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TO THE PEOPLE

OF FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH,

HUNTSVILLE, ALABAMA,

WHO LOVE AND SUPPORT ME

FAR BEYOND WHAT I DESERVE.
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      “ALL ARE WELCOME HERE, as we are, as we are.”


      In the contemporary worship service at the church I serve, we frequently sing those words from Eddie Kirkland’s song “Here and Now.”1 Every time we sing them, I wonder what people are thinking: Do people really believe that? Do people believe us when we say, “All are welcome”?


      So I wasn’t surprised when our contemporary worship leader recently told me that every time we sing “All are welcome here, as we are,” someone asks him afterward, “Is that really true?”


      Do all people actually feel welcome in our place? After all, as a congregation we did issue a Traditionalist statement on sexuality. That statement does not, in any way, exclude people from worship, fellowship, or membership in our church based on sexual orientation or behavior. And it certainly does not state that anyone is unwelcome here. But because of our decision, some (regretfully) don’t feel welcomed.


      So what does “welcoming” mean—really? That is what we are talking about in this book.


      When church leaders wrestle with LGBT questions, we are not talking about whether same-sex attracted people are to be respected, or whether they should be allowed to live wherever they want, or whether they should be able to visit their partners in critical care units of hospitals, or whether their families should love and embrace them. Those are easy questions, and the obvious answer to all of them (for me, at least) is an enthusiastic Yes.


      We are considering much more difficult questions. We are talking about what it means for a church to say they are “welcoming.”


      We’re talking about whether that wonderful woman who is at church every Sunday, who brings snacks every week to youth night, and who we know is in a same-sex relationship should be asked to teach the senior high school girls Sunday school class next year.


      We are talking about what the minister should do when the chairman of the church board asks that minister to perform the wedding ceremony for the chairman’s lesbian daughter and her partner.


      We are talking about what we should tell the teens in our student ministries about same-sex intimacy, or if we should say anything at all.


      We are talking about whether your church or denomination should ordain that young man who grew up in your church, is the best young preacher you’ve ever heard, and is in a same-sex relationship.


      We’re talking about whether you should leave your church, or whether your church should leave your denomination, over this. We might even be talking about whether your church might get kicked out of your denominational family over this.


      We’re also talking about whether these are even going to be questions twenty years from now.
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      I probably should acknowledge that there are lots of topics and arguments, such as the mushrooming transgender debate, about which my lack of expertise prevents me from adding anything helpful. So, admittedly, there are important LGBT concerns that will go unaddressed in this book. My focus will be on same-sex relationships.


      One of the most difficult decisions in writing this book was the choice of language. Because my focus here will be on lesbian, gay, and bisexual relationships, I will primarily use the words same-sex attracted, same-sex relationships, and same-sex intimacy. When I use the term gay, I’m using it as a synonym for same-sex attracted even though I know not everyone considers these words synonyms. In addition, I discuss attraction, orientation, and identity in chapter seven.


      It is difficult to find terms to refer to the two sides of this conversation. Any term I considered could be interpreted as biased, disparaging, or inaccurate. I finally settled on Affirming and Traditionalist. Generally speaking, those on the Affirming side of the conversation believe we should allow for same-sex relationships, including marriage. On the other hand, Traditionalists advocate for a “traditional” interpretation of Scripture and are not affirming of same-sex relationships, including marriage. I use these terms with no prejudice toward either, and ask that you understand my intent behind their use. I plead for understanding from those who, from whatever perspective, might find my choices of language frustrating.
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      In this book you will come across words such as topic, subject, and matter. Same-sex relationships are indeed a hot topic, a complicated subject, and an important matter.


      This conversation, however, is not about dispassionate topics, academic subjects, and isolated matters. This is a conversation about people—people created in the image of God. People who love and are loved. People whose lives are affected by our words. If I appear overly theoretical on any of these pages then I will not have communicated my emotional investment in this conversation.


      This has been a very personal journey over a number of years. I have found myself at odds with close friends. I have felt the hurt of Christians who have been maligned, and I have been maligned personally. I have experienced just about every emotion imaginable along the way. I have been angered, affirmed, offended, emboldened, conflicted, confused, encouraged, and afraid. I stand where I stand firmly, but I stand here humbly and compassionately—with a few arrows in my hide from both sides of this emotional debate.


