate. The feedback from
Synod seemed to express a desire for a new way of working.34
In his presidential address to synod, Archbishop Justin in 2014 called
the church to ‘massive cultural change.’ If the process of shared
conversations is to be of value it will be just that – a massive culture
change for the Church of England. Specifically, this change will be from
managing a debate and finding a solution to thinking missiologically.
This will be a challenge for all and will require strong, confident
leadership. We have guide and precedent in the way Paul thought
and acted in the early church.

32. The history of ‘conciliarism’ in the Western church is littered with approaches
to conflict that rely on councils to formulate solutions to complex issues that
resulted in further division. The failure of councils in the 15th century led to
the conclusion by many that the location of authority lay in the person of the
Pope. For a good review of the history see Paul Valliere’s Conciliarism – A
History of Decision-Making in the Church, CUP, 2012. Valliere reconstructs the
principles in Orthodox terms to suggest a wide meeting of the whole church,
not a small meeting of selected leaders.
33. Article 21
34. See Endnote
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This is not to say that councils, synods and the like are not important
for the functioning of a coherent church – they are – but this paper
will argue that it is a positive gospel value to search for good
disagreement, and that this requires a focus on structures that
enable us to proclaim Christ together.
An effective conversation process is not about sorting out a problem
so we can get on with mission; if it is to be effective, the conversation
is itself mission.

Missiological perspective
Disagreeing well was at the heart of the missionary strategy of the
Apostle Paul. His pre-Christian experience was as an enforcer of a
single way. His aim in travelling to Damascus was to destroy diversity
and enforce uniformity. His encounter with Jesus transformed his
vision, and he became the Apostle to the Gentiles and a pioneer of
contextualisation.
Paul’s first task in evangelism in an alien environment was to listen.
Ugandan evangelist Zac Nyringe points out that when Paul came to a
new context he not only took time to listen in order to communicate
the gospel; he took time to listen because every context and culture
‘has within it the capacity not only to receive the good news but to
be a transmitter.’35 This perspective echoes that of Oliver O’Donovan
in his reflection on the urgency of listening to and with gay Christians.
O’Donovan argued that gay Christians are not to be listened to and
then sat in judgement upon, but to be listened to as agents of
evangelism, proclaiming the full gospel of full inclusion and
full obedience:

35 Zac Nyringe, ‘To Proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom’ in Mission
in the 21st Century (Walls and Ross) DLT, 2008. Excerpt available here:
http://continuingindaba.com/2012/10/02/culture-and-the-gospel/
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‘For if the gay Christian is to be addressed as a believer and a
disciple, a recipient of the good news, he36 has to be addressed
as a potential evangelist, too. But we must take this second
question a little further. The good news meant for the human
race is meant for the church, too. What good news does the
gay Christian have to bring to the church?’37
The churches founded by Paul were tasked with the work of discovering
the communication of the gospel in their own context. They were
immediately agents of evangelism with a responsibility for translating
the gospel.38 Thus the Philippians are asked to ‘work out their own
salvation’ (Philippians 2:12), contextualising the essential truths into
their context and communicating them to those around them. Paul
expected them to constantly live their interpretation in dialogue with
Christ. In doing so, he refused to enforce uniformity across the churches
he founded. There is no evidence that he referred any dispute in any
of the emerging churches to the authority of a Council in Jerusalem.39
However, he was concerned for unity locally and globally, and local
reinterpretation of the gospel did create problems. The different
interpretations of the gospel, not only between Jewish and Gentile
congregations, but also between Gentile and Gentile congregations in
different places, constantly threatened the unity of the whole. There
emerged those who would take things to the extreme. People in Corinth
took the freedom narrative way beyond the limits of acceptability, and
people from Jerusalem who attempted to enforce circumcision and
food laws on unwilling Gentiles were joined in disunity by others such
as Euodia and Syntyche who were locked in an unknown quarrel.

36. In context O’Donovan is referring to a hypothetical individual proposed by
another writer – hence the gender-specific pronoun.
37. Oliver O’Donovan, ‘Good News for Gay Christians – Web Sermon 7’ 2007,
http://www.fulcrum-anglican.org.uk/articles/good-news-for-gay-christiansweb-sermon-7/
38. Nyringe.
39. Roland Allen, Missionary Methods – St Paul’s or Ours? Eerdmans, 1962, 126-33.
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The contemporary implications of Paul’s methods were set out by
Roland Allen in his classic Missionary Methods – St Paul’s or Ours?
Allen argues that Paul did four things to establish unity:
1.

He taught unity by taking it for granted.

2.

He used to the full his position as intermediary.

3.

He maintained unity by initiating and encouraging mutual
acts of charity.

4.

He encouraged the constant movement of communication
between the different churches.40

If the Church is to follow Paul’s example, the first thing we need to
do is to trust in God that unity is in his hands and not fear that it is
in ours. The Archbishop of Canterbury spoke in February of the need to
overcome fear. If we act out of fear, we will inhibit the conversations
across difference that Paul welcomed. This requires strong, confident
leadership that is convinced in the power of God and the ability of the
Holy Spirit to act within the church today.
Making reconciliation possible is a difficult road. Allen pointed to the
pain endured by Paul in his life as a reconciler; in the end it cost him
his life. The apostolic ministry was one of leadership that empowered,
and this takes courage. Weaker leadership will close down options and
side with one over another.
Those who volunteer as intermediaries are to be valued. There is a
need to recruit and train great facilitators. They need to participate
in the design of processes that establish a constant movement of
communication between churches and people, and encourage all
to participate in mutual acts of charity.
The Corinthians stand as an example. Paul did not take sides in their
bitter disputes, but called them to value one another, especially valuing

