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Dedicated to my mother in-law,

CAROLE “MA” BLANCHER. 

Thank you for ten years of working hard to love

and understand me. You modeled so much

of what this book aims for.

I can’t wait to see you again with your fancy new legs.



Foreword
Preston Sprinkle



I’ll never forget meeting Tony for the first time at a pub in his hometown where I happened to be speaking. His magnetic personality and intentional posture instantly convinced me: We were going to be lifelong friends. I was most impressed by his relentless passion for theological orthodoxy and his unswerving desire to reach marginalized people. I’ve found this to be a rare combo. I’ve met many Christians over the years who are thrilled to talk about one or the other, but Tony was electrified by both. He seamlessly shared his excitement about the latest theological book he was wading through and his enthusiasm to reach the lonely kid in the youth group whom no one wants to befriend. Meeting Tony gave me a glimpse into the heart of Jesus.

And then he told me his story. It left me on the brink of tears. He tells it in this book, so I won’t give it away. Let’s just say, Tony has had every reason to denounce Jesus and walk away from the church. Instead he has become more passionate than ever to celebrate the supremacy of Jesus and embody Jesus’ heart in leaving the ninety-nine to go after the one. Tony is, therefore, the perfect person to lead us in conversations about faith, sexuality, and gender.

Tony is one of those rare individuals who has lived on both sides of the pulpit—as a congregant overwhelmed by fear and shame wrestling with his own sexuality and as a pastor ministering the love of Jesus to others who are wondering if the traditional sexual ethic is both true and livable. In Love All Our Neighbors, Tony brings his own lived experience to the table to help us navigate the beautiful tension of celebrating God’s good design for marriage and sexuality while reaching those on the margins who are questioning whether God has a place for them in his church. Tony shatters the misperception that a traditional sexual ethic is an insurmountable barrier that stands between LGBTQ people and Jesus. Grace and truth are not at odds. Like two wings on an airplane, both are vital for flight and faithfulness.

But how do we do this? This is where the pastoral rubber meets the road. Many Christians affirm grace and truth. We believe the Bible. We believe in love. But practically speaking, how do we do this with LGBTQ people? Is it possible to believe, promote, and celebrate a traditional sexual ethic and truly love, value, and include LGBTQ people in the flourishing life of the church? Can Christian parents truly love their LGBTQ kid without sacrificing their beliefs? Can we actually preach the truth and also extend love toward LGBTQ people?

To summarize Tony’s wonderful book—yes. Yes we can. It’s not only possible but necessary: to believe what Jesus said about marriage and sexuality and to embody Jesus’ radical welcome to those around us, especially those who have been dehumanized by the church.

In Love All Our Neighbors, you’ll receive more than theoretical statements about grace and truth. As you journey with Tony in this book, you’ll feel as Tony felt when he was shamed and shunned by well-meaning Christians. You will understand how the church has placed unnecessary barriers between LGBTQ people and the gospel. You will learn how to practically love LGBTQ people while holding true to what the Bible says about sexuality. In Love All Our Neighbors, you will experience the heart of Jesus.






Introduction
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We who formerly hated and murdered one another and did not even share our heart with those of a different tribe because of their customs, now, after Christ’s appearance, live together and share the same table. Now we pray for our enemies and try to win those who hate us unjustly so that they too may live in accordance with Christ’s wonderful teachings, that they too may enter into the expectation, that they too may receive the same good things that we will receive from God, the Ruler of the universe.

JUSTIN THE MARTYR






You are a gift to the church. Without you the church loses some of its beauty, power, and function. The truth is, when you became a Christian and a part of the church, you didn’t sign on for a decaying institution in Western culture. Rather you became part of a highly complex and highly alive organism called the body of Christ. And the church is better because you are a part of it.

Yes, you are flawed, occasionally self-centered, sometimes unwise, and often miss the mark, but the church is more what God dreamed of it to be with you in it. You have gifts, contributions, critiques, and passions the church needs. You came to Christ in raggedy clothes with a prodigal spirit, and Christ redeemed you and released you into the mission of heaven.

The same can be true for our LGBTQ+ neighbors.

However, tragically, many churches have proven not to be a safe or viable option for them. When I realized my own same-sex attraction, I felt like more of a burden to the church than a gift. Many LGBTQ+ people feel similarly. There is a chasm where there ought to be reconciliation.

One of my favorite portions of the apostle Paul’s writings in the New Testament reads:

So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting people’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. (2 Corinthians 5:16-20)


What a staggering call.