      My heart, in the broadest and deepest sense, is in this.


      I write this as the pastor of a big tent church that recently wrestled with, and issued a position statement on, the topic of human sexuality. I write this as a close friend of many church leaders whose churches and denominations are in tough conversations surrounding sexuality. I’ve been living with this topic for a long time, and if this book is of help to church leaders, it would be my honor.


      So, how might you use this book? (Well, you’re obviously reading it, so that’s one way to use it!) Beyond that, however, I have a number of particular uses in mind.


      

        CHURCHES


        Of course I write this as a pastor, and I hope this will be of help to those who share my vocational calling. I understand how difficult this conversation is for congregational shepherds.


        Yet I write this with laypersons in mind. Laypersons are usually interested in where the proverbial water hits the wheel. Laypersons are particularly practical, and encouragingly so, when it comes to discussions like this. People who make up the congregations I have served want to know both the whys and the hows. Therefore, I have provided here those things that devoted followers of Jesus are looking for, from biblical background to everyday implications. I even threw in a few stories to illustrate the “everyday-ness” of LGBT questions.


        In the churches where I worked on this topic, we made copies of an earlier form of this book available church-wide (see Appendix A for a suggested process, including how you might use this book at your church). It helped to have people reading the same thing, using the same language. The length and scope of this book were planned with that use in mind. I believe it will be helpful to make copies of the book available to all those people who are interested and to those who will be making decisions about the course your church will take.


      


      

      

        SMALL GROUPS AND SUNDAY SCHOOL CLASSES


        This book provides a brief but thorough study of a topic on the minds and hearts of lots of people. You can have a safe conversation within a circle of people who love and trust one another, and this book will facilitate that. The tone of this book lends itself to having people from differing perspectives read and discuss it.


      


      

      

        DENOMINATIONS


        LGBT questions dominate many denominational discussions nowadays. The widespread distribution of this book to pastors, church leaders, and denominational workers can work in the same way that the distribution of the book works among church members. It provides common language to use and common topics to consider. Even though I contend for a certain position, I represent opposing viewpoints so that even those who disagree with me are included in the discussion.


      


      

      

        DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


        Toward the end of this book you will find a discussion guide with questions for each part of the book. I hope these will be useful to you and your group as together we attempt to discern the mind of God, understand Holy Scripture, and love people.
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SINCE 1981 I HAVE BEEN either a missionary (seven of those years) or a pastor (the rest of those years). I’ve seen churches split over the charismatic movement. I’ve seen a great deal of mud slung over women in ministry. I’ve seen Calvinists and Arminians square off. Yet never have I witnessed the pain, demonization, and honest soul-searching that I’ve seen surrounding the church’s response to LGBT questions.

Our reputations and relationships are at risk. Same-sex attracted people are vulnerable in so many ways. The hearts of people who deeply love same-sex attracted persons are laid bare. Some see this as a battle for the soul of the church. The stakes are so high it’s sobering.

Given that, let’s begin here: there will be significant disagreements on this subject among people who love your church, love the Bible, and love Jesus. We absolutely must be respectful of one another in our discussions.

Across the country, in congregations like yours and almost certainly including yours, there are people who have same-sex attraction. Others are learning how to respond to news from family members about those family members’ gay identities. This is a tender matter for many, and every time we talk about this we should assume we are in the presence of someone who either is same-sex attracted or loves someone who is.

I will not deny my personal trepidation as I write. To begin with, I prefer to have people like and admire me. What I say about this topic sometimes makes a difference in the way people view me and my leadership, so I admit my consternation.

More importantly, I have a knot in my stomach because I don’t want to cause harm. I don’t want to hurt or alienate the gay and lesbian community. I don’t want to ignite the flames of division in anyone’s church. I don’t want to imply even a trace of disparagement toward those who will disagree with my position.

For whatever it’s worth, then, please know the weight I feel in writing this book. If it were not such an important topic, I would gladly have avoided it.