40. Ibid 134-5.
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the most vulnerable. He then expected them to take responsibility for
settling their own issues. He did not sort out their issues for them, but
he did constantly remind them of the core values that would see them
reunited in one body. With trembling he sent Timothy to them, fearing
he would be rejected by all for not taking sides. In the midst of this and
in the context of their search for ultimate freedom Paul begged them
to give with generosity to the Jerusalem community, the very group
who he was accusing of legalism. This was not just about feeding the
poor; it was about building relationships across difference and was
essential for reconciliation.
The issues we face today require Pauline leadership, building
community and focusing on the key elements of the gospel. Bishops
will have a key role of constantly reminding all involved that they are
to focus on Christ and his way.
The key for conversations across radical difference is our relationship
with God and our relationships with one another. It was in this context
that Paul regarded eating with one another as the essential act of
communal living. If you could not eat together, you could not share
at the essential distinctive Christian act: the sharing of bread and wine
at the table of the Lord. This was true in Corinth, and it was true in
Antioch where Paul reacted angrily to Peter’s decision to eat separately
from the gentiles.
Paul remembered the incident when he wrote to the Galatians because
it was an ongoing problem in many of the emerging churches. In
Ephesus relationships between Jewish and Gentile Christian groups
became so bad that those who would only eat with the circumcised
and those who would not eat with the circumcised both began to seek
a radical solution. Both sides saw themselves as ‘orthodox’ and sought
support to either suppress the other, or to divide. The choice seemed to
be between no disagreement or agreeing to disagree and to put up a
metaphorical wall between the two communities. Andrew Walls
describes this point in history as the ‘Ephesian Moment.’ He argues that
we are reliving that moment in our present generation. He argues that
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the letter to the Ephesians offers a glorious vision to the twin fallacies
of forcing uniformity, or enforcing division:
‘Emphatically, there was to be only one Christian community.
That community had become more diverse as it crossed the
cultural frontier with the Hellenistic pagan world; and Christian
obedience was tending to increase the diversity by developing
parallel lifestyles that would penetrate and influence Jewish
society on the one hand and pagan society on the other. But
the very diversity was part of the church’s unity. The church
must be diverse because humanity is diverse; it must be one
because Christ is one. Christ is human, and open to humanity
in all its diversity; the fullness of his humanity takes in all its
diverse cultural forms.
The Ephesian letter is not about cultural homogeneity; cultural
diversity had already been built into the church by the decision
not to enforce the Torah. It is a celebration of the union of
irreconcilable entities, the breaking down of the wall of partition,
brought about by Christ’s death (Ephesians 2:13-18). Believers
from the different communities are different bricks being used
for the construction of a single building—a temple where the
One God would live (Ephesians 2:19-22).’41
This Pauline vision is an uncomfortable and unsettling picture of an
ongoing search for truth, rather than a fixed defence of established
truth. ‘The church must be diverse because humanity is diverse; it must
be one because Christ is one’ is not an easy option. It is an emotionally
challenging vision and is reflected in the Anglican way as described in
the Virginia Report:

41. Andrew Walls, ‘The Ephesian Moment – at a Crossroads in Christian History’
in The Cross-Cultural Process in Christian History, Orbis, 2002, 72– 81
http://www.anglicancommunion.org/listening/book_resources/docs/ephesian_
moment.pdf

59

GRACEtext2:ChristianROOTS 08/12/2014 17:32 Page 60

Grace and Disagreement

‘The characteristic Anglican way of living with a constant
dynamic interplay of Scripture, tradition and reason means
that the mind of God has constantly to be discerned afresh,
not only in every age, but in each and every context.’42
Good disagreement is not about making the best of a bad
situation – a planned divorce. It is also the radical opposite
to defeating your enemy with clever debating tactics. Good
disagreement is a painful and complex journey towards the
fullness of truth. It is the discerning afresh of the gospel in every
culture and age.
Throughout Christian history, communities have made the easy
assumption that one culture could contain all truth and that
this particular culture was specifically Christian. It is an insidious
belief that denies the vitality of the cultural diversity of our world.
It is one that at times held sway within the missionary societies of
the Church of England, but one that was challenged by some within
the missionary community, both high church and low church. In the
1950s Max Warren faced the changing world as the General Secretary
of CMS. He proposed a new world order of partnership to replace
that of dominating power and wrote: ‘Only the whole world knows
the whole truth.’43 Truth was not just the preserve of European
Christianity; all had something to learn, and all had something
to offer.
His friend Bishop Stephen Bayne – the first Executive Officer
of the Anglican Communion – wrote:
‘The fundamental axiom of our common life is that there is no
church so rich that it does not need what other churches can
give, and not church so small that it has nothing to give. There

42. The Virginia Report Para 3.11 page 16
http://www.lambethconference.org/1998/documents/report-1.pdf
43. Max Warren, Partnership: the study of an idea, SCM, 1956
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is no church so wise that it may not learn from others, and no
church so young and untrained that it has nothing to teach.’44
This was the basis of the defining of the relationships between the
emerging provinces of the Anglican Communion as mutual
responsibility and interdependence, and it is this way that the Primates
of the Anglican Communion embraced when they made the following
commitment:
‘In our common life in Christ we are passionately committed
to journeying together in honest conversation. In faith, hope,
and love we seek to build our Communion and further the
reign of God.’45
The proposed shared conversations are a journey to truth with a
missiological purpose.

Values gap
Roland Allen identified the failure of the missions of his generation
in the disconnect between the planted churches and the local culture.
He argued that when European missionaries planted a church in Asia
or Africa, it remained something strange and exotic. Many people were
attracted by this exotic nature, and some, if they copied the ways of
the European, were admitted for ordination. But unlike the churches
Paul had planted, they were not encouraged to engage with their
culture. In contrast they were removed from the traditions of their
community, sometimes forcibly, worshipping in European buildings,
speaking English or German and singing European tunes. Allen
identified this disconnect as fatal for the mature growth of an
indigenous church.
44. Stephen Bayne An Anglican Turning Point, the Church Historical Society,
Austin 1964, 114.
45. Primates’ Meeting, Dublin, 2011, http://www.aco.org/communion/primates/
resources/downloads/prim_scpurpose.pdf
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There is evidence that there is a similar disconnect emerging between
church and culture in England today. The research undertaken by Linda
Woodhead and published in the Church Times in January 2014 make
very difficult reading. Two of the headlines she used on her popular
report were ‘Dying Out’ and ‘A Toxic Brand.’ A third headline spoke
of the ‘Values Gap’ opening up between the younger generations and
the church:
‘[The] disconnect between wider social values and the
Church's official teachings is striking. There has been a values
revolution since the 1980s in Britain over the status and
treatment of women, gay people, and children. The change
has been swift, each generation being more likely than the
one before to insist on equal treatment for the first two groups,
and greater protection for children.
Among Christians under 45 years of age, for example, less
than 30 per cent think that same-sex marriage is wrong,
and an absolute majority think it is positively right (the rest
"Don't know").’46
The proposed conversations on human sexuality in the Church of
England are not something to be managed so that the church can get
on with mission; a successful process will be one that enables parishes,
dioceses and the Church of England as a whole to engage in depth
with society, and establish identity that is both relevant and faithful
to Scripture, tradition and reason. If it is to be successful, it will be a
process that will be part of a refocusing on mission. The values gap
identified by Woodhead cannot be maintained in any missional church.
Many will assume that the driving force behind such conversations is
to make the church ‘liberal.’ Others will claim it is a delaying tactic to