Paul’s admonition that we are to “regard no one from a worldly point of view” implies that we are to regard everyone from a heavenly point of view. When we interact with our LGBTQ+ neighbors we are not interacting with an ideology, political movement, social media post, movie caricature, or bill being debated in Congress. We are interacting with people, made in the image of God, whom our Savior bled and died to redeem. We are interacting with people God loved literally to the point of his own death. When we regard people from a worldly point of view, that is a surefire sign our muddy biases and ideologies have eclipsed the redeeming radiance of the cross.

These verses also state that Christ has given us the “ministry of reconciliation.” This task of reconciling God with his children, inaugurated by Jesus, is now given to believers. Christ the King wants to be reconciled to a world severed from him, and he has appointed us as ambassadors for the task. God’s preferential method for reconciling humanity back to him is you, and me, and the rest of the body of Christ. This means that for followers of Jesus, one of our primary postures toward the world is that of reconciler.

When I was younger and first joining the ministry, I believed God wanted soldiers in his army to defend him against postmodern secularists. I had a zealous fire to defend God and shoot down untruth wherever I came across it. After fifteen years of ministry and twenty years of reading and rereading Scripture, I now know God is not looking for soldiers to defend him. He does not need defending; he defends us. He is looking for beloved partnership in the ministry of reconciliation.

The church is more than a gathering; it is meant to be a people whose lives have been caught up in the way of Jesus. We are a colony of heaven planted in the soil of earth, leaning toward the dawn of new creation—with the risen Christ the first fruits of its harvest. We stand as his ambassadors, carrying resurrection in our bones. Reconciled by grace, we are sent as reconcilers. And through this fragile, radiant community, the God of the universe whispers and thunders his appeal: Behold my beauty, taste my goodness, know my love. And yet sometimes we actively harm vulnerable people while trying to be a reconciler. LGBTQ+ people have been consistent casualties of this unintended harm. And it can feel as if there is no way to reconcile without more hurt. Or if there is a way, it feels to many that there is no turning the tide on the harm already done.

In a world where culture wars have created casualties on both sides of the political aisle, where political tribalism threatens to tear the church apart, where secular sexual ethics are not just accepted but considered the only moral option, where postmodern gender theory is widely embraced, where many wonder if the church has anything meaningful to offer the world anymore, where disagreement is grounds for terminating relationships, where some states seek to restrict parental rights if they refuse to grant children gender reassignment care and other states seek to restrict their rights if they do . . . in this world, is it possible for orthodox Christian churches to become places where LGBTQ+ people don’t just show up but thrive?

Some may dismiss this as a naive dream. But I am convinced it is not only possible, it is necessary. It is a holy imperative. And I see a new imagination rising: followers of Jesus stirred with longing to live out the holy imperative. Captivated by his love, his embrace, his radical welcome, they ache to see the church mirror Christ’s love—wide enough, deep enough, fierce enough—for everyone.


What This Book Is Not

In an age of virtue signaling and bitter polarization, clarity is essential. Whenever I speak about the church and our LGBTQ+ neighbors, there is inevitably at least one person who is quick to project political motives onto me. Their allegiance to their partisan tribes deafens them to what I am saying, and they assign assumptions that often drown out my words.

So I need to be clear. This book is not a partisan manifesto. It does not peddle a liberal vision of culture-warring, nor does it toe the conservative party line.

I have no interest in baptizing diversity-and-inclusion slogans, just as I have no interest in rallying behind reactionary rhetoric. If a phrase in these pages sounds like a dog whistle to one camp or the other, hear me clearly: It is not. The aims of this book stretch beyond the narrow trenches of our political battles. They cannot be contained by the myopic categories of left or right.




What This Book Is

My concern is not culture war, but Christ. Not slogans, but the gospel. Not ideology, but the way of Jesus—full of grace and full of truth. Christ started and ended his incarnated ministry with magnificent proclamations such as “The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news” and “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses” (Mark 1:15; Acts 1:8). When it comes to heeding these words for our LGBTQ+ neighbors, the church has often fallen tragically short. We need churches to remove the significant and harmful barriers that are keeping LGBTQ+ people at bay.

These barriers range from subtle to overt, and they have been baked into the fabric of many faith communities thanks to culture wars, tribalism, troubling ideas about God, and our own fear of “the other.” Time and again I have seen church leaders change their language in the pulpit when discussing LGBTQ+ people but fail to address the barriers in the community that result in deep pain for LGBTQ+ people. The pastor may actively discourage homophobic slurs and avoid “Adam-and-Eve-not-Adam-and-Steve” hackneyed clichés, but many in the congregation have been discipled for decades by other voices to treat LGBTQ+ people with fear and suspicion, even those committed to the Bible’s vision for sex, marriage, and gender.

In fact, this fear and suspicion of our LGBTQ+ neighbors has kept many church people from acknowledging that there are LGBTQ+ people in theological alignment with the historic perspective on these things. There are gay or same-sex-attracted Christians who actively resist their sexual desires out of obedience to Jesus. There are Christians who experience incongruence between their inner sense of self and their physical bodies (gender dysphoria) but who press forward in faithful discipleship.

There are many, many unheard and unseen LGBTQ+ Christians.

It is the core conviction of this book that many followers of Jesus want to see LGBTQ+ people embraced by the radical love of God. The intention of God revealed in Scripture is that this embrace would happen in our churches. It can be this way. We just need a little help getting there.

I have spent the last several years traveling everywhere from California to Pennsylvania to Ontario in Canada helping churches, leaders, believers, and parents figure out how to love the LGBTQ+ people in their lives even as they hold to a traditional sexual ethic. This book pulls from those experiences and is my humble attempt to help equip followers of Jesus on this journey.

What follows is my best attempt to do four things:


	Examine the tension churches often feel between loving LGBTQ+ people and remaining committed to the historical Christian sexual ethic.


	See how churches have failed to love, minster to, and effectively reach their LGBTQ+ neighbors and instead built barriers that keep LGBTQ+ people at a distance.


	Uncover the reason for these barriers, as well as the historical moments, trends, and ideas that got us here.


	Explore practical guidance and theological convictions that can help us move forward. We will look at examples of prominent leaders who have loved and received LGBTQ+ people without discarding the historic, traditional stance on sex, gender, and marriage, and we will cast a vision for a church witness that is full of grace and truth.




This book is not intended to be a comprehensive theological exploration of the ethics or science of same-sex unions and gender transitions, although we will examine these matters along the way. Nor is it strictly a memoir chronicling my own story as a same-sex-attracted Christian. This work intends to explore how disciples of Jesus can do in the church for LGBTQ+ people what has been done in the church for other broken people in need of Jesus: Remove the barriers between Jesus and the people who need him, and create spaces where everyone is invited to thrive in the body of Christ.




The Urgency of the Moment

Entering into this conversation can be daunting for some, but we ignore it at great cost. This topic is not going away. The existence of people who experience attraction to the same sex or gender dysphoria won’t be prayed away, thrown away, or ignored forever. More people every year are identifying somewhere within the LGBTQ+ paradigm. Recently, a poll revealed that upward of 30 percent of Gen Z identifies somewhere within the LGBTQ+ experience.1 Sooner or later, this topic will become personal for you. At some point, you or someone you love is going to understand what it is like. If you’re reading this, you or someone you love likely already does.

The church is left with a few options on how to respond. We can put our heads in the sand and never address it, but in so doing we will leave it to an unredeemed world to lead the conversation instead. We can take up arms and try to fight it, but, as we will see in a later chapter, this will do more harm than good and compromise our witness. Or we can be like Jesus. While the growing number of people identifying as LGBTQ+ might sound alarming to many inside the church, there is also much to hope for. These people have the same aching hunger for Christ we all do.

The church must recover a missional imagination for our LGBTQ+ neighbors—helping them, like all of us, find and follow Jesus. Not only those outside our walls but also the many already within who love Jesus. They are not outsiders but members of Christ’s body, grafted in by the same redeeming cross and welcomed into the same family. Yes, the shape of self-denial, cross-bearing, and repentance will look different for LGBTQ+ believers than for straight believers. But difference is the beauty of the body. We are all invited to follow Jesus with a limp. And when the whole church limps together toward the kingdom, the world begins to shimmer with the holy fire of God’s love.

The conversation about LGBTQ+ people and the church is messy, tangled with pain and misunderstanding. It is full of theological complexity and a sordid history where the church has frequently failed to reflect Jesus. Yet it is precisely into this mess that Christ calls his people to bear witness—patiently, humbly, and with the relentless hope of resurrection

It is not too late for LGBTQ+ people outside the church to find and follow Jesus, and it is not too late for the church to help them. If we don’t get serious about cultivating spaces where our LGBTQ+ neighbors can bring their whole stories to the table and be called to the cross-carrying, self-denying, life-discovering way of Jesus, we won’t care for those currently in church either.

The church is the beloved community of God. It is the physical representation of Christ on the earth. It is a community of love, belonging, holiness, affection, repentance, hope, forgiveness, and grace. Church has not always felt like this for many LGBTQ+ Christians. It’s time for the church to be church for everybody.











1
The Felt Tension
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Truth does not change according to our ability to stomach it.

FLANNERY O’CONNOR






The idea of me writing a book like this felt impossible a decade ago. I spent the first twenty-three years of my life hiding my same-sex attraction from everyone. It was a secret embedded with crippling shame. Somehow, through God’s mysterious affinity for redeeming stories, here I am. Not only writing this book but having spent much of the past five years watching God leverage my pain and shame for the healing of others.

A few months ago, I spoke on my story and the Christian sexual ethic at a conference. I shared the bitter pain that came with experiencing same-sex attraction in conservative Christian spaces and how it nearly cost me my life. But I also shared about the beauty and transcendence of God’s design for male and female in marriage, known as the traditional sexual ethic. I ended my talk with a plea: Embody a grace that heals the wounds of shame, and advocate for the truth that God has defined marriage and gender with exquisite intention. We redefine marriage and gender at our own peril, no matter how honest our motives may be.

After the session ended, people lingered to talk, ask questions, share encouragement. Then, as things quieted down, a man (another pastor) approached me. He waited until the crowd had thinned, then walked up slowly with a heaviness in his eyes.

“Thanks for your message,” he said, and paused. “It was faithful . . . and I needed to hear it. But can I be honest with you?”

“Of course,” I said.

He took a beat, then said, “I have LGBTQ+ people I care about in my congregation. I’ve sat in their living rooms. I’ve watched them cry. I’ve had to repent of my own homophobia. And I don’t know how to love them well while maintaining a traditional ethic. I feel like the traditional ethic is a betrayal to them.”

He looked away for a second, then back at me, and named a tension many of us feel.

“It feels like no matter what I say, or don’t say, I’m failing someone. So lately, I’ve just gone quiet. And that silence . . . it’s starting to feel like cowardice. But I still don’t know what to do. The traditional ethic feels so unloving sometimes.”


The Progressive Position Is Not a Magic Elixir

There is a common tension many of us feel in this conversation. It seems to some that in order to be truly loving, we must embrace a progressive vision of sexuality and gender and discard the traditional one. Others discard being loving in order to embrace the traditional vision. To frame the traditional ethic against authentic love is a false dichotomy. But that hasn’t stopped it from gaining steam in recent years.

A while ago I was at the Washburn Café, the best coffee shop in Springfield, Oregon, for those in the know. I sat across from an old friend who identified as progressive. I, along with a stellar team, had recently planted Open Table Church. This friend wanted to know our church’s stance on LGBTQ+ issues.

I told him our church believed that Jesus’ table was big enough for all of our stories, that we worked hard to love anyone who came through our door, and that we prayed every Sunday that we would receive whoever joined us just as Jesus had received us. I told him that experiencing same-sex attraction myself had made me ultra-aware of how churches can be uniquely precarious places for LGBTQ+ people and that we were actively working to be a place where LGBTQ+ people could thrive. I also told him our church held to the historic, traditional view of sex and marriage.

“So, you’re a non-affirming church?” he asked.

I hate that term, non-affirming. I don’t believe my views on what someone does with their genitals determines whether or not I affirm their entire personhood. The term is indicative of our cultural moment, though. We are so defined by our sexual interests that to not affirm what someone does with their sexuality is to not affirm their personhood. The truth that we are more than who we want to sleep with gets lost in the discourse. Intentionally or not, the discourse reduces our humanity to sexual desire. And it seems that many of us are all too willing to let our humanity be reduced to what we desire.

Now, to be clear, I do not advocate a Buddhist-style renunciation of desire. When properly ordered and understood, desire is key to human flourishing. In his book The Gift of Thorns, A. J. Swoboda makes a strong case that human beings have the capacity for desire not because of original sin but because their Creator experiences desire. Swoboda writes:

Given how central repentance, holiness, and self-denial are to Christian spirituality, one could uncritically presume that Christianity and desire are inherently hostile. But does this hold up? To Scripture? Or to the way of Jesus? . . . These ideas are as half-baked today as they ever were. Not only this, but they’re detached from reality and dangerous to the human soul. We were made to desire. To be desireless is inhumane.1


Desire is not in and of itself bad. Desire in its purest form is a gift. However, until our deepest desire is for God himself, we must never forget that we are much more than what we desire.

But I knew my friend was not looking for that soapbox. So I answered his question honestly.

“We affirm what Scripture has taught, that sex is intended for a biological man and a biological woman in the covenantal union of marriage.”

He looked at me like I’d just told him we should go kick some kittens. Then he said, “The only church safe for LGBTQ+ people is an affirming church. Non-affirming churches are deadly to queer people. You can do everything you want to welcome queer people, but unless you’re affirming, nothing else you do will matter.”

I thought this was an audacious claim for a heterosexual agnostic to make to a same-sex attracted pastor. I let my heterosexual progressive friend vent his misgivings about how toxic my church would be to his gay friends. I genuinely listened. And honestly? I understood where he was coming from. His concern is shared by many well-meaning progressive voices both inside and outside the church.

A common belief among progressives is that we have to sever ourselves from the historic theological perspective on gender and sexuality to genuinely love and serve LGBTQ+ people. I myself spent many years wrestling with this tension. However, I have become convinced that it’s misleading to call the historic theological perspective inherently harmful.

The largest scientific survey ever conducted of LGBTQ+ people and their religious backgrounds debunked the assertion that the progressive perspective is the only safe one. In this survey, it was discovered that 81 percent of LGBTQ+ people grew up in a faith community, and 51 percent left after turning eighteen. And, shockingly, of the 51 percent who left, only 21 percent did so over theological disagreements.2 They were far more likely to leave because of negative experiences such as homophobia or because they were kicked out, felt unsafe, or weren’t being allowed to contribute. Even the 21 percent who left over theological misgivings didn’t always leave because they disagreed with the church’s theology of sex and marriage.3

One gay man said, “I left the church because I couldn’t find one person who would listen to my story, really listen.” A gay couple said, “We never expected this church to conduct our marriage ceremony. We just wanted them to love our kids like any other kid.”4

The narrative is often framed as “Christians who hold a traditional sexual ethic harm gay people.” But is this universally true? Is it the ethic held or the way we hold it? Many times, this question isn’t given its due diligence. Preston Sprinkle writes, “Sweeping generalizations like ‘Christians’ and ‘gay people’ are very unhelpful—as if every gay person is harmed by every Christian who holds to a traditional marriage ethic. What about the hundreds of thousands of gay people who believe in a historically Christian view on marriage and sexual ethics? They don’t say they are harmed by the theology they believe in, even if they say they’ve been hurt by fellow Christians with the same view.”5

This belief, that the historic position on sex and marriage is inherently harmful, is not rooted in verifiable data. It is the product of a culture that believes humanity to be far more fragile than it is. In their searing work The Coddling of the American Mind, moral psychologist Jonathan Haidt and lawyer-activist Greg Lukianoff rebuke our culture’s tendency to cocoon young people and guard them from challenge. Human beings are not just not fragile, they point out—they are antifragile. Challenges don’t break us; they empower us. The opposite is also true: “When we protect people from risk and discomfort, we deprive them of the necessary adversities to help them grow.”6

My point here is not that we should subject LGBTQ+ people to unnecessary risk and pain. Rather, it’s that being in a room with someone who disagrees with us, even about significant matters, isn’t going to hurt us. A traditional sexual ethic is not unsafe—but the posture we hold it with can be.

There are many barriers between the church and LGBTQ+ people, and adopting a progressive position on sex and marriage will not make them suddenly disappear. What’s more, it’s not the task of the church to upend two-thousand-year-old historic positions so it can appeal to those who find said positions offensive. It is, however, the task of the church to represent Jesus to the world, be ministers of reconciliation, and bear witness to the goodness, beauty, and love of Jesus.

And yet when we hear a statement like this—“Marriage, defined by Scripture, applies only to opposite-sexed biological males and females in lifelong covenantal union”—it’s easy to feel discouraged by how exclusive it is. The problem is that the conversation is framed in such a way that it robs the traditional sexual ethic (and a healthy theology of the body, for that matter) of its beauty and context. This is why it feels unloving. Before we go any further, we must recover the beauty of God’s created order from underneath the rubble of violent fundamentalism and ignorant progressivism.




Traditional Ethic

This is not a comprehensive review of the traditional ethic, as there are several rich theological works exploring this topic.7 What I’d like to do here instead is unpack what we mean by “traditional ethic” and why there is beauty to be found in it. A corrective is necessary, since the loudest voices defining the traditional ethic have come either from hardhearted, anxious, outraged fundamentalists or from wounded, reactive, revisionist progressives.

Neither group has charitably or accurately captured the beauty and context of the traditional ethic. Despite how harsh fundamentalists might make it sound, God’s created order tells the most beautiful, hopeful, loving story in history. And despite what defensive progressivism might say, God does have a well-defined, thoroughly understandable ethic.

When people discuss sexual ethics, particularly concerning same-sex relationships, the conversation often centers on what the Bible prohibits. This is the wrong place to start. Before we ask whether the Bible forbids same-sex marriage or gender transition, we must ask deeper, more foundational questions: What does Scripture say marriage is? What does Scripture teach about our bodies? For followers of Jesus, boundaries are not about restriction but about revelation: God revealing his design for creation, covenant, and, ultimately, human flourishing.

In 1 Corinthians 7, Paul addresses issues of sexuality, celibacy, and marriage in the early church. It’s important to note what Paul assumes: that sexual intimacy belongs within the covenant of marriage. That assumption is not arbitrary; it reflects a deeply rooted theology of creation, one that sees human sexuality as a gift to be stewarded according to God’s intentions.

To understand what God’s intentions are, we have to go back to the beginning, in Genesis, where the Bible tells the story of how everything began. Suspend for a moment questions about science and evolution, and you will see God is up to something magnificent here. The creation story in Genesis 1 has a poetic rhythm to it. It also has a central idea that is pivotal for understanding what God is up to: God creates the world by creating unity in diversity.

Read the creation account and you’ll find God purposefully pairing things that, on paper, seem so opposite they could not possibly fit together. But that is the beauty of God’s design: unity in diversity. God’s power, and his prioritization of unity, means things that don’t seem to go together are formed into creation, not chaos.

Imagine creation as a vast, intricate tapestry being woven by a master weaver (God). Each thread has its own color, texture, and place. Some threads are very different, almost opposites, but the weaver pulls them together side by side, weaving contrasts that create a beautiful, unified, and diverse picture.

With this central idea of unity in diversity in mind, we can see a trajectory in the story that is not merely informational; it’s not accidental; it is building to something. Creation begins by taking complementary opposites and uniting them:


	Light and dark (Genesis 1:3-5). Two things that do not naturally coexist but, when united in God’s transcendent design, give creation the circadian rhythms necessary to flourish.


	Sky and earth (Genesis 1:6-8). Above and below. So far apart from one another that we still don’t know how far the skies are above the earth. However, when they’re brought together, creation is placed within time and space, ripped from the conceptual and rooted in reality.


	Land and sea (Genesis 1:9-10). The thunderous waves of the ocean could not be more elementally different from the dry dirt of the desert, yet when married in creation they form the boundaries that make life possible. Shorelines become places of transition, provision, and beauty—harbors for life to emerge, ecosystems to thrive, and stories to begin.


	Sun and moon (Genesis 1:14-19). One blazes with fire and floods the world with light; the other is quiet, reflective, pulling tides in the night. Different though they are, they work in tandem, marking days, seasons, and the passage of time. They speak of order, balance, and a world ruled by faithful light, even in darkness.


	Birds and fish (Genesis 1:20-23). One soars through skies with feathered wings; the other darts through the depths with scales and fins. Their realms are disparate (air and water, flying and swimming), yet they fill the spaces above and below, proclaiming that even the most unalike belong in the same creation song.




Then we get to the climax of creation:

	Male and female (Genesis 1:27). This is the pairing to define all pairings. Just like the other contrasts in this chapter, man and woman are not the same. It is the differences between man and woman, not the sameness, that reveal God’s priority for unity in diversity.



Ultimately, God values unity in diversity because that is the only way for us to be in relationship with him. Unity in diversity is how our space comes into contact with his space. God is very different from us. He is infinitely wise; we are only occasionally wise. He is always just, good, and true. We have a tendency toward oppression, corruption, and deceit. He is all-powerful, ruling even over nature. We are in control of little, even if we fool ourselves into believing otherwise.

God loving us into existence, we who are so very different from him, exposes his high priority for unity within difference. We tend to love those who are most like us, make space for people with similar interests, and invite like-minded people to our tables. Our relational networks are more segregated than we often want to admit, The United States, being torn apart by political polarization, bears witness to this. But this is not so with God. He built values of unity in diversity into the very fabric of creation. The union of man and woman is his ongoing testimony of this truth.




God’s Tapestry

The dark thread next to the light thread isn’t a mistake; it makes the light shine brighter.

The blue thread of the sky beside the brown thread of the earth gives shape and dimension.

The thread of the sun and the thread of the moon, the threads of birds and fish—all different, all necessary to complete the design.

And then the master weaver comes to the center of the tapestry: male and female.

These two threads are not the same color or texture. They stand out as distinct and different. Placed together, their difference forms the pattern’s heart. Their difference makes the tapestry complete and vibrant. This is no accident. The weaver deliberately created a design where unity comes through diversity, not uniformity. The whole tapestry depends on the interplay of contrasts to reveal the fuller picture of God’s glory.

In Genesis 2, this idea gets even clearer. The Bible says, “A man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh” (v. 24). This “one flesh” union isn’t just about physical intimacy; it’s about two people becoming united in a deep, meaningful way that goes beyond emotion or biology. We call this unity marriage.

This union between man and woman is more than a relationship. It’s a sacred sign pointing to something greater than itself. Just like the pairing of heaven and earth, marriage shows God’s plan to bring unity in diversity.

When a man and a woman come together in marriage, they reflect God’s heart for unity, not uniformity. Their relationship becomes a living picture of the union God wants to have with his creation. Marriage, then, isn’t a human idea. It’s God’s idea. And in the Bible, this purposeful relationship always shows a man and a woman coming together in a way that tells the truth about who God is and what he’s doing in the world.

N. T. Wright captures this beautifully when he writes, “The man and woman coming together are a symbol of something profoundly true of creation as a whole. Male and female together is itself a signpost pointing to that great complementarity of God’s whole creation, of heaven and earth belonging together.”8

In other words, the Bible does not present marriage as a cure for loneliness, a convenient social arrangement, or even simply a lifelong commitment between two people. It’s not about fitting a mold, stepping into adulthood, or the desire for romance. It’s not even a divine expectation. The Bible presents marriage as a symbol God embedded in creation to reflect his purposes.




Upping the Ante

Paul takes this a step further in Ephesians 5, where he draws a breathtaking parallel between human marriage and the relationship between Christ and the church. Husbands are called to love their wives as Christ loved the church, sacrificially, redemptively, and with a life-giving love. Wives are called to respond to that love with trust and devotion, modeling the church’s response to her Lord.

Don’t miss this. Marriage is a union intended to proclaim a story, namely, the story of Christ’s relentless faithfulness, harrowing pursuit, and self-sacrificial love for us. Marriage is not only a romantic act; it is a missional one. It proclaims fidelity, love, and grace to a world dying from lack of these things. The biblical paradigm for marriage, according to Paul, “refers to Christ and the church” (Ephesians 5:32 ESV).

In the biblical imagination, marriage is not an end in itself. It is a sign pointing to something greater. It is the gospel made visible in flesh and blood. By this logic, marriage has a missional function. It proclaims to the world the staggering love and unending faithfulness of God toward us. In a world where fidelity is scarce and self-sacrifice might seem foolish, marriage understood on Scripture’s terms is a glimpse of new creation.

This symbolism continues all the way to the final pages of Scripture. In Revelation, the consummation of history is portrayed not simply as a victory or judgment but as a wedding: “The wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready” (Revelation 19:7). The ultimate union is not between two people but between Christ and his redeemed people, a covenant fulfilled in glory. The Bible starts with a marriage in a garden and ends with a marriage in a garden-city (Revelation 21:2-3).

The man and the woman are different, because God and people are different, because heaven and earth are different. But when man and woman come together in marriage, they embody the unity in diversity used by God to compose creation. This unity is a sign to a deteriorating world that God and humanity will live in perfect harmony. It points to a promise that one day heaven and earth will come together in transcendent matrimony. It is a sermon married couples preach with their lives: Despite how different we are from God, he will go to the farthest lengths to rescue, redeem, and be unified with us.

Christopher West writes, “In creation, God’s mystery of love became a visible reality through the union of the first man and the first woman. In redemption, that same mystery of divine love becomes a visible reality in the unbreakable union of Christ and the church.”9 Marriage tells a story not just about love between two people, but about the love that made the world and will one day remake it. This is why the church’s theology of the body and its understanding of marriage matter so deeply. Our bodies are not just biological; they are theological. They expose a beautiful order behind all of creation.

In this we see that marriage and our bodies have both form and function. The form of marriage is a one-flesh union of biologically different people in lifelong covenantal relationship, and the form of our bodies is the two biologically different categories of people introduced in Scripture.10 The function of marriage is to testify to the world of God’s relentless faithfulness and unfailing love for us, even though we are different from him, and to proclaim that one day he will fully unite heaven and earth, our fundamentally different spaces. The function of our bodies is to testify to his embedded value for unity and diversity.




A Parable in Flesh and Blood

When we repurpose human bodies and marriage for our own purposes, we are not simply expanding the definition of marriage and gender; we are rewriting the story they tell. The creation of humanity as male and female is not a biological afterthought. Men and women are not interchangeable but distinct, and their differences are designed to reflect unity in diversity. The body itself speaks of divine truths, especially in its capacity for union, communion, and fruitfulness. Human bodies, and their covenantal union in marriage, are a sermon God preaches through creation.

While many same-sex couples demonstrate beautiful virtues like love, loyalty, courage, and even sacrificial commitment (some of my favorite love songs were written by Christian lesbian singer Brandi Carlile), Scripture does not define marriage based on emotional or moral quality alone. It defines it in terms of form and function: a covenantal, sexual union between male and female, who together embody the unending love of God and mirror the mystery of divine union.

Of course, this high vision of marriage has often been dishonored, even and especially by heterosexual couples. Divorce, infidelity, casual sex, and the commodification of bodies have marred the sacredness of marriage in countless ways. But failure to live out the ideal does not invalidate the ideal itself. On the contrary, it highlights our need to recover it. The church is not called to adjust its standards to accommodate cultural norms; it is called to lift its eyes to a greater story: one that redeems, restores, and redefines love itself.

