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William Sloan Coffin once said: “Homosexuality is not a big issue for Biblical writers. In the 66 books of Scripture (71 if you’re Roman Catholic), only seven verses refer to homosexual behavior. Some time ago, I picked up a pamphlet entitled ‘What did Jesus say about homosexuality?’ Opening it, I came across two blank pages. Closing it, I read on the back, ‘That’s right, nothing.’” Later he went on to say that the issue the church should be addressing—I’m paraphrasing—is not whether “homosexual practice” is “contrary to Christian teaching,” but why denying homosexuals full citizenship and participation in the church isn’t “contrary to Christian teaching.” Why has it been so difficult to persuade General Conference that less than a dozen, mostly obscure, Bible passages should not be allowed to bash homosexuals when the evangelical message of Jesus and Paul focuses on God’s unbounded love for everyone? Why have we been unable to end our church’s obsession with using less than a dozen, mostly obscure, Bible passages to tell homosexuals whom they can love and with whom they can live in life-long committed relationships? To answer these questions is not an easy task but I will try to make some proposals.

First, the biblical evidence is not quite as simple as Coffin, one of our generation’s greatest prophets, has made it out to be. To be fair to the “other side,” in addition to what some have dubbed the seven “clobber” passages— Genesis 19, Judges 19, Leviticus 18.22 and 20.13, Rom 1.26-27, 1 Cor 6.9, and 1 Tim 1.10—we have to add Genesis 1-2 and Mark 10.7-8, which speak of the joining of a man and a woman in marriage. I know, big deal, so we’ll make it nine passages (or a dozen if you count the Synoptic parallels to the Mark passage). If the “other side” were to be fair to us, they should take off Genesis 19 and its parallel in Judges 19, which are not about homosexual intercourse but about heterosexual rape, which brings the number back to seven.
Whatever—seven, nine, or a dozen—the number of passages pales in comparison to the biblical witness about adultery, injustice to the poor, bearing false witness, and loving one’s neighbor. The prohibition against same-sex intercourse didn’t make it into the Big Ten—that is, the Ten Commandments—but the prohibition of adultery did, along with some other biggies, like murder and stealing, and the really big one, idolatry. I don’t know about you but I think the focus on homosexual sex has been a smart strategy: change the subject so that General Conference is taken up with talking about the sex lives of a minority instead of the sexual misconduct of the majority, the complicity of us all in murdering thousands of Iraqis, our silence and inaction in the face of genocide in Rwanda and Sudan, the complicity of us all in allowing men, women, and children to die of hunger and HIV/AIDS, our stealing from the poor so that we can accumulate more stuff, our idolatry of wealth, and our complicity in the idolatry of U.S. imperialism. This diversionary tactic has to stop!
Coffin also misspoke when he said that the seven, nine, or dozen biblical passages at the center of the debate concern homosexuality. That concedes too much to the “other side.” Let’s concede that every one of these passages condemns male same-sex intercourse. But let’s also stand firm and say that every one of these passages condemns male same-sex intercourse by heterosexuals who engage in idolatrous pagan rituals, or use sex to exploit others or as a form of violence against women, aliens, and enemies. To identify homosexuality with that kind of sexual immorality is unscriptural and “contrary to Christian teaching”! To condemn all homosexuals on that basis violates the commandment against bearing false witness! For these reasons, I refuse to concede that these passages are about homosexuality and homosexuals.
But that is not to say that these passages are irrelevant to the discussion of homosexuality and to homosexuals:
Genesis 1 says that God created humankind in God’s image, male and female. So what? Gays are still male! And lesbians are still female! They, no less than the rest of humankind, are created in the image of God.

