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lntroduction
My first computer spell-checkprogram did not recognize the vero-'to pastor,, in a

sentence I wrote. It flagged the word and suggbsted three opions, "to pester,';..to posture,', or
"to pasture." Each of those options, curiously, is appropriatl to various abuses of our vocation. I
d9 * wish to pur$re those abuses but rather, in aCc-ordance with Ephesians 4:l5,tabe a pastor
who "speaks the truth in love.'

The lssue

The issue under discussion, debate,'and vote today is whether or not to approve or reject
AmendmelrtA- AmendmentAisinitsmostcomprehensivesenseaboutorai*i-oostandards,
b"litt particular relevance is whether or not the pbUSA shoul4 or should no! endorse the
ordination ofpersons as teaching elders, tuling elders, or deacons who affirm and/or practice,
same-sex relationships. This single issue has been the most determinative and divisive issue in
the PCUSA for the past thirty years, and it is this issue that I wish to address todav.

The Biblical Evidence Related to Same-sex Relations
The PCUSA is a member of the Reformed family of churches. As reformed Christians,

Presbyterian confessions and polity ascribe to Scripture an authority second to none in
Christendom. The Biblicat evidence related to the zubject of homosexuality is well known to
pastors and elders in the PCUSAs and I need not rehemse it all today. Homosexual and lesbian
relations in Scripture have been sfudied, discusse4 debatd and written about more than perhaps
any single zubject in our denomination in the past decades. I have yrritten a comprehensive
aticfg ol the zubject entitled "The Bible and the Practice of Homosexuality," wlich has been
republished several times by Theology Matters, My work on this subject has been echoed and
surpassed by many ottrers, including Bruce Metzger, Paul and Eliza6th Achtemeier, I-llrich
Mauser, Martin Hengel, Kenneth Bailey, Wolftrart Pannenberg, Richard Hays, and above all,
Robert Gagnon's comprehensive and exhaustive study, fhe EiWe and Hoiosexual Practici.
The result of all these studies can be summarized by Richard Hays in these words, ..Every
pertinent Christian text from the pre-Constantian period adopts an unremittingly negative
judgment on homosexual practice, and this hadition is emphatically carried n'r**a Uy all major
Christian writers of the fourth and fifttr centuries" f A Reqponse to John Boswell,s Exegesis 6f
Romans 1," JRE l4ll (1986),202). Hays actually understates the case. There is no Christian or
Jewishtextfrom the Biblical period or pahistic period that condones sarne-sex relations or is
even neutal toward them. Every text that discusses the zubject judges this form of hlman
sexuality as confrary to God's intended order for human sexuality. 
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tuth of this conclusion because the literature in question has been scoured by scholars who seek
to provide Biblical and theological justifrcation for sarne-sex relations, and they have not
zucceeded in advancing 0ll0brt from the Biblical and post-Biblical period in exception to it.
From a Biblical perspective, the case against homosexual practice is inefutable. Without fail,
Biblicat and exha-Biblical sources present a univocal witress in condemning the practice of
homosexuality. There is no text in Judeo-Christian literature from Genesis to Constantine that
condones it.

The Fallacy of Analogical Argunents fron Culture
Hoq then" do scholars and theologians continue to advocate apro-gay standpoint against

this impenefrable headwall of Biblical evidence? They do so, primarily, by adducing what they
claim are arguments of analogy from culture. Three issues are commonly cited as evidence:
Gentiles, slavery, and women. In a nutshell, proponents of gay ordination argue that the churclr,
c1ntrary to Scripture, has changed its thinking regarding the above iszuesn and that it car-and
should-chnge its opposition to homosexual practice as well. All three issues-{entiles,
slavery and wome&--are false analogies in relation to gay ordination, and here is why.

. Gentiles
Acts 10 is commonly cited as aproof-text ofthe Gentile analogy. The argument

. nrns as follows: Peter was convinced by the Holy Spirit, in conhast to his Jewish
upbringing to accept Gentiles into ftll communion of faitn- By analogy, the Holy
Spirit is testiffing through contemporary cultural acceptance of gays and lesbians
that the church should drop its opposition to ordination of gays and grant them
full participatory rights in ministry. This analogy is flawed on two counts. First,
hesbyterians believe that Scripttre, not culture, reveals the tnre intention of God-
Second, in Acts l0 Peter is not led to adopt a new stance with regard to Gentiles,
but to rediscoverthe righftl place of Gentiles in the history of salvation. The
inclusion of Gentiles in salvation history does not being in Acts 10; it begins with
the call to Abraham in Genesis l2:l-3, in which all the nations of the edfthwou/rd
be blessed by Abraham. The inclusion of Gentiles continues into the earliest
prophetic tadition in Elijah and Elisha showing favor to Gentiles, in Second
Isaiah advocating inclusion of Gentiles, and in God's leading Jonah to proclaim
salvation to Nineveh. Above all, the place of Gentiles in salvation history is
assured by Jesus, who in his inaugural sermon at Nazareth cites ttre acceptance of
Gentiles by Elijah and Elisha It is further affinned by Jesus' fosaling of the
daughter of a Syrophoenician womarL and by his healing of the Gerasene
demoniac and sending him as the first missionaries to Gentiles. In Acts,l 5:16-17
James appeals to this Biblical history as aprecedent forthe Council of Jerusalem
to affirm the Gentile mission. The acceptance of Gentiles by the early church was
not a change confary to Scripture, but a change in cOnformitywith Scripture.