46. Linda Woodhead ‘Time to get serious,’ Church Times, January 2014
http://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2014/31-january/features/features/timeto-get-serious
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avoid the striving for justice explicit in the gospel. Neither is true.
The adoption of Allen’s missiology in India and Africa resulted in a
deep engagement with local culture, but not an uncritical one. The
mass evangelism movement in South India led to a developing Dalit
movement challenging the caste system. In Uganda, the East African
Revival expressed indigenised Christianity in the struggle for gender
equality. Archbishop Henry Orombi often speaks of how, until the
gospel came, women in his tribe had their front teeth removed so
they could not eat meat. The evangelists to the Dalit and the
evangelists to Ugandan women are the Dalits and the women
themselves, taking responsibility for the communication of the
gospel of liberty and obedience.
Christians who variously experience themselves as gay, lesbian, bisexual,
trans, or queer, along with those who refuse such identity markers but
experience attraction to people of the same gender, are the evangelists
to church and world who are capable of challenging the values gap
identified by Linda Woodhead. It is only alongside all those who are
assured by Synod that they are full members of the Church of England
that a toxic brand can be redeemed.47
Gay Christians are already counter-cultural. Many speak of the intense
difficulty of ‘coming out’ as a Christian in a society that regards their
sexuality as something to be accepted, but their faith as something
objectionable. They are the ideal people to ask and answer the question
of Christian identity in contemporary society. It is these people who are
the evangelists: presenting the gospel to the world.

47. ‘Affirm that homosexual orientation in itself is no bar to a faithful Christian
life or to full participation in lay and ordained ministry in the Church and
acknowledge the importance of lesbian and gay members of the Church of
England participating in the listening process as full members of the Church.’
Lesbian and Gay Synod Debate 2007 http://www.churchofengland.org/ourviews/marriage,-family-and-sexuality-issues/human-sexuality/lesbian-andgay-christians,-general-synod-debate-2007.aspx
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In conflict situations, Paul worked on creating relationships between
people on different sides of the barriers, but he also brought them back
to consider the basis of their faith. In Philippians he asked his partners
in the gospel to consider the implications of a hymn of faith; in 1
Corinthians it was a confession of the resurrection.48 The conversations
within the Church of England will need to focus on shared study of the
scriptures and of the Christian tradition. There can be no diminishing of
the challenge of the Christian identity to the lives of all of us.
However, there is then a difficult question as to which scriptures are to
be studied. Some will want to focus on a limited number of verses that
are specific to same sex activity, but the message of Paul is to focus on
the core message of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.
In preparation for this paper, I asked a number of Christians who
identify in some way as not being ‘straight’ to identify one verse that
resonated with them – a verse to describe why they were a follower
of Christ – and I asked them for one line to say why this verse was so
important to them. They come from a wide range of Christian traditions
and include those who might be caricatured as ‘liberal’ or ‘conservative’.
Here are some of their answers:

•

The parable of the Good Samaritan is extremely powerful for me.
I hear the voice and feel the nature of Christ in the beautiful
description of the tender care which the Samaritan showed to a
total stranger. Then 'Go and do thou likewise!' echoes in my head.
If ever there were a clearer exposition of how to live well, I have
not seen it. It even manages to include generosity with money in
the story. (That's what money is for.)

•

Romans 8 as a whole is an amazing vision of the emergence of
God's new creation and verse 8:26 - 'the Spirit comes to help us
in our weakness' – has always touched me.

48. Philippians 2:5-11, 1 Corinthians 15:1-11.
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•

A passage that has always meant a lot to me is Psalm 139. God
made me, every facet, including my orientation, and therefore
I struggle to see how God could have made mistakes. God loves
me, even if some of his people don't...

•

I find John 16 comforting. It can be read to mean that the church
will get it wrong, horribly wrong at times, but the liberating
teachings of Jesus can support us in speaking the truth of our
lives to the church and insisting upon our place within it.

•

The parable of the prodigal son, and especially verse 20: ‘So he
set out for his Father’s house. But while he was still a long way
off his father saw him, and his heart went out to him; he ran to
meet him, flung his arms round him, and kissed him.’

•

'Why hast Thou forsaken me?' The utter desolation of being lost
and alone and apart from God, after perfect obedience. It always
makes me weep.

•

'It is finished.' The knowledge that he has done his job, lived
the life he was set to live and is now free from the mortal body.
A cry of triumph is how I feel it.

•

'Mary'... 'Rabboni' – in the context perhaps the most piercing
words in the Bible. Mary loved Jesus so much that one word each
was all it took for her to recognise him for ever as the risen Lord.

•

When I was 16 my vicar, knowing that I might have a vocation,
gave me the text that had been given to him years before:
Proverbs 3.6, 'In all thy ways acknowledge him and he will
direct thy paths'. It meant something to me at the time but
I was more taken with what he always referred to as 'the gospel
in a nutshell', John 3:16 'For God so loved the world that he
gave his only begotten Son, that whoever believes in him should
not perish but have eternal life.' That God loved 'the world' – not
just Christians – sounded really exciting to me then, as it does
now, and I notice that Archbishop Tutu thinks the same.
65
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•

The parable of the prodigal son, reflected on at Taizé, helped me
to appreciate at last that God's love is not something that we
have to earn – the son thinks that he must return home as a
hired labourer but is greeted as a beloved child – but a gift.

•

John 8.32, 'Then you will know the truth, and the truth will make
you free' came powerfully alive on one occasion when I found
myself on the receiving end of others’ (and probably my own)
subterfuge and manipulation.

•

My key text is the sermon at Nazareth, it has always appealed
to me as a call to justice and freedom, both personally and
politically, but has come to mean even more as I see Jesus
interpreting the scripture of the past and inviting us to do
the same by living it (not talking about it!).

•

Isaiah 56:4. The promise in Isaiah breathes life into a crushed
spirit – into someone who is excluded – and not because of
what they have done, but because of who they are.

The choice of which Bible verses to focus on indicates a wider issue of
power in the conversation process. If the Church of England is serious
in its affirmation of the full participation of lesbian and gay Christians
in its life, then they must be trusted in the design of process, not just
as the objects of study and the subjects of decisions.
Roland Allen spoke of the missionaries of his generation approaching
the ‘heathen’ as ‘superior beings.’ He argued that there was a need to
have the humility to learn the gospel with and from all members of
the body of Christ. This is the same here in our generation. If LGBT
Christians as well as those who self-identify in other ways are not
trusted with design of process, they are not regarded as full members
of the Body of Christ.
Participation in the conversation process does not mean we will
‘change our minds,’ but it does mean we are open to change. Placing
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trust in Christ is a challenge to our hearts, but we may have significant
truth to impart and we should not be afraid to be part of conflict.
There is truth, and we are on a journey towards that truth with others
who disagree.