Genesis 2.18-25 says that God created woman to be a partner with man. As biology, it gets it backwards, but its opening to an egalitarian vision of the relationship between man and woman moves in the right direction, even if it doesn’t quite go far enough. Why not go all the way, and affirm the ideal of partnership for homosexual and heterosexual unions and committed relationships alike? I wonder, though, whether what the “other side” thinks about the scriptural authority of the “family values” embedded in the descriptive statement that “a man leaves his father and his mother” when he unites with his wife. Is the practice of a married man and woman remaining or returning to live with the husband’s parents contrary to scripture and Christian teaching? Are they permitted to live with the wife’s parents? Perhaps the rejection of gay and lesbian partners by their parents is a blessing in disguise, since it makes a virtue out of necessity: they are forced to live in conformity with this scriptural teaching. I’m joking, of course, about a serious and painful fact of life for many gays and lesbians. But it goes to show just how ridiculous biblical fundamentalism is.
Genesis 19 and Judges 19 condemn xenophobia and sexual violence—period. Their condemnation applies as much to homosexuals as to heterosexuals. I just wish the “other side” would acknowledge that sexual violence is more prevalent among heterosexuals. I also wish they would tell me what they do with the scriptural authority of these biblical stories’ acceptance of the dominant “family values” of their culture, according to which females in the family are considered commodities that could be negotiated in the observance of codes of hospitality.
Leviticus 18.22 says “You shall not lie with a male as with a woman.” This passage is silent about a woman lying with a woman, but who is the “you” here? Does it mean that a woman is only to lie with a male in the “missionary position,” so as not to lie with a male as with a woman? Or does it only have to do with male anal intercourse with another male, as in Leviticus 20.13, which clears up the ambiguity? If one of the warrants for this prohibition is that males are to be sexually aggressive and females are to be passive, perhaps we could agree with these passages that it is wrong for any male to be sexually aggressive toward another male. Besides, in cases of sexual assault in prisons, are not the aggressors more likely to be heterosexuals? In cultures where anal rape of men is an acceptable weapon of war, are not the rapists heterosexuals? These practices clearly are contrary to scripture and Christian teaching. But the same standards also apply to treating male and female prostitutes as passive sexual commodities. In the biblical world, these passages were speaking to heterosexuals, but today they can also speak to homosexuals—not, however, by condemning all sexual intimacy between homosexuals, but by opening a conversation about standards of sexual intimacy for all persons.

The same can be said about the New Testament passages. Romans 1.26-27 has been too narrowly applied to sexual morality, and even more narrowly to homosexuals.
 Part of the problem lies with the English translations. If everyone had to discuss the New Testament passages in the original Greek, it would be much more difficult to narrow the focus and to be dogmatic about “what the text says.” The NIV took the lead of the KJV and RSV, which tilt the Romans passage toward sexual matters with the translation “lusts,” which is also in the NRSV. But the Greek word encompasses a broad range of passions and desires, which includes but is not limited to sexual passions and desires. It is also clear that this passage does not condemn all such passions and desires as such; rather, Romans 1.29-31 condemn only their excessive, exploitative, and violent extremes. The key terms “natural” and “unnatural” in verses 26 and 27, which in 1.18-32 are the only verses that narrow the focus on sexual behavior, also emphasize excessive forms of sexual passions, desires, and behavior. Of course, Paul meant to condemn all same-sex sexual intercourse, but in doing so he was merely echoing his own culture’s concepts of human sexuality. We are under no obligation simply to privilege Paul’s culture’s concepts of human sexuality as eternal truths—not just because we don’t agree with these concepts, but because the church has moved beyond so many other concepts about human sexuality and gender in his culture. What we can affirm, however, is that excessive, exploitative, and violent passions and desires, including but not limited to sexual ones, can lead to degrading behavior and the general decadence of societies, and they have done so, including our own present culture of sex and violence. The same is true of Paul’s primary concern, which is his typically Jewish concern about idolatry as the root cause of all social decadence. We do not think of idolatry quite in the same way as Paul and his contemporaries did, but we know a lot about how social decadence arises from idolatries of sex, wealth, and national imperialism. Persons of all sexual orientations need to heed what Paul says about the connections between these idolatries, excessive-exploitive-violent desires, and decadence!
The Greek of 1 Corinthians 6.9 is also difficult to translate.
 The RSV translates both words with a single phrase, “sexual perverts,” which might be the best solution if it weren’t for its narrowing of the first term to sexual perversion. All the other translations render each word separately. The NRSV, which translates the two Greek words “male prostitutes” and “sodomites,” reflects how these Greek words have usually been taken to mean the “passive” and “active” participants in male same-sex intercourse. Once again, Paul’s list of sexual vices tends to focus on male sexual behavior.
Twenty-five years ago, John Boswell challenged the usual translations of these Greek words and argued that Paul was speaking more generally, and not of male same-sex intercourse. He would translate the first Greek word (malakoi) as “unrestrained” or “wanton,” and the second (arsenokoitai) as “male prostitutes.”
 This proposal rightly draws attention to the fact that the first of the Greek words that Paul uses was a common one with a wide range of meaning. Dale B. Martin’s excellent discussion of these terms lends impressive support for Boswell’s translation of the word malakos as “unrestrained,” by showing that it covers any male who pursues excessive pleasures of any kind, but also who tries to avoid necessary pain, even if it is moderate—all of which make a man “soft” and “unmanly.”
 Compare the translation “effeminate” in the KJV and Richard Hays’s translation “sissies” or “dandies.”