t Slaver!
It is commonly said that the Bible endorses slavery but that the modern world,
rightly, rejects slavery, and that the church should also rightly reject opposition to
ordination of gays. I do not believe it is entirely truthful to say the Bible endnrses
slavery. Slavery is accepted in Scripture as an inevitability, more or less like



manytoday accept say, the influence ofthe military-indushial complex, and the
values it generates, in'Westem society. Even the OT, which accepts slavery
rcfirses to affirm the most basic element of slavery---that slaves arc chaftei In the
OT slaves remain persons who possess God-given rights, including participation
in the c0venant. In the NT, when Paul says to Philemon that Onesimus, a slave,
must be hkenback *no longeras aslave butmore tban a slave, as a beloved
brothed' (Phlm lQ, the ax was laid at the root of slavery. The abolition of slavery
in the Christian world was not a change contary to Scripture, but a change that
recovered the inalienable dignity ofthe human per$on that derives from the order
ofcreation, as attested in Scripture.

. Wonen
The final analogy relates to the changed status of women in the chlrch as a
precedent for a change of opinion and policy related to the practice of
homosexuality, This, too, is a false analogy. Scripture does not present a
univocal position with regardto womenin leadership positions,6ut it does
present aunivocatr voice against the practice of same-sex relations. With regard to
women, the Israelite world did not permit women to be priests, or even participate
fully in worship, and yet it also presents women as prophets and militiry leaders.
IntheNTthe Pastoral L€ters re reserved aboutwomenin teadership roles,
although Jesus himself had women disciples (Luke 8:l-3). Likewise, all fogr
Gospels record that Mary Magdalene was both the first wihess of the resurretion
and its first evangelist Priscilla and Phoebe and Lydia are all designated as
church leaders, and wive*including thewife of Peter-ac*-p*i"d tttrit
husbands in early Christian missions. It is, of course, tnre that this early
affirmation ofwomen in the church was diminished during late antiquity, the
middle agesn and into the modern perio{ but it is not corect to say that leadenhip
of women in the church today represents a change contary to Scripture. It
rqnesents a rediscovery and recovery of the place of women that is well attested
in earliest Christianity.

The issues of Gentiles, slavery, and women are different from the practice of
homosexuality in one critical respect the Biblical record atrrms Gentiles, slave persons, and
women, whereas it does not affirmthe practice of homosexuality. Powerfirl argrrments have
beenmade from Scripture in zupport of Gentiles, abolition of slavery, and women in ecclesial
leadership, but no such argrrment has been made, or can be madg from Scriptrne in zupport of
homosexual practice. Modem endorsement of Gentiles, abolition of slavery and inclusion of
women in leadership roles are not c1ntratyb Scripture, but a recovery and reaffimation of
positions on all three that are found withinScripnxe. That cannot be said ofhomosexual
practice, which is univocally and universally condemned in Scripfure. The "culfural" argument
is a false argument. Those who build a case for homosexual practice on its basis perpetrate a
fraud against history.

The Real lssue
No one, I maintain, would assert the idea of affinning or ordaining persons who are

practicing homosexuals on the basis of either Christian Scripture or Christian tadition. Scripture



is univocal in his opposition to homosexual practice, and I can find no endorsement of
homosexual practice in the scholarly Christian tadition until mid- twentieth century, As a case
in point the fifteen-volume Schaff.Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge(l9l2; two
supplemental volumes, 1955) contains no entry on the zubject of "homosexualityn' or
"lesbianism" (or related terminology). I am aware, of course, that the omission ofthis zubject
could be the result of a cultural oversight on the part of the editors. I believe anyone familiar
with the scope of Schaft-Herzogwould be reluctant to accuse this massive &eological
undataking of nrch an oversighg however, The reason homosenral practice is under discussion
today is not because the Scriptures or Christian tadition are unclear on the subjec,L but because
modem senral practices have radically changed. The real iszue before us today is not what the
Bible says or how it has historically been interpreted but rather how cultme has changed and
what the ptoper response of the church should be to that change. The real issue in our
denomination today, as inthe past thirty years, is not essentially Biblical and ortheological, but
ecclesial. It is on this issue that I wish to conclude.

defined as a qmthesis of church and stafe in vftich the vocation of the church to represent
"spirifual" forces andthe vocation ofthe stat€ to represent economic, social, and military forces
wereunderstoodtoformaqmbiotic,corylementaryvftoleforsociety. Itisnotmypurposeto
argue q,hen, exactln the long and fruitfrrl experiment of Christeirdom ende{ but to assert, as
rnany ofyou know beter than I, that the above synthesis of church and state is over. The church
no longer occrryies host favored nation'status in Western society. It may not (yet) occupy
pariah-status, but it certainly no longer occupies privileged-status. We face a new era of tlre
church, andlike itorno! ithas been gvento our generationto beginpioneering anew
understanding ofchurch and stiate, of sacr,ed community and sesular society.

The issue of homosexuality is a presenting iszue in this new era The way the PCUSA
responds to this particular iszue will set a crucial-perhrys even a determinative-arecedent for
its response to a post{hristendom age. One of the most important new paradigms of chrnch,
with which you all are fanriliar and with which I suspect most of you agr€e, is the paradign of
ni$flianalchnrch- In its most basic sense,'hissional" means a change ofunderstanding ofthe
churc,h as acustodial institutionto anunderstanding ofthe chrnchas aprophetic and senrant
instihrtion. IntheChristendommodel,thechurchwasraqpiritualchaplainwithinandonbehalf
of a lmger social and cultural network In a missional model, the church stands outside that
larger social and cultural network, and on the basis of its unique identity (not the identity
assigned to it by society!) administers the redemptive word of God to its host society. The issue
of homosexuality, which is promoted so aggressively in Western cultue today, is in one way
perhaps a gift of God to the church" a gift that occasions the church today, as in Joshua's day, to
"choosethis daywhom youwill serve, whetherthe God your ancestors served" orthe gods in
whose land you are now living" (Josh 24:15). The response of the PCUSA to the iszue of
homosexuahty will determine whether the PCUSA is a missional chuch to the society in which
we no$/ live, or simply a church drat mirrors our society. The response ofthe PCUSA to this
issue will determine whether we choose to anchor our identity in the historic Christian faith" and
bear witness to that faith in a redemptive, compassionate, and joyful way in ow society; or
whetherwe accommodate to the society inhopes of making the chrnch and Christian faith
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relevant to it. The church that ceases being a lighthouse and becomes like the fog and darkness
around it leaves all vessels at sea in peril.

May Iremind you thatthe chrnch evennowmaintains amissional stance overagainst
three major shiffs in American society in abortion, divorce, and gambling. Each of these three
iszues is a major factor today, but the church has not been persuaded b endnrse arry of them. I
know of no one who says abortion is a moral good; in some ciroumstances a necessary evil,
perhErs, but nwer a moral good I how of no one who says divorce is a moral good; in some
circumstances a necessary evil, perhaps, but never a moral good. I know of no one who says
gambling now a major supplier of state and local revenues, is a moral good- In all three
instances the PCUSA has chose,n rightly andwisely notto endorse these activities butto attempt
to minister in a rede'mptive vm'y to people u&o participate in them. With regard to homosexual
practice, the church is being asked today not simplyto acgept it, butto celebrate it as a gift of
God and endorse it for church leaders. The PCUSA cannot endorse in its highest office a
bebaviorthat Soipture categorically condemns and remain faithftl to ir calf,ng.

Allowme to say aword inclosing aboutthetemptationof accommodatidn and
relevancy. Ihavetaugbtforthirty-tbreeyearsinhesbyterian-relatedcolleges. Iknowthis
world quite well, and I know that the rcsidlral vinrs in the bloodsbeam of our denominational
colleges and seminaries is the virus to conform to the larger intellecfual ethos of westem society
by fonaking a confessional status for a poshodern status in which all tn*hs are relative. The
te'mptation before our educational institutions is amutation ofthe same temptation before the
denomiiration in the debate over homosexuality, namely, ufiether we will seek to maintain a
majority status by conforming to the culture, or whether we will seek to be frithful to our historic
identity, allowihgthe gospel to declare alife-affirminghansforming andredemptivewitness to
the larger society. If we choose to affirm practicing self-affirmed homosexual persons for
ordinationwewill standwiththe emergingculture, and in so dorng wewill attemptto maintain
the old -gmthesis of Christendom with the church as custodian of culture. But in so doing we
will sunender our prophetic voice and our identity. Like the YMCA aod any number of former
Christian institutions, like most of the heresies in Christian history we will adapt to a prevailing
ethos that is not in accord with the gospel, and in so doing become absorbed into the society that
so desperately needs to hear the witness of the gospel.