I believe my primary job in writing this is to do my best to be someone who “correctly handles the word of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15). I believe your primary job is to decide if what I’m saying is true to Scripture (Acts 17:11). Neither one of us can abdicate our roles.

You deserve to know my stance up front. I will state it rather simplistically here, and then plead with you to read this entire book and let me unpack these words. The phrase that best describes my position is “Welcoming but Not Affirming and Mutually Transforming.” “Welcoming but Not Affirming” is a phrase made popular by Stanley Grenz. “Welcoming and Mutually Transforming” was coined by David Fitch. We will look at both phrases in this book.

In short, Welcoming but Not Affirming and Mutually Transforming means that (1) I welcome all people to membership in the church family; (2) I do not affirm same-sex sexual behavior; and (3) I believe all of us are called to be transformed into the image of Jesus, and we all are still in process. I hope you will continue reading to see what all that means. With those preliminaries, let me offer some personal reflections.


PEOPLE ON BOTH SIDES ARE DRIVEN BY ADMIRABLE MOTIVES

While both sides have their narrow-minded, acrimonious crusaders, this debate is usually between people with good hearts. Faithful followers of Jesus who hold progressive views on same-sex matters are motivated by compassion and an admirable desire for fairness (often referred to as justice). They are compelled by a passion for equal and nondiscriminatory treatment of everyone. I know stories of people whose watershed moments came while facing the awful reality of racial discrimination and who want to be sure we do not make the sinful mistake of discriminating against same-sex attracted people.

The views of many who support same-sex relationships grow out of the belief that it simply could not be God’s will that someone have a same-sex attraction (through no choice of their own) and not be able to live a fulfilling life with a devoted companion. Furthermore, every Affirming person I know admirably believes a church has a spiritual imperative to reach out to those on the margins, whether they are on the margins because of race, economics, social standing, or any other reason, including sexual attraction. My friends who I disagree with on the same-sex topic are kindhearted, generous Christians who simply want what is best for others. I cringe when I hear them mischaracterized.

There are those whose Affirming positions have been costly. People have lost jobs and friendships because they have courageously stated their convictions. I have pastor friends whose character has been maligned and whose churches have lost members because of the pastors’ willingness to go public with their affirmation of same-sex marriage. I admire their courage and integrity, even though I disagree with their position.

Likewise, Traditionalists—those who affirm sexual intimacy only between a married man and woman—demonstrate admirable motives. People I know who hold a Traditional position on marriage and sexuality are not driven by hatred or fear (despite common charges to the contrary) but by their love for God, which compels them to hold to the authority of Scripture. They are trying to follow the example of Jesus and live out both grace and truth. Candidly, it angers me that so many on the Affirming side attempt to claim the exclusive high ground on love and justice. That is, I believe, a weak and indefensible mischaracterization of people on the Traditional side of this debate.




LABELS AREN’T HELPING

One of the disappointing things surrounding this debate within the Christian family is the labeling of our spiritual siblings. On the one hand, some Traditionalists accuse those on the Affirming side of not caring anything about the Bible, and sometimes even challenge the sincerity of their Christian faith. Those who do not affirm same-sex intimacy can be terribly harsh in their assessment of those who see the matter differently.

Yet those who advocate same-sex intimacy within committed relationships can be equally ruthless, often accusing those on the other side of being haters, afraid, and intolerant. Narrow-mindedness and intolerance are not limited to those on the right; there is also a fundamentalism from the left that is poisoning our culture. Labeling people we disagree with squashes healthy dialogue and makes us all look bad.




THIS ISN’T JUST A GENERATIONAL THING

It’s true that surveys demonstrate generational differences on lots of topics, including gay orientation and behavior. But to suggest that different convictions regarding LGBT topics are primarily generational is arrogant, lazy, and an insult to all generations!

It makes younger generations seem naïve, impulsive, immature, and not yet capable of a well-thought-out decision. It makes older generations seem obstinate, dense, and unable to change their minds even if confronted with new information. It is more helpful to set aside age differences and have a kind but candid conversation about biblical evidence and interpretation.