Local and global
There is a danger that regional conversations will produce an
incoherent response. This will be amplified within a Communion
that is divided on human sexuality. Bishops have a key role in Pauline
leadership and maintaining a dialogue between the local and the
global. This is the reason why the inclusion of link dioceses and the
wider global voice – in line with the Church of England’s world mission
policy – is vital.49 Paul was deliberate in developing partnership and the
elements that defined his partnership with the Philippian community
are the basis of World-Shaped Mission.
Continuing Indaba has developed considerable resources to support
transcultural conversations, and these have relied on assumptions
behind the relationship between the local and the global. These are:

•

All mission is local mission – it takes place in a location
and is about people and their relationship with one another
and with God.

•

All mission is global – the mission of the church in one place
is the mission of the whole church.

Thus if a church is asked for its contribution to global mission,
it is primarily about mission in its own context in partnership
with the whole church of Christ.

49. World-Shaped Mission – Reimagining Mission Today, Janice Price, Church House
Publishing, 2012
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•

Local mission is liable to be ‘isolated, insular and introverted’
without the consciousness of the global.

•

Global mission is liable to be ‘mission imposed on another’
unless it is rooted in the local

A clear vision of the relationship between local and global will be vital
for bishops facing the anxiety of those who fear that the direction of
travel for churches in their link dioceses is diametrically opposed to
that favoured by groups within their own community. This is true
whether the link diocese is in TEC, a Lutheran Church, or an African
or Asian Church. This understanding of the relationship between global
and local has been of great help to many dioceses.
Bishops will need to apply the same Pauline principles in offering
intermediary leadership which trusts the Holy Spirit and realises ‘only
the whole world knows the whole truth’ and they should expect the
support of their partner bishops in their link dioceses.

Good disagreement – relevance and identity
The process of disagreeing well is an essential element of reconnecting
with a society that is increasingly alienated from the Church of
England. The process requires an engagement with the relevance
of faith to the world in which we actually live, and a commitment
to the identity formed in the church through the Holy Spirit.
I want to end this paper reflecting on the writing of Jürgen Moltmann
in his classic work The Crucified God. He opens the book with an
examination of the dual crisis of identity and relevance that faces
every church in every generation and writes this:
‘The more theology and the church attempt to become relevant
to the problems of the present day, the more deeply they are
drawn into the crisis of their own Christian identity.
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The more they attempt to assert their identity in traditional
dogmas, rights and moral notions, the more irrelevant and
unbelievable they become.’50
I posted this quote on my Facebook page following the General Synod
vote on women in the Episcopate in November 2012. The reactions are
very interesting. Firstly, most people found the analysis helpful. Some
identified with the first clause: for them the issue is that the church
is pandering to culture, and that Christian identity is being swept away
in a drive for political correctness. Others identified with the second
clause: they saw those asserting traditional dogmas as ‘irrelevant and
unbelievable.’
It was the second narrative that dominated following the vote, with
Archbishop Rowan saying:
‘We have, to put it very bluntly, a lot of explaining to do,
Whatever the motivation for voting yesterday, whatever the
theological principle on which people acted and spoke, the fact
remains that a great deal of this discussion is not intelligible to
our wider society. Worse than that, it seems as if we are wilfully
blind to some of the trends and priorities of that wider society.’
But others were grateful that the synod had not eroded identity.
For example, Rod Thomas of Reform wrote:
‘We now have a real opportunity to build on the Church’s
solid biblical foundations, reflecting together on the right way
forward. The good news is that we are still together and able
to witness to the saving power of Jesus Christ, which is the
heart of our gospel, the basis of our unity, and the only hope
for the future of church and nation.’51
The choice seemed stark; relevance or identity.

50. Jürgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, SCM, London 1973, 7.
51. http://reform.org.uk/news/src/archive/11-2012/title/media-statement-20-11-2012
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But Moltmann goes on to stress that relevance and identity are not
two alternatives. Each one on its own has specific dangers:

•

In stressing relevance the church can be assimilated into the
prevailing culture and lose any sense of identity. The church
then becomes a sentimental voice of religion endorsing the
prevailing mood.

•

In stressing identity, the church becomes fearful and defensive.
It becomes obsessed with orthodoxy, loses confidence in itself,
and restricts freedom.

In response, Moltmann offers a completely different perspective.
Because for him, the crucified Christ is always the only criteria for
judging if theology is Christian the ‘identity-involvement dilemma’52
is answered when we embrace both fully and completely. Moltmann
points to the crucified Christ as the touchstone of all theology. As we
stand at the foot of the cross, we see complete divinity and humanity
in the mingling of sorrow and love. But it was not just in the death of
Christ that identity and relevance were held as one: it was in his life,
death and resurrection.
The answer is not in choosing one option over another, or in finding
a compromise that holds the strengths and weaknesses of each option
in tension. The answer is to aim for both. The opening chapter of The
Crucified God ends with Moltmann lamenting the desire of Christians
to only engage with those who are like them and agree with them.
He says:
‘The Church which is the church of the crucified Christ cannot
consist of an assembly of like persons who mutually affirm each
other, but must be constituted of unlike persons.’53

52. The Crucified God, 7 – italics his.
53. Ibid 28
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Such a church cannot be assimilated into culture and is resistant to
fear. This is the aim and focus of shared conversations: to be the body
of Christ as unlike persons proclaiming faith in Christ who breaks the
walls that separate us.

Conclusions
There are many who fear that the shared conversations envisaged by
the Pilling Report will distract from the real work that is characterised
as proclaiming the word, making disciples, bringing liberty and justice,
serving the poor and seeking reconciliation with nature. The radical
step asked of the Church of England in deciding to enter into good
disagreement is to find the energy for this mission. It is about
reconnecting with society and discovering faithfulness. It is about
relevance and identity. It will be hard, but it will be rewarding. The
process will need to reflect theological diversity and to do this it will
need to develop trust and relationships between unlike people so that
the Scriptures and traditions of the Church can be properly examined
and ways of faithfulness emerge.
The time has come for good disagreement.
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4. The Church of Scotland –
the ‘Mixed Economy’ and
‘Constrained Difference’
The Church of England is not the only church struggling with different
views about scripture, mission and sexuality. The Church of Scotland’s
General Assembly has been seeking an approach which would take into
account the views of both traditionalists and revisionists by making
provision for what was termed a ‘mixed economy’ which allowed space
for both positions. In order to consider more fully the ecclesiological
implications of a ‘mixed economy’, the 2013 General Assembly asked
the Kirk’s Theological Forum to look at the theological and historical
basis for such an arrangement. The Forum’s report, which we reproduce
in part below, was debated and accepted at the 2014 General
Assembly. Something of the recent history of these developments in
the Church of Scotland is outlined in the paragraph below, extracted
from the report.
(2.3.5) At the 2013 General Assembly an enabling option was
brought forward by the Theological Commission which allowed for the
ordination and induction of ministers in civil partnerships. Following
the precedents outlined above this sought to create space for those
who sensed a moving of the Spirit in this direction. At the same time
conditions, such as the insistence on a civil partnership if in a sexual
relationship and protections, such as freedom to Kirk Sessions not to
consider candidates in a civil partnership, were also in place. In the
course of the debate, a counter-proposal was brought forward. This
reversed the order of the model offered by the Theological Commission
in first affirming the Traditionalist position and then proceeding to
allow constrained departure from it by those who wished. It was this
counter-proposal from prominent individuals on the Traditionalist wing
of the argument, significantly accepting the prospect of ministers in
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civil partnerships, which found favour with the Assembly and the
Legal Questions Committee was charged with fleshing out a set of
principles into a new Overture. It may be noted that the successful
counter-proposal did more than simply reverse the order of the
model offered by the Theological Commission. It envisioned a more
restrained regime overall in which Kirk Sessions would have to make
a deliberate decision to opt out.
The report from the Theological Forum begins with a full explanation
of the background and procedural context of the issue within the
Kirk and continues with reflections on approaches to scripture. The
focus on scripture was, of course, crucial to the debate in the General
Assembly, but we have not reproduced those sections of the paper
here, as they duplicate, in many respects, the arguments in the
Appendices of the Pilling Report and in the first two essays in this
resource book.
The Church of Scotland report continues with the historical material
below which is a kind of case study in how another church – which, like
the Church of England, is a national church with a mission and ministry
to all the people – uses its history to seek precedents for addressing
divisive issues.
Of course, the Church of England’s historical and theological context
is not the same as that of the Church of Scotland. But, in so far as
the Anglican tradition is Reformed as well as Catholic, the aspects
of church history explored in the paper below are not irrelevant to
Anglican thought. One question for us to explore in our shared
conversations is how far Anglicans can draw inspiration from these
historical precedents and from the approach to difference and conflict
taken by a sister church within these Isles.

2.3

Some contextualising observations on the draft Overture

2.3.1
In 1879 the Synod of the United Presbyterian Church, against
the background of controversy over the interpretation of Scripture and
73
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the authority of the Westminster Confession, passed a Declaratory Act54
the purpose of which was ‘to set forth more clearly the view which
the Synod takes of the teaching of Holy Scripture.’ The Act addressed
various themes, such as the doctrines of redemption and divine decrees,
salvation through Christ alone, the role of the civil magistrate and the
interpretation of the six days of creation. The intent was to enlarge the
sense in which particular doctrines might be understood. For example,
while declaring that ‘none are saved except through the mediation of
Christ’ the Act also stated that ‘it is not required to be held . . . that
God may not extend His grace to any who are without the pale of the
ordinary means, as it may seem good in His sight’.
2.3.2
In 1892 the Free Church adopted the same approach, broadly
covering the same themes. In this case, however, the adoption of the
Act prompted a secession resulting in the formation of the Free
Presbyterian Church. Seeking to limit further haemorrhaging the Free
Church Assembly of 1894 returned to the matter, adopting a further
Declaratory Act. This declared that while the 1892 Act had been passed
‘to remove difficulties and scruples which had been felt by some . . . the
statements contained in the said Act are not thereby imposed upon any
of the Church’s office bearers as part of the Standards of the Church.’
In other words, a relaxing of the rules of interpretation was aimed at
providing more living space for those who were beginning to see things
differently (re-visionists). At the same time it was made clear that those
who adhered to traditional ways of thinking and acting could continue
to do so and were not being forced out.
2.3.3
In 1959 the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland
approved legislation permitting the re-marriage of divorced persons in
Church. The Act declared its revisionist credentials from the start with
the phrase: ‘Notwithstanding anything contained in the Act of 27th
August 1647 approving of the Confession of Faith or in any other
enactment of the General Assembly…’. It then went on to provide for
54. The Declaratory Acts may be found in Cox’s Practice and Procedure in the
Church of Scotland, Sixth Edition, pages 435-437.
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a minister to solemnise such marriages, subject to certain safeguards
and conditions. It also specifically declared that no minister would be
required to conduct such marriages contrary to conscience. Again we
see room being made for new thinking, with safeguards for those of
a traditionalist mind-set. This is another example of a constrained
pluralism. It is not a free for all, but involved a stepping outside of
a particular tent.
2.3.4
In 1966 and 1968, respectively, the General Assembly
approved legislation allowing for the ordination of women to the
eldership and the ministry. Here the new regime was introduced by a
simple declaration that women were eligible on the same terms and
conditions as men. No specific provision was made for those opposed.
2.3.5

….

2.4

The unity of the Church often needs to withstand deep
disagreement: the teaching of Calvin on Church Unity

2.4.1
On 13 March 1554, Calvin wrote a letter to the French
Reformed believers in exile in the Rhineland town of Wesel.55 This town
allowed the refugees to maintain their own church, but also obliged
them to celebrate communion in the town’s Lutheran churches. The
problem for the Reformed believers was not only that the Lutheran
communion rites looked ‘popish’, but that they also insisted upon the
real localised presence of Christ in the bread and wine: a doctrinal
position which had been rejected by the Reformers. The church had
therefore written to Calvin, asking whether they should stand by their

55. John Calvin, ‘To the Brethren at Wesel: Entreaty not to break the unity of the
Church because of some diversity in the ceremonies’, Geneva, 13th March
1554. In Dr Jules Bonnet, ed., Letters of John Calvin: Compiled from the Original
Manuscripts & Edited with Historical Notes, Volume III, (New York: Burt Franklin
Reprints, 1972), Letter CCCXLVI, 29-32. For a detailed commentary on this letter,
see Dr R. Faber, ‘Preserving Church Unity: Calvin and the Believers at Wesel’,
Clarion Vol. 44, May 5, (1995). The full text of this article can be found here:
http://www.spindleworks.com/library/rfaber/wesel.htm
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doctrine and refuse to participate, and in so doing, invite persecution
and expulsion. The Polish Reformer, John à Lasco, had already counselled,
No compromise! Calvin’s moderate letter therefore came as a surprise.56
2.4.2
Calvin agreed that the doctrine of a localised ‘real presence’ is
not an option for the Reformed faith. However, balancing this was an
even more vital principle: the desirability of unity between the Lutheran
and Reformed Protestants. Calvin saw clearly the danger of further
fragmentation inherent in Protestantism’s own self-justification, that
it had split from Rome on the grounds of doctrinal purity. He spent
much energy combating the Anabaptist ‘purity’ tradition, arguing in
Institutes IV.157 and in his Refutation of the Schleitheim Confession58
that when, ‘under the colour of a zeal of perfection, we can bear no
imperfection, either in the body, or in the members of the church, it is
the devil which puffs us up with pride.’59 Hence Calvin’s insistence on
the ‘two marks’ of the church: ‘the word of God sincerely preached and
heard’ and ‘the sacraments administered according to the institution of
Christ’. The simple objectivity of the ‘marks’ was designed to bypass any
over-zealous requirements for church purity, so that ‘we are never to
discard [the church] so long as these remain, though it may otherwise
teem with numerous faults’ (4.1.12).
2.4.3
When it comes to the issue of doctrinal purity, Calvin therefore
makes a vital distinction: it is not a sin to separate from a church over