In a culture obsessed with autonomy and self-fulfillment, the historic Christian vision of marriage and human bodies offers something different: a sign pointing beyond ourselves, a calling to mutual self-giving rooted in the Creator’s design and revealing the Redeemer’s love. Marriage is not a social contract. It is a sacred covenant, a parable in flesh and blood of a love that will never let us go. And our bodies are not human meat suits that conceal our true authentic selves; our bodies are exquisitely part of the real us.

As you can see, marriage and human bodies are not peripheral, secondary constructs in Scripture. They carry massive significance. As Laurie Krieg wrote in a recent Instagram post, when a book begins and ends with something (as the Bible does, beginning and ending with a wedding), it’s telling you, “That’s what this is about.” The Bible is not about a sexual romance between two humans. It’s about a divine romance between God and his people and the harrowing lengths to which he’ll go to find those people when they are lost.

There are worthwhile reasons to safeguard the way Scripture reveals and defines gender, marriage, and sex. But there is also a legitimate tension between how the church has held these beliefs and how it has used them to justify treating our LGBTQ+ neighbors with indignity. In the next two chapters, we will look more closely at these indignities and harms. Holding to a traditional ethic while seeking to love well sometimes feels like an unclimbable mountain.





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




  Sommaire



  

    		Cover



    		Title Page



    		Dedication



    		Contents



    		Foreword by Preston Sprinkle



    		Introduction



    		1 The Felt Tension



    		2 Hiding to Be Loved



    		3 The History of Harm



    		4 Casualties of Culture War



    		5 Moral Panic



    		6 Ungodly Theology



    		7 Repent and Believe



    		8 The Fruits of Repentance



    		9 Can I Get a Witness?



    		10 When Someone You Love Comes Out



    		11 A Bigger Table



    		Acknowledgments



    		Notes



    		Praise for Love All Our Neighbors



    		About the Author



    		Like this book?



    		Copyright



  







  Pagination de l’édition papier



  

    		1



    		2



    		1



    		2



    		3



    		5



    		6



    		7



    		8



    		9



    		10



    		11



    		12



    		13



    		15



    		16



    		17



    		18



    		19



    		20



    		21



    		22



    		23



    		24



    		25



    		26



    		27



    		28



    		29



    		30



    		31



    		32



    		33



    		34



    		35



    		36



    		37



    		38



    		39



    		40



    		41



    		42



    		43



    		44



    		45



    		46



    		47



    		48



    		49



    		50



    		51



    		52



    		53



    		54



    		55



    		56



    		57



    		58



    		59



    		60



    		61



    		62



    		63



    		64



    		65



    		66



    		67



    		68



    		69



    		70



    		71



    		72



    		73



    		74



    		75



    		76



    		77



    		78



    		79



    		80



    		81



    		82



    		83



    		84



    		85



    		86



    		87



    		88



    		89



    		90



    		91



    		92



    		93



    		94



    		95



    		96



    		97



    		98



    		99



    		100



    		101



    		102



    		103



    		104



    		105



    		106



    		107



    		108



    		109



    		110



    		111



    		112



    		113



    		114



    		115



    		116



    		117



    		118



    		119



    		120



    		121



    		122



    		123



    		124



    		125



    		126



    		127



    		128



    		129



    		130



    		131



    		132



    		133



    		134



    		135



    		136



    		137



    		138



    		139



    		140



    		141



    		142



    		143



    		144



    		145



    		146



    		147



    		148



    		149



    		150



    		151



    		152



    		153



    		154



    		155



    		156



    		157



    		158



    		159



    		160



    		161



    		162



    		163



    		164



    		165



    		166



    		167



    		168



    		169



    		170



    		171



    		172



    		173



    		174



    		175



    		176



    		177



    		178



    		179



    		180



    		181



    		182



    		183



    		184



    		185



    		186



    		187



    		188



    		189



    		190



    		191



    		192



    		193



    		194



    		195



    		196



    		197



    		198



    		199



    		200



    		201



    		203



    		205



    		206



    		207



    		208



    		209



    		210



    		211



    		212



  







  Guide



  

    		Cover



    		Love All Our Neighbors



    		Start of content



    		Contents



  







OEBPS/images/CH_LoveAllOurNeighbors_dingbat.jpg





OEBPS/cover/pagetitre.jpg
HOW CHURCHES THAT HOLD A TRADITIONAL

SEXUAL ETHIC CAN CARE FOR LGBTQ PEOPLE

LOVE
ALL

OUR

NEIGHBORS

TONY SCARCELLO

Foreword by Preston Sprinkle

==
vp

An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, lllinois.





OEBPS/cover/cover.jpg
HOW CHURCHES THAT HOLD A TRADITIONAL

SEXUAL ETHIC CAN CARE FOR LGBTQ PEOPLE

LOVE
ALL

OUR

NEIGHBORS

TONY SCARCELLO