TRADITIONALISTS SHOULD CHANGE SOME ASSUMPTIONS

Of course, I regret the assumptions many people make about those who do not affirm same-sex intimacy (“They are bigots, homophobes, and Neanderthals”). Yet, as one who holds a Traditional view of marriage and sexuality, I want to acknowledge the unfortunate assumptions about gay people made by many who share my position. Stereotypes have not been helpful in our consideration of LGBT topics, so let me try and correct a few.


	Same-sex attracted people are not all on a crusade to force their opinions on to everyone else. There are those who simply want to live their lives without changing mine. It is wrong to assume every gay person is a militant activist.


	The relationships of gay couples are not, as some would claim, inevitably unhappy. I know gay people in monogamous, long-lasting, committed relationships who appear to be as happy as many straight couples I know.


	It is wrong to assume that children of gay couples are more maladjusted than those of straight couples. I do believe a mother and a father together provide the best potential for an ideal home, and I do believe that is God’s design. But I know sons and daughters of gay couples who are well-adjusted people.


	All gay people don’t hate or even resent people like me who have a Traditional view of marriage and sexuality. They don’t all think that I, and people like me who share a Traditional view of sexuality, are bigots, homophobes, and Neanderthals.







LET’S MOVE PAST ARGUMENTS OVER THE “CAUSE” OF SAME-SEX ATTRACTION

A debate still rages over the reasons behind same-sex attraction. And whether or not one believes the root of same-sex attraction is nature or nurture often depends on which side of the debate one is on.

Affirmers often point to what they say are innate physiological reasons, such as hormonal or genetic influences, behind same-sex attraction. They contend that God created some people as same-sex attracted and if that is how God made them, we should bless same-sex relationships. Surely, Affirmers contend, we don’t expect people who are made gay by God to miss out on the joys of intimacy.

Many Traditionalists argue that same-sex attraction is not inborn. They contend that it is a matter of arrested sexual development, some irregularity in one’s upbringing, or pure choice. After all, if God “made them this way” it would be necessary to explain how God would then not expect gay persons to live out their God-given sexual orientation.

The evidence actually points to a confluence of factors. Same-sex attraction almost certainly results from a combination of nature and nurture, some convergence of genetics and environment. Certainly, the evidence points to strong, innate factors. What seems absolutely clear is that the attraction is not the choice of the person. The behavior is a choice, but not the attraction.

Frankly, we don’t know all the reasons why someone is same-sex attracted. And it would solve nothing if we could know.

To me, it seems most prudent to acknowledge our ignorance regarding why someone is same-sex attracted and focus on what people do with that same-sex attraction. As a Traditionalist, I won’t be in the least surprised or deterred if, one day, some irrefutable proof is offered that the neurology and biology of straight people are somehow and slightly different from that of gay people. I still will want to include gay people in the circle and also encourage their abstinence (more on that later).

Remember the story from John 9 of the man born blind:


His [Jesus’] disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?”

“Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but this happened so that the works of God might be displayed in him.” (John 9:2-3)



I believe we cannot speak definitively to the origin of same-sex attraction. We can, however, live a life in which the powerful and grace-filled work of God is displayed and lovingly encourage others to do the same.




LET’S MOVE BEYOND PLACING BLAME ON PARENTAL “MISSTEPS”

It is misguided to assign “blame” to the parents of people who are gay. There are almost certainly a myriad of factors contributing to an attraction to those of one’s own sex. To make the assumption that same-sex attraction is the disgraceful result of parental mistakes does not contribute anything helpful to the discussion. Such a crude supposition inevitably causes countless good parents to feel undeserved shame.

Author Justin Lee, a Christian man who is gay, says:


I don’t believe there’s anything parents can do to prevent their children from being gay. I had strong, warm relationships with both of my parents, felt fully and completely loved, was given healthy amounts of discipline and independence, and everything else I’ve heard recommended to parents. If I turned out gay, any kid can turn out gay. Meanwhile, my three siblings turned out straight, and we all were raised by the same parents.

