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Praise for The Choice

 

Concise, biblical, carefully reasoned – these adjectives characterize Ron Highfield’s latest work, The Choice: Should the Church Affirm LGBTQ+ Identities and Ways of Living?

Dealing with the key texts related to the LGBTQ+ movement, Highfield gently pushes proponents of a progressive moral agenda to be consistent in their interpretative methods. When he does so, it becomes clear that their arguments fail. And yet there is no note of triumphalism here. Rather, integrity, logic, grace, and faithfulness to Scripture are the hallmarks of The Choice. I highly recommend this work.

 

—Douglas Jacoby, Professor of Theology, Seminary of the Rockies

 

 

For more than two millennia, Jews and Christians understood the Bible to teach that sexual relations are properly limited to marriage, an institution ordained of God uniting a man and a woman for lifelong mutual care and the procreation and nurture of offspring. In recent years, evangelical Christians have been urged to abandon this understanding and recognize intimate relationships between persons of the same sex as enjoying divine blessing. Ron Highfield proposes that rather than acquiescing in the drift of our sexually permissive culture, Christians who seek guidance from the Bible examine carefully the arguments directed against the traditional understanding of sexual morality. His examination of these arguments merits the attention of every thoughtful reader who regards Scripture as authoritative in matters of faith and morality.

 

— Jeff Peterson, Minister, University Avenue Church of Christ, Austin, Texas
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The Choice: Introduction

“Are you crazy?” “Are you ready for what’s coming?” “Do you really want to do this?” Such questions kept circling around in my mind as I considered writing this book.1 Writing in defense of the traditional view of sex and marriage in today’s culture is like trying to swim up Niagara Falls. You’re in for a pounding! The dominant culture is so hostile to the biblical way of thinking about sex that it refuses to listen even to the most rational defenses of the biblical view. The moment you voice the slightest qualm about LGBTQ+ ways of living,2 you are not only dismissed as benighted but attacked as vile. And the assault is often accompanied by weeping and outrage to the point you fear for your safety. This hostile spirit is not limited to X (formerly Twitter) trolls, progressive legislators, Hollywood actors, and MSNBC commentators. I feel its presence in my workplace, my classroom, and even my church fellowship. The younger generation is either “all in” in affirming LGBTQ+ identities and ways of living, or they are confused, or, if they hold a traditional viewpoint, are intimidated into silence. All around me, voices confidently proclaim that we are not only permitted but obligated to affirm LGBTQ+ identities and ways of living. And the Bible tells us so!

I did not want to write on LGBTQ+ issues because I did not want to get involved in the culture wars with secular people. They accept neither the authority of the Bible nor the consensus of the church’s tradition. Nor did I have anything to say to progressive churches, which acknowledge the authority of the Bible only where it fits into progressive culture. But about 10 years ago, I became aware that something had changed. Before that time, I thought Bible-believing Christians, evangelicals, and other conservative believers were united in defending traditional views of sex and marriage against progressive Christians and secular humanists. However, within the past few years, a significant number of highly visible pastors, professors, authors, and church leaders who claimed to be evangelical, Bible-believing, and orthodox urged the church to accept same-sex marriage alongside traditional marriage. Nothing symbolized this change for me more than the 2014 publication of Changing Our Mind: A Call from America’s Leading Evangelical Ethics Scholar for Full Acceptance of LGBTQ Christians in the Church by David P. Gushee.3 Since 2014, the number of books advocating the biblical acceptability of LGBTQ+ ways of living has grown exponentially.4


No Alternative


Secular people follow the desires of their hearts without reference to divine law; no surprise there. Nor is it shocking to discover that progressive Christians rationalize their capitulation to progressive culture. But I was taken aback by the claim that you can remain a faithful, Jesus-following, Bible-respecting, Nicene Creed-affirming church while also embracing LGBTQ+ identities and ways of living. I am writing this book to refute this claim. It contradicts biblical morality and distorts the whole biblical faith. Biblical faithfulness and affirmation of LGBTQ+ identities and ways of living aren’t compatible and cannot long coexist in the same mind. When mixed together they form an unstable blend that will eventually resolve into its constituents. Evangelical churches and individuals that affirm LGBTQ+ ways of living will eventually become progressive or return to their biblical roots.5 More likely, such churches will divide into warring parties that will eventually go their separate ways.6 I did not write this book to give practical advice to the church about its pastoral and evangelistic ministries to LGBTQ+ people. These important tasks should not be neglected. But other authors possess more experience than I in these areas. I am writing, rather, about the fundamental doctrine that must guide all such ministries. If the church gets doctrine wrong, practical wrongs are sure to follow. Not only so, other erroneous doctrines will inevitably exert their logical force and practical demands. Nor am I speaking solely about the church’s message to people living today. I am speaking about the church’s solemn duty to preserve the whole truth of Christianity for generations yet unborn.

Many others, too, have written in defense of the traditional view of sex and marriage. In an older book that still merits close study, Robert A. J. Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice: Texts and Hermeneutics, presents an exhaustive study of all the biblical texts relevant to the issue of same-sex practice.7 In another big, scholarly book just published, Rubel Shelly, Male & Female God Made Them: A Biblical Review of LGBTQ+ Claims, places the debate about interpretation of the biblical references to same-sex activity within the larger context of the biblical view of creation, sex, and marriage.8 Many other fine books take up this cause at a popular level. So why should I write another? I have written about the doctrine of God, creation, providence, atonement, apologetics, women’s ordination, and the church. Now we find ourselves confronted with what I believe will be a defining issue of our time: will the church of Christ abandon the biblical view of what it means to be a human being and adopt a subjective view of human nature and identity? Should the church accept an individual’s self-identification as gay, lesbian, bisexual, queer, or transgender as replacements for the biblical identities of male and female, child of God, and image of God? Should the church go even further and adopt transhumanism, wherein a person possesses no given nