Mapping The Gay Debate.
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A: Some hermeneutical issues

1. The relevance of the Bible to discussion today.

The Presbyterian Church regards the Bible as the supreme rule of faith and life. Across the Church concern for consistency with Biblical principles is more widely accepted than we sometimes think, but differences about what they mean are real. 

2. The Bible is to be interpreted

The difference between societies today and societies at the time the Bible was compiled mean that establishing a definitive view of the intention of the Bible or an agreed contemporary interpretation is not always straightforward.

Allowing the Bible to speak in a suggestive way is encouraged. However what is heard in that process must be tested. Testing the sense of what is heard as the Word of God and its application will often lead to differences of opinion.

We understand words by their association with our own experience of their use in our language and in relation to events in our personal lives. 

However good a translation may be, the associations of a word, phrase, or concept, in the original language and at different times and circumstances in different biblical periods, will not be precisely the same. Some forms of discourse in the Bible throw the burden of interpretation on the reader, others may have had expectations of relevance and authority solely for the situation for which they were written. 

Communities of faith interact with their Scriptures in complex ways. The definitive Word of God is Jesus in the Scriptures.

Care is needed when a contemporary understanding utilizes information that was not available at the time the Biblical text was written. We may at times have a situation where we accept the principles that guided the beliefs and ethical decisions of a certain time and place, but their application into a different situation today results in a different view of what obedience to God now requires.

There are biblical regulations about behaviour that are no longer held to be relevant. There are biblical principles about behaviour which remain relevant for those committed to taking the Bible seriously. The prohibitions about whatever sort of homosexual behaviours were in the mind of different biblical writers, says something about acceptable and unacceptable attitudes and behaviours - even for those who believe that the behaviour in view should not be assumed to be the same as the situations we need to apply those principles to today.

3. The social context of the gay debate in the Church

We are in the midst of a situation where numbers of contemporary societies have changed their views about homosexuality. Some of those changes are ones that Christians need to consider carefully, but at the end of the day the church takes responsibility for its own views. 

It makes a difference if we accept that for some people, being homosexual is not a matter of choice or accident, but how they are.

4. Factors that make it difficult to work through these issues.

These issues touch many people very personally and deeply, sometimes in a threatening and confusing way. Bad experiences of debates and personalities contribute to our difficulties.

Changes in commonly held community views may or may not be things we agree with. If, at some point, we accept these changes we should not be surprised if others do not. We should not expect changes on such a scale to take place easily or lightly especially where the views of church and community have been similar. We should not expect changes of view to take place simultaneously or universally across a population. Any new issue is in the nature of the case divisive, and divides may linger long.

Those who are gay have commonly experienced prejudice, anger, discrimination and sometimes violence. They will often have experienced personal struggles of identity and self-acceptance as minorities in cultures that make assumptions that do not work for them. Gay Christians may wrestle with the question of whether or not God accepts them as they find themselves to be, especially when plenty are saying God does not. Others find people associated with the words gay, lesbian and homosexual threatening to their sense of identity, see them as having lifestyles they do not relate to, and as associated with a cause which is promoted in ways they do not like. 

Wherever we ourselves may be in terms of orientation, relationship or conviction, we may have had personal experiences that do not make it easy to talk about these things. These discussions push all sorts of buttons in people’s memories and subconscious. 

In Christian, and particularly worship, contexts people often feel a need to get away from acrimonious debate (whatever their own views). People should not be coerced into engaging with something they find personally difficult. Not everyone walks out of church when they are trapped in a service, but some may feel that way.

There is diversity within both the gay and the heterosexual communities. Personal and group fears and the anger of others do not make rational discourse easy. As in many other situations where views are strongly held, bad arguments and bad people may support good causes, and good arguments and good people may support views that are ultimately shown to be inadequate. 

5. Factors that make it necessary to work through these issues

On the whole we are past the point where assertions about valid interpretations of the Bible and what evangelicals necessarily believe can be taken for granted. The debate is ongoing and Christians from all parts of the theological spectrum are involved and affected. There are evangelicals who are gay, and there are liberals who have difficulty accepting gays. Many evangelicals now accept decriminalization. The debate about legal recognition of committed relationships is still with us, but opinion is shifting. Debate about gay leadership in the church can be expected to arise again. 

6. Some possible sets of views:


a. Homosexuality was consistently condemned in the Bible. Homosexuality then and now is the same. Attraction to the opposite sex is for all people intrinsically sinful.

b. We may allow or tolerate those outside the church being allowed to do things that Christians do not approve of.

c. For some people sexual attraction to people of the same sex is not a matter of personal choice.

d. Homosexual orientation is acceptable in the Church, but homosexual genital activity is not.

e. Male and female are designed to fit together. A theology of Creation rejects homosexuality as against God’s intention for creation. 

f. A theology of Creation affirms those who find themselves to be created homosexual because “God does not make mistakes”.

g. The Bible remains an important guide to sexual ethics, but the references to homosexuality largely had in mind pederasty, exploitation, promiscuity, and prostitution. It did not envisage covenanted committed adult same sex relationships. 

h. Biblical principles in relation to heterosexual relationships apply also to homosexual relationships. The state and the church should recognize covenanted relationships as valid. If there is legal evidence of a committed relationship, then the gender of the parties should not in itself be a barrier to their being in Christian leadership if a congregation wishes to call a person in that situation.

i. Promiscuity is sinful.

7. We may find it helpful to formulate where we are at personally at a particular time, and what sorts of moral codes we believe are appropriate in relation to different groups:

a. For society?

b. For church membership?

c. For church leadership?

8. What might we have learnt from the debate so far?

a. There is value in balancing concern for 

i. Our need to minister to people who are divided on this with our responsibility to share truth as we believe it to be. Sometimes this means stating a view, sometimes it means laying out principles and giving people space. 
ii. Relationships with people we disagree with (being Christian in the tone of debate as well as its content, respecting sincerity and intention, listening to one another, avoiding inflammatory and accusatory language, taking time to indicate we understand those we disagree with, focusing on the issues when presenting our views, recognizing diversity rather than stereotypes, avoiding using argument or evidence we think might support our case regardless of its actual relevance or value)

iii. Processing issues theologically (encouraging discussion about what we believe and why based on exegesis, theology, ethics, culture and context; seeking discernment and wisdom.)

iv. Processing issues politically (at the right times using the formal processes of the church to make decisions which may allow different views, affirm one view rather than another, or defer debate.)

b. There is often value in taking time out from formal debate to allow other processes to continue at a more informal level of reflection and interaction.

c. There are people we can respect even though we disagree with them. There are others for whom that is, quite honestly, more difficult. It is unrealistic to expect that everyone we disagree with is someone we respect or that there is nobody whose integrity we are uncertain about. This applies to one’s own “side” as well.

d. There is a temptation to use power to embarrass or intimidate others, or to demonize them. Few are completely guiltless here.

e. A sense of perspective balances the importance of one issue relative to other issues affecting faith and life. It is helpful to be able to engage with a range of matters which Christians personally and collectively need to work at. People tire, congregations especially, of hobbyhorses. If they know where you stand you do not need to talk about it very often.

f. Important issues take decades and sometimes centuries to resolve, but God is still at work among his people and in his world.

B: How does this affect the life, even the growth, of the Church?

· Evangelism is about intentions more than about programmes, but sparing and timely programmes may be useful. It matters if love for people is not based on fear or condescension. A church that provides clear ways for people to make a knowing decision to follow Jesus and celebrates conversion is more likely to see that happen. This does not mean that doubt and struggle cannot also be owned as valid spiritual experiences “Lord I believe, please help my unbelief.”

· Hot issues in the wider church engender fear for their negative effective on evangelism. They may increase risk. They also offer opportunity. That is part of the nature of mission. It is how debates are handled more than whether or not we have them that may empty a church.

· Every church today has to deal with homosexual leadership issues at some time. Anglican, Catholic, Brethren, Baptist, Lutheran . . . 

· Churches that have a clear view on issues will attract those who share those views. Churches that have no views on issues may attract those who have no views on issues.

· Those who have views on issues may be more likely to consider it important to gather with others in worship.

· Some evangelical ministries grow congregations. Some liberal ministries grow them as well

· Some liberal ministries empty churches. Some conservative evangelical ministries empty them as well

· What we regard as moderate and reasonable attitudes may be perceived somewhat differently by others.

· Some church members will be offended by what a church or leader in our denomination is doing someplace else. Perhaps rightly. 

We may be able to suggest that we are not responsible for what others are doing in other places. At the same time there are leadership standards for our Church which are real issues and about which decisions have to be faced.

Small triggers may catch us by surprise. Apparently in the late 1960s three Australian Presbyterian Churches in New South Wales left the then Presbyterian Church over the Geering controversy in New Zealand! 

While it is appropriate to be concerned for what the denomination as a whole does or does not permit, talk of resignation may be highlighting other pastoral needs.

· Any debate, no matter how difficult, is a Gospel opportunity where it creates a common agenda (even if people may come out with different views). 

The teaching ministry of the Church is called to inform people on issues so that they are able to make responsible decisions for themselves. Some see debates as an opportunity to define their theological identity and to require people to decide which side they belong to. That is a choice that it is possible to make. 

I personally find it helpful when contentious issues are seen as an opportunity to open up options in the light of Scripture and of the situation. For me that is a rare and valued ministry. However not everyone wants options they may not be equipped to evaluate – it can be important to give a clear and simple lead. It is possible to both state a position and give space for others to see things differently. 

· Not every public issue needs to be addressed in church. The ministry and life of a congregation itself in relation to its community should have its own sense of purpose and direction and it should not be necessary to get excited about every hot topic with a high sense of urgency. 

· if you never deal with troublesome issues ever, someone may ask how much your Church is in the real world. A sense that God can handle stuff, and trusting in God we can process it, certainly helps builds faith. Being too laid back about society falling to bits around the ark of salvation may not however be faith but complacency, if it isn’t actually being callous.
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