Since this word encompasses habits of clothing, eating and drinking, and personal grooming, it fits with the non-sexual vices in verse 10, but it also fits with the sexual vices listed in verse 9. The emphasis, however, is less on the object of the excessive pleasure, which the Greek word does not specify or restrict in any way, than on the excessiveness of the pursuit of pleasures that include, but are not limited to, sexual pleasure. It could refer to a man who has an excessive desire for fine food, wine, and clothing. Even if it is limited to sex, it could refer to a man who has an excessive sexual interest in women.
The second Greek word Paul uses in verse 9 appears for the first time in all Greek literature in this verse (and after Paul in 1 Tim. 1:10 and other early Christian literature). We would do well to admit, with Dale Martin (see n. 5), that its meaning is obscure, and leave it at that. But the translator has to put some English word in the text. Robin Scroggs has argued that it referred to pederasts
—older males who had sex with younger males.
 Based on its combination of Greek terms—arsēn (“male”) and koitai (“beds,” a euphemism for sexual intercourse)—some interpreters hear in it an echo of the two Leviticus passages,
 where these Greek terms appear in the Greek versions of these passages.
Boswell’s proposed translation of the second Greek word, “male prostitutes,” includes males who hire themselves out for sex without specifying their role (whether as the penetrators or as those who are sexually penetrated) or their sex partner (whether a female or another male). Martin’s proposal, that one possible meaning for this admittedly obscure term is a male who sexually exploits others,
 is attractive, since it makes sense both of its association with the next term in the vice list (“thieves”)—if not with all the vices in the list, which all seem to have to do with people who exploit others—and with the theme of injustice that runs throughout 6.1–11.

Boswell is right that Paul’s list of traditional vices does not focus on male same-sex intercourse, but he has gone beyond the evidence in claiming that this passage does not deal with it at all.
 The analogy of mētrokoitēs, a compound Greek term similarly formed from “mother” plus the “bed” euphemism,
 which refers to a male who has sex with his mother, suggests that arsenokoitai is better translated “males who have intercourse with males.” It seems that Paul, in a way in keeping with his culture, did include male same-sex intercourse among the things condemned in this list of vices. We would do well to shift the focus from this more culturally limited point to the more enduring one that Paul makes in this passage, which, like Paul’s main point in the Romans passage, is that exploitive and violent behavior arising from excessive passions and desires are inconsistent with scripture and Christian teaching. But so is bearing false witness against homosexuals, who are no more prone to such behavior than heterosexuals.
Well, that concludes the review of the classic “clobber” texts. But I have fallen into the trap set by the “other side.” I have allowed them to define the terms of the debate. I have fallen into their trap of talking only about sex! Heterosexual love and marriage is not only about having the state’s and the church’s permission to have sex with one’s lover! Why do we let this debate talk about homosexual love and committed relationships as if they were only about sex? Why have we allowed the church to assume that “practicing homosexuals,” which has never been declaratively defined, only means engaging in genital sex? I’m a “practicing heterosexual”—my wife might be surprised that I am still “practicing”—but there is a lot more to my marriage than our sex life! If the church could just recognize that about “practicing homosexuals,” it might actually celebrate their gifts of ministry and begin recruiting them to serve the mission of the church, instead of stripping them of their God-given gifts of ministry and baptismal status as beloved children of God. My God, the very thought of it makes you weep. Yes, my God is weeping.
I’ve also fallen into the other trap that we set in collaboration with the “other side.” It’s the trap of thinking we can someday win the battle over the Bible if we just crafted the right exegetical and hermeneutical arguments. History has already shown us the foolishness of this strategy, and it is beginning to show us a far better way.

As long as the issue is cast in traditional terms, the church will be stuck in gridlock, created by two mutually exclusive and irreconcilable approaches to the interpretation of scripture. One approach has “won” the crucial votes at General Conference from 1972-2004, and will continue to do so for as long as I can see. These “winners” approach scripture with two non-negotiable first principles: (1) the Bible’s condemnation of same-sex intercourse—even if it is historically and culturally conditioned and, thus, mediated by human wisdom and knowledge—is valid for all times and cultures; and (2) debates about the concept of homosexuality (whether it was known in the biblical world or it was developed only in the 19th century), debates about the origins of homosexuality itself (whether voluntary, learned, conditioned by psycho-social factors, or genetically determined), and debates about the nature of homosexuality (whether it is a life-style or behavior, or an identity or orientation) do not affect the timeless validity of the Bible’s condemnation of same-sex intercourse. The reasons given for both of these first principles include two essentially correct observations: first, that the Bible’s condemnation of same-sex intercourse is rooted in a biblical theology of creation (the biblical understanding of the divinely created complimentarity of the male and female genders); and second, that both Jesus and Paul assume this divinely created complimentarity (Jesus when he says in Mk 10.7-8, “For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh,” a rewording of Genesis 2.24, in support of his prohibition of divorce; and Paul when he condemns same-sex intercourse in Rom 1.26-27 and 1 Cor 6.9). We have been losing General Conference votes to this approach to scripture for almost four decades and the future holds little promise for a change of the tide—unless we are willing to wait out the passing of two or three generations.
A more promising way beyond this impasse appeared at the 2004 General Conference. The vote on the petition recognizing that the church was not of one mind on this issue lost only by a hair. That points to a “still more excellent way,” to borrow a phrase that introduces Paul’s praise of on love in 1 Corinthians 13. Instead of boasting that we, and only we, have the truth, as if there is no ambiguity here, and, even worse, as if the church needs to be of one mind on this issue, we should turn our efforts to present a more scripturally sound vision of the church, not just on this issue but on a range of issues. That way we can help the church more clearly proclaim Jesus and Paul’s evangelical message that God welcomes all to the Lord’s Table, that our true citizenship is in God’s commonwealth in which everyone is welcome, and that we are saved by God’s grace alone, not by our doctrines or our lifestyles. Let’s call our church to practice Jesus’ open table in all that it says and does!
Let’s let this evangelical message and mission of one people of God living in peace with justice for everyone be that which unites, or divides, the church. All others are non-essentials. That means that we need to discover how to live with those who disagree with us on a host of non-essentials. And we need to find ways to persuade others to do the same. Otherwise Jesus and Paul’s evangelical message and mission will be smothered under the heavy blankets of dissension on non-essentials.

Now I know that I am treading on ever thinner ice and stepping on sensitive toes, but since when was one’s opinion about “practicing homosexuals” a test of orthodoxy, whether the orthodoxy is ours or theirs? Since when did one’s opinion about abortion and reproductive rights become a test of orthodox Christian teaching in Protestant traditions? Since when did one’s opinion about the death penalty become part of our church’s “standards of doctrine”? Or one’s opinion about the Iraq war, or about farm workers’ rights, or … and the list goes on and on.
Please don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying that we can’t take a stance on these moral issues, or on any moral issue. But it’s no accident that the church’s positions on moral issues are contained in the ever changing Book of Resolutions, and not in the Book of Doctrine and Discipline. That’s where the 2004 General Conference got it wrong when it moved the declaratory statement on “practicing homosexuals” into the Book of Doctrine and Discipline. I’m glad Beth Stroud’s appeal pointed that out. On all the moral issues in the Book of Resolutions, most members of churches affirm the value and goal of living together in communities of the faithful where it is safe to express our different opinions, even opinions that strongly disagree with the official church teachings in the Book of Resolutions. I think we are close to a majority approval of just such a statement about our differing opinions about “practicing homosexuals”—especially if it means the church can put this interminable debate behind us and advance the evangelical message and mission to which God has been calling the church since the days of Jesus and Paul.
There is a third trap into which I’ve been drawn: talking about the issue of homosexuality. That’s why I’ve chosen to title my presentation “Jesus, Paul, and Homosexuals.” Whatever our views are about this “issue,” the church needs to remember that we are talking about our daughters and sons, mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, grandmothers and grandfathers, aunts and uncles, dear friends, our neighbors, doctors, lawyers, teachers, nurses, athletes, artists, musicians, soldiers, sales clerks, members of our faith communities—in short, persons whose lives enrich ours in unimaginable ways—and we have no idea what their sexual orientation is. Our lives are interconnected and we are blessed by our interconnection, whether we know it or like! That is the gospel truth.
Whoever you are, you are infused with God’s grace and embraced by God’s unbounded love. Anyone who says that God loves you less than someone else does not speak the gospel truth. God loves each and every one of us, and no one can change that, not even an ordained minister, not even a bishop, not even an annual conference, not even a general conference. That is the gospel truth!
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