56. See Bruce Gordon, Calvin, New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2009;
240-1. Also Herman J. Selderhuis, (ed.), The Calvin Handbook (Grand Rapids:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2009), 149.
57. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge (London:
James Clarke & Co., Ltd), 1962. All book, chapter, and section references in
parentheses.
58. John Calvin, A Refutation of the Schleitheim Confession of the Anabaptists.
(Language modernised). Full unmodernised text here: http://www.true
covenanter.com/calvin/calvin_against_anabaptists.html#calvin_against_
anabaptists_2_second_article_excommunication
59. Calvin, Refutation, 25B.
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a matter of fundamental doctrine; but it is most decidedly a sin to
separate over a matter of secondary doctrine. Indeed, to separate for
such a reason is even more sinful than whatever was the original fault,
for separation is an act of violence, a tearing of the body of Christ,
or a violation of the marriage of Christ and his bride (4.1.3).
2.4.4
The question as to what is ‘fundamental doctrine’ Calvin
clarifies as follows: ‘For all the heads of true doctrine are not in the
same position. Some are so necessary to be known, that all must hold
them to be fixed …: for instance, that God is one, that Christ is God,
and the Son of God, that our salvation depends on the mercy of God,
and the like’. In other words, the fundamental doctrines are by-andlarge creedal. By contrast, secondary doctrines, disagree about them
as we might, are those which do not destroy the essential ‘unity of the
faith’ (4.1.12). After all, as Calvin points out, the churches in Corinth
and Galatia were thoroughly corrupt both in morals and in doctrine,
and yet Paul never seeks separation nor breaks communion with them.
Quite the contrary: he ‘acknowledges and heralds them as a Church
of Christ and a society of saints’ (4.1.14).60
2.4.5
Accordingly, it is mistaken and destructive for a Church to split
over a non-fundamental matter of doctrine. It is destructive to raise a
non-fundamental matter of doctrine to the status of a fundamental
one, for this is precisely the act that causes the split in the first place.
Therefore, unless a church can be deemed ‘false’ in some absolute sense
(as Calvin deems the Roman Catholic Church in Institutes 4.2), then
visible unity is a doctrinal imperative. For all its ‘faults’ of doctrine and
practice, Calvin never judged the Lutheran tradition as a ‘false church’.
2.4.6
For the sake of the unity and survival of the church at Wesel,
Calvin counselled that the exiles ought to ‘support and suffer such
abuses as it is not in your power to correct.’61 They are not to go the

60. See also Calvin, Refutation, 20B ff.
61. Calvin, ‘To the Brethren’, 30.
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way of the Anabaptist purists who, with their ‘excessive rigour or
moroseness’62 and ‘immoderate severity’ (4.1.13) set their judgement
above God’s, and omit the mercy that God requires. Rather, Calvin
advises that it is ‘perfectly lawful for the children of God to submit to
many things of which they do not approve,’63 particularly if by so doing,
they protect the tender consciences of their ‘weaker’ Lutheran brethren.
They need have no bad conscience themselves about this, for the
administration of the Lord’s Supper, and even the rival doctrines of
‘localised’ and ‘spiritual’ presence, are ultimately non-fundamental
matters which do not affect the substance of the faith. Besides, the
Reformed worshippers do not have to assent intellectually to the
Lutheran doctrine of the Lord’s Supper, even while for the sake of
unity participating in the same rite.
2.4.7
Besides, it is surely better to have a Reformed church in
Wesel, even in slightly compromised form, than to have it driven out
altogether by the Lutherans, or split apart by internal purists. As Calvin
warns in his Institutes, while purity is always our goal, we must
acknowledge that this is both a work in progress, and a work of Christ.
Meanwhile, in our legitimate longing for that eschatological purity,
we must be careful not to uproot the wheat with the tares, ‘lest, by
refusing to acknowledge any church, save one that is completely
perfect, we leave no church at all.’ (4.1.17) Conciliation is not merely
a coherent doctrinal position, but is also an eminently practical one.
2.4.8
While absolute unity in doctrine is a desired end, it is not a
prerequisite to co-existence. Calvin admits that ‘the best thing, indeed,
is to be perfectly agreed,’ but given that ‘there is no man who is not
involved in some mist of ignorance, we must either have no church at
all, or pardon delusion in those things of which one may be ignorant,
without violating the substance of religion and forfeiting salvation.’
(4.1.12) For Calvin, the unity of the Church is more important even than

62. Ibid.., 31.
63. Ibid.
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unanimity of doctrine, and it should reassure us that the two are not
absolutely dependent upon one another.