Having a gay child doesn’t necessarily mean parents did anything “wrong.” Instead of blaming themselves, parents should focus on showing their child all the love they can and keeping their relationship strong as the family works together through the moral and theological questions they face.1






LET’S NOT SEND THE MESSAGE THAT WE’LL LOVE PEOPLE ONLY IF THEY CHANGE

The subtle (and often not-so-subtle) message that some churches have sent to same-sex attracted people is that we will love and accept you if you will get treatment and become opposite-sex attracted. In the end, the insistence on a new sexual orientation has (1) proven to be an overly simplistic expectation and (2) been deeply hurtful for many Christians who cannot, despite their most prayerful and persistent efforts, “become heterosexual,” yet wish to be faithful members of the church family.

Exodus International was a high-profile Christian ministry that for many years had the mission of championing and facilitating the “conversion” of same-sex attracted persons to heterosexuality. In 2013, however, Exodus closed up shop and acknowledged they had overpromised on the possibility of such re-orientation. Their message in closing was this: sexual re-orientation is possible, but not nearly as likely as many had believed.

Communicating to people with same-sex attraction that if they change and become straight then we’ll accept them is simply sending the wrong message. Please understand: I don’t want to imply limits on God’s power to liberate us from anything that is less than God’s best for us. I simply don’t want to make our love for those who are same-sex attracted conditional on that liberation.

1 Corinthians 6:9-11 says:

Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor men who have sex with men nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. And that is what some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.


That text makes all of us grateful for grace and hopeful for transformation. Yet I contend it is pushing the meaning of the text too far to suggest it guarantees sexual re-orientation if we will only believe deeply enough and work hard enough.

Author Rosaria Champagne Butterfield wrote this about her experience of converting to Christianity: “The God of the universe burst into my secular world and atheistic worldview in the person of Jesus Christ in 1999, when I was thirty-six years old, happily partnered in a lesbian relationship.”2 A dramatic sexual re-orientation such as Butterfield’s confirms God’s transformational power, but should not, I believe, be expected or demanded of every follower of Jesus.




“TOLERANCE” HAS BEEN REDEFINED

This is the age of a new kind of tolerance. The tolerance of yesterday meant we respected other people even though we disagreed with their positions. Today’s tolerance means we must acknowledge all opinions and beliefs as equally valid. To talk of ultimate truth is to be charged with bigotry, fanaticism, fundamentalism, and closed-mindedness. Any sense of right and wrong thus disappears into a fog of “feel-good-ness.”

It’s one thing to confess, “I know I am greedy; please pray that I will become more others-centered.” It’s quite another to demand, “Please affirm my greediness!” My demand that you affirm something that is wrong in my life is a sentimentalized and untenable redefinition of tolerance.

We have moved rather quickly from “yes, same-sex intimacy is a sin, but so are lots of other things, such as pride and being judgmental” to “same-sex intimacy is not a sin.” The former statement (“same-sex intimacy is a sin, but there are lots of others”) is something every Traditionalist I know would agree is a given. The latter (“same-sex intimacy is not a sin at all”), however, is a leap Traditionalists cannot make. To use the label of intolerant for a Traditionalist in this case is so obviously unfair it is disappointing that I have to mention it.




I KNOW THIS IS PERSONAL

Controversies are common in the Christian family. Did God create the universe in seven twenty-four-hour periods, or did he create it by means of evolution? Were Adam and Eve literal persons? Is the Bible God’s revelation or witness to God’s revelation? Should we say “inerrant,” “infallible,” or “inspired”? Was Calvin or Arminias right?

Debates over such matters can get heated . . . but they aren’t personal. Eve (of Eden fame) is not someone’s lesbian daughter. John Calvin is not someone’s gay friend. When we debate theories of inspiration, there aren’t names and stories attached—at least not in the same way that names and stories are attached to the topic here.

This conversation is personal. It is about people we know and love.




AND I KNOW THIS IS RISKY

I deeply appreciate the contribution of academics who have the expertise and courage to offer their insights to the larger Christian community. I am a grateful beneficiary of those insights. I know that many who minister in the world of academia take professional risks when they take positions on a topic as hotly debated as this.

When an accountable member of a church family takes a position, however, the risk is not only professional; the risk is also up close and personal. I have the highest respect for denominational and local church leaders who have so much riding on these difficult conversations. I know many of you are concerned for individuals affected by these conversations, for the congregations and denominations you serve, and perhaps even for your vocational future.

This is risky.

It is to the risky reality of divergent opinions within the same communities of faith that we now turn our attention.
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    THERE IS A REASON LGBT questions are dividing so many families and congregations. They’re difficult. They’re knotty. They can be thorny.


    Everyone doesn’t seem to understand the intricacies. I hear people on both sides of this argument make sincere but simplistic statements. On the one side, people declare, “The Bible is clear! Men having sex with men and women having sex with women is wrong. This is not hard to understand!” From the other side I hear, “The Bible says love God and love each other! We should just preach love and live love and not get caught up in other stuff.” It’s more complicated than either of those perspectives would indicate.


    Certainly, the Bible’s position on this seems clear to me. Yet the many intricacies, nuances, emotions, and conflicts make this a multi-faceted, multi-layered, and complicated discussion.


    

      	

        It’s complicated because good and intelligent people view this matter very differently.


      


      	

        It’s complicated because finding the balance between grace and truth is difficult—so difficult the pendulum often swings hard in one direction or the other.


      


      	

        It’s complicated because we are not talking about formulas or machines; we are talking about same-sex attracted people—people created in God’s image, people who love and are loved—not just theories and position statements.


      


    


    Below are a few of the other complications.


    

      WHERE SHOULD WE DRAW THE LINE?


      This is a complicated question. In his book A Letter to My Congregation, Pastor Ken Wilson examines these words from an old hymn by Frederick Faber:


      

        But we make His love too narrow


        By false limits of our own;


        And we magnify His strictness


        With a zeal He will not own.1


      


      Wilson is right to ask whether we are making God’s “love too narrow by false limits of our own” and whether perhaps “we magnify His strictness with a zeal He will not own.” If we are being more rigorous than God would be in the application of the biblical texts that address same-sex intimacy, and if by doing so we are excluding people from church leadership and meaningful relationships that God himself would include, that is serious business.


      My favorite theme is grace, and the possibility that I might unintentionally imply there are limits on God’s love deeply concerns me. However, I always try to remember that there’s not a word in the definition of grace that implies indulgence, enabling, or “anything goes.”


      Grace is unconditional, undeserved, unlimited, unrelenting love—not undiscerning, unrestrained leniency.


      Grace does not mean our behavior doesn’t matter. Grace simply means that our worth in God’s eyes and our place in his heart are not dependent on our behavior.2


      But still . . . I always want to examine my motives and the potentially negative impact of my comments regarding divisive topics like this one. I don’t want to make God’s “love too narrow by false limits of my own.”


    


    

    

      IS THIS A “DISPUTABLE MATTER”?


      Well, that’s another complicated question. Ken Wilson pleads admirably for unity within the body of Christ, despite our different convictions on same-sex intimacy. He promotes a “third way approach”—one that moves beyond the division that arises when people migrate to the two extremes. Wilson asserts, “I think it is reasonable to regard this limited question—how the biblical prohibitions apply to monogamous gay relationships —as a ‘disputable matter.’”3


      Wilson appeals to Romans 14:1: “Accept the one whose faith is weak, without quarreling over disputable matters.” He sees in that verse (and in the two chapters that follow it) the biblical instruction for congregations to hang together over matters that are not central to the gospel, and believes it is applicable in this conversation over sexuality.


      I would absolutely agree that the topic of same-sex relationships is not central to the gospel. The Bible’s teaching about homosexuality does not rise to the same level of paramount biblical teachings such as the resurrection of Jesus and salvation by grace through faith. Is same-sex sexual behavior, however, a “disputable matter”? Well, maybe it depends on how we define disputable.


      Faithful Christians certainly do disagree over this matter, but that doesn’t make it disputable. The disputable matters addressed in Romans 14 and 15 are diets and days. I don’t mean to underestimate the tension in New Testament churches over what people ate and which days they considered holy, but I also don’t believe they equal the gravity of sexual choices.
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