2.5

Examples of mixed economies

2.5.1
Examples of mixed economies are not hard to find in the
contemporary Church of Scotland. At one level, there is a wide and
increasing diversity in church music, worship styles, preaching styles,
liturgical formality, ministerial vestments, and use of art and
architecture. Fresh expressions of church alongside more traditional
models will only further this divergence. Moreover, there remains a
variety of forms of Church Government. A Kirk Session may co-exist
with a Congregational Board, a Deacons’ Court or a Board of
Management, or may manage all the congregation’s affairs itself.
However, there are also central issues of doctrine and practice in
which a mixed economy obtains: baptism, Holy Communion and
re-marriage of divorced persons.
2.5.1.1 Baptism
There is a wide divergence of opinion and practice in baptism within
the present-day Church of Scotland. There are ministers and Kirk
Sessions who adhere closely to the Church’s law found in Act V 2000
as amended by Act IX 2003, in particular in the administration of
baptism to a child. In short, the law of the church allows baptism
of a child where at least one parent or other family member (with
parental consent) is baptised and is a member or adherent or
expresses the desire to join the Church, and promises to undertake
the Christian upbringing of the child. There are other ministers and
Kirk Sessions who will make exceptions to this law, and will conduct
baptisms of children where no parent or family member is baptised,
or is a member or adherent or who has expressed the desire to join
the Church.
The Act of 2003 effectively moves us in the direction of dual practice of
believer’s baptism and infant baptism. Provision is now made for those
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who, like Jürgen Moltmann and Karl Barth, believe that believer’s
baptism is the fundamental form.
Such differences in practice co-exist in the Church nationally, within
Presbyteries, and in neighbouring parishes. There can be local friction,
as when people approach a neighbouring minister when their own
parish minister, in applying the Act, has declined to baptise their child.
The Act specifies the proper course of action in such a case: the
neighbouring minister may only baptise the child with the family’s
parish minister’s permission, which failing the consent of Presbytery
must be sought.
2.5.1.2 Holy Communion
There is undoubtedly a mixed economy in the practice of Holy
Communion. Act V 2000 as amended by Act IX 2003 states that The
Lord’s Table is open to any baptised person who loves the Lord and
responds in faith to the invitation ‘Take, eat’. This response is to be
tested by the Kirk Session before authorising admission to the Lord’s
Table. In other words, the Church allows only members to receive
communion. In practice, however, many ministers and Kirk Sessions
will freely offer the sacrament to someone who is not baptised, and/or
who has not, as the Act states, ‘received instruction in the faith and
order of the Church, is of Christian character and is ready to make
public profession of faith.’ This may be through a different theological
understanding of the nature of sacraments generally, or a response to
contemporary patterns of faith and church belonging. Furthermore,
Kirk Sessions are permitted though not obliged to allow children to
receive communion: this is to be decided by ‘the free discretion of the
Kirk Session’ according to the Act. And indeed, while many churches do
encourage children to receive communion, many do not permit it, and
some disapprove of the practice.
2.5.1.3 Re-marriage of divorced persons
The Year Book of the Church states: ‘By virtue of Act XXVI 1959,
a minister of the Church of Scotland may lawfully solemnise the
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marriage of a person whose former marriage has been dissolved by
divorce and whose former spouse is still alive.’ Indeed, many such
weddings, conducted by Church of Scotland ministers, do take place.
But while ministers are permitted, they are not obliged to do so, if it
would be against their conscience. And there are ministers who will
not conduct services of re-marriage of divorced persons.
This, then, is an issue where a mixed economy obtains. The Act of 1959
was the fruit of about twenty years debate within the Church, with
sharp divisions expressed. (See report to the General Assembly 2012,
‘Believing in Marriage’, 4.14, 7.14) The conscience clause recognised
that, while a settlement in favour of permission was the will of the
Church, there was a significant minority upon whom such a settlement
could not be imposed. Indeed, the Special Commission on Same-Sex
Relationships and the Ministry believed this to be such an intriguing
parallel in some ways to the questions they were charged to address
that they included material and a question on the parallel in their
Consultation process (Special Commission on Same-Sex Relationships
and the Ministry, 2009 Consultation Paper, pp. 2, 7), and discussed it
further in their report, concluding that ‘the 1959 Act is relevant to our
deliberations as it may provide a model by which the Church, if so
minded, can agree to disagree on an issue of theology and morals,
and protect the views of each side of the debate through a freedom
of conscience provision which is not merely a temporary expedient.’
(Special Commission on Same-Sex Relationships and the Ministry
Report 2011, pp. 6-7, 12-13, quote at 3.7)

2.6

‘Constrained difference’ in historical context

2.6.1
This report is arguing that it is theologically legitimate, and
possible in good conscience to allow space for what we are calling
‘constrained difference’. ‘Constrained difference’ may be a new and
slightly awkward term, but it is intended to describe a ‘constrained’
or limited departure from a norm based on well-founded scriptural
reasoning and not a ‘free for all’ state of relativism. It is not the belief
of the Forum that tolerance of such difference necessitates division
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or is a fundamental offence to either Scripture or to Christian history.
The Forum offers two examples from the ancient Church.
2.6.1.1 The vibrant and improvisational Church of the first three
centuries
Writing, as we are, about ‘constrained difference’ implies that
difference of any kind is an oddity or a threat to good order. We would
suggest that this is a relatively modern idea. The Church of Scotland of
the nineteenth century showed far greater local difference than the
Church of today. And nothing could be further from the case in the
first three centuries – arguably the time of Christianity’s most
spectacular growth and most vibrant mission.
The first thing we know with any certainty about early Christianity is
the sheer variety it showed in its missionary endeavours.
This is not entirely surprising. The earliest Christians met in houses –
there were no institutional Christian meeting places for hundreds of
years. In cities like Rome, houses meant flats, squeezed into tenement
buildings to make the most of limited urban real estate. A growing
religious community would quickly have had to splinter even while it
was still in the one city. If even communities founded by the Apostle
Paul could so quickly operate so differently, we should expect it all the
more for a faith whose communities had been founded by disparate
missionaries, and which had become Christian in diverse ways and with
varying interests and priorities.
Putting earliest Christianity back into its proper Roman context gives
us the picture of a vibrant new religion as a multitude of scattered
cells, founded independently and in only spasmodic contact. These
local communities were forged in different circumstances, grown in
different environments and, like Darwin’s finches, came to reflect their
environments in their appearance. The shivering Roman soldier on the
Empire’s Scottish front had different spiritual and social needs from
the wealthy intellectual in Alexandria.

82

GRACEtext2:ChristianROOTS 08/12/2014 17:32 Page 83

The Church of Scotland

The constructive improvisation of the earliest Christian communities
would be startling to today’s Church, but their activities were not
‘unconstrained’. They understood that successful mission (like that of
Paul to the ship workers of Corinth) had to be indigenous (that is, it
had to be alongside the people where they really were) and it had to be
charitable (in the sense that it was offered in love and for their benefit).
Being indigenous was different from ‘selling out to culture’ but culture
was something of which the earliest Christian leaders were acutely
aware. Paul rethought the Christian gospel in Greek rather than in
Aramaic terms and found that this allowed him to speak even more
constructively about Jesus.
The earliest Christian communities, in all their vibrant diversity,
were also ‘constrained’ by what Irenaeus64 called ‘the canon of truth’,
an informal sense of the underlying structures of the Faith and a
witness to Jesus as Lord, ‘the deposit [of faith] which by the Spirit
of God always rejuvenates itself and rejuvenates the vessel in which
it is lodged.65
The point is that Christianity’s variety and its being indigenous were
as much its strength as its problem.
2.6.1.2 Augustine’s understanding of ‘constrained difference’
In 313 there was the Edict of Milan, enacted by the Emperor
Constantine, which effectively disestablished paganism from the
Roman Empire. It followed that the church entered a season of massive
transition. By the time of Augustine in the late 300s and early 400s,
the triumph of Christianity over the pagan world seemed complete.
Augustine himself wrote of the church having grown from the blood of
the victims of persecution and having triumphed at last. Yet Augustine,
as he re-read St Paul at the turn of the century, was unable to remain
complacent for long.

64. The bishop of a fragile community in second century Lyons.
65. Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 3.38.1: depositum juvenescens et juvenescere faciens
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Augustine was not alone. Other Christian groups mourned for the
valiant spirit of the persecuted church and felt ill at ease with an
establishment which made Christianity seem comfortable. In a time
of transition, Christianity struggled to find its place on the trajectory.
From hindsight, we see that the fourth and fifth century church, as
forms of nostalgia, developed increased interest in Christian history
and a renewed cult of the martyrs, and that shrines were venerated,
miracles celebrated. Most of all, there was the rise of Christian
asceticism. All of these actions were intended to reassure the church
that establishment was not betrayal, that the church was still distinct
from the world, even if it was no longer a stranger to it.
The chief critic of establishment was Pelagius. Pelagius was a British
ascetic who summoned a pleasure-loving Roman world to strive for
perfection and a kind of salvation by works. This yearning for acts of
perfection had roots traceable to the teaching of Jesus himself. But
Augustine, who was the greatest critic of Christian ideology, turned
away from it. In place of the universal summons to perfection, he
indicated our universal need for grace.
As part of his argument, Augustine did something which is easily
forgotten but critically important today in our own attempts to remain
on a trajectory which is as inclusive as possible. Augustine invented the
notion of the ‘secular’. The ancient world understood very well the
distinction between the sacred and the profane. The sacred was the
realm which belonged to the deity. The profane – the pro fanum – was
the area outside the sanctuary and represents what is often called
‘secular’ today. That created the dichotomous polarisations with which
we are so familiar, and which today do such damage in every area of
public life. Augustine’s invention of the ‘religious secular’ was, as the
historian Robert Markus puts it, the identification of the ‘religious
adiaphora’, the ‘shared overlap between insider and outsider groups’ .
Alongside his insistence on the need we all have for grace, Augustine
struggled to preserve the notion of such a middle ground, the realm
of the religious secular, without which he feared Western Christendom
would close in on itself, with nothing to learn, no future hope, and the
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creation of a world in which it was simply safe.66 That was the fifth
century, but the issue still confronts us. Augustine would argue that
nothing threatens our future more than the current liking for easy
polarisation and demonisation of whatever we disagree with.67 To
survive and progress in our complex and changing world, we need to
be able to hold on to a sense of the big picture and remain friendly
towards those with whom we differ.

2.7

Conclusion

2.7.1
The 2013 General Assembly expressed its wish to move
to a version of the mixed economy model which, while maintaining
the traditional position on marriage and sexuality, was willing to
accommodate a constrained diversity on the appointment of gay
ministers in a civil partnership. Parallels can be drawn here with
previous accommodations on divergent belief and practice in relation
to inter alia the Westminster Confession, the presence of Christ at Holy
Communion, the re-marriage of divorced persons and the practice of
baptism. In each case, the Church of Scotland opted to maintain a
traditional ‘default’ position but nevertheless to accommodate a greater
diversity in belief and practice. These concessions could be criticised as
introducing an admixture that was vapid if not incoherent; yet their
worth in coping with theological and practical divisions is evident.
The justification for now permitting a further mixed economy in
relation to the ordination of gay ministers, in accordance with the
terms of the decision of the 2013 Assembly, might be offered along
the following lines.

66. Robert Markus: Christianity and the Secular (University of Notre Dame Press,
Notre Dame, Indiana, 2006), p.6.
67. In this dense summary, we owe much to Robert Markus’s two books, The End of
Ancient Christianity (Cambridge University Press, 1990) and Christianity and the
Secular (op. cit.).
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2.7.2
The Church has wrestled with the issue of gay relationships
since at least the 1960s. Successive reports and votes in the General
Assembly have revealed a deep division which has not proved capable
of resolution over two or three generations. Any settled consensus
within the Church is unlikely to be achieved in the foreseeable future.
At the same time, each side is able to recognise the other (assuming
that there are only two sides) as sincere, and as offering scriptural
and theological arguments for its position. Moreover, each has rightly
sought to avoid labelling the other as either ‘apostate’ or ‘homophobic’.
2.7.3
For at least three centuries, the Kirk has been a broad national
church able to accommodate significant differences in worship,
theology and practice. This has often led to diversity across and even
within congregations. Notwithstanding some notable secessions and
the Disruption, most of the time the Kirk has been able to embrace this
diversity or at least to tolerate it, while recognising that the effects of
splits and divisions are often harmful and require a disproportionate
expenditure of time and energy to heal. The process of separation and
subsequent union has often produced a surfeit of church buildings and
diminished the wider mission of the Church to Scottish society.
2.7.4
The successful overture at the last General Assembly may be
viewed as the latest expression of the modern church’s breadth, at a
time when further division would be particularly damaging to its wider
work. Despite claims to the contrary, there is an honesty and integrity
in this position in its recognition that the Church, whether national or
worldwide, has never held the same position across time and space on
all matters of faith and doctrine. The unity of the Church often needs
to withstand deep disagreement and to provide safe space for honest
and sometimes painful exchanges. All churches need on occasion to
find ways of maintaining the loyalty of dissenting groups and opinions.
Indeed, one may reasonably argue that the draft Overture merely
formalises a diversity that already holds de facto across our
congregations and their ministers. In doing so, the Overture offers
greater transparency and legal security than an uncomfortable ‘don’t
ask, don’t tell’ policy.
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2.7.5
The mixed economy in this form is admittedly an unstable
position. We should recognise it as a temporary holding measure,
although it is none the worse for that. In the light of experience
and further discussion, the Church may wish to maintain a more
unequivocal affirmation of its traditional position, seeing the proposed
concession as an unwise yielding to secularist forces, as ethically
unfruitful, and as lacking a mandate in the clear teaching of Scripture.
Alternatively, the Church may be led to modify further its historic
teaching on marriage and sexuality to recognise the validity of
committed gay relationships, the contribution of gay couples to
the life of our congregations and the calling of women and men
to the ordained ministry irrespective of their sexual orientation and
commitments. In the meantime, the provisions of the Overture will
facilitate differing convictions, while constraining the departure from
traditional teaching and practice, during an extended period of
reflection and deliberation which can allow the wisdom and insight
of a younger generation to emerge.

3. ….

In the name of the Forum

IAIN TORRANCE, Convener
FRANCES HENDERSON, Vice-Convener
PAULINE WEIBYE, Acting Secretary

Contacts:
Very Rev Professor Iain R Torrance DPhil DD FRSE Pro-Chancellor
of the University of Aberdeen Dean of the Chapel Royal in Scotland
E: irt@abdn.ac.uk
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By putting their work together within one set of covers, these two
American academics acknowledge that some kind of engagement
across the divide is crucial for the church.

Lisa Nolland, Chris Sugden and Sarah Finch (eds.),
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formulated “St Andrew’s Day Statement” from a group of
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broadly traditionalist position. But the book also includes a
number of critical essays which do not all take the same view,
including Rowan Williams’s reflection on the St Andrew’s Day
Statement entitled, “Knowing Myself in Christ”.
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This book by the Dean of St Albans has long been regarded as
one of the clearest theological arguments about the ways in
which same sex relationships can express important Christian
virtues. It has now been reissued and updated in the light of the
Government’s introduction of same sex marriage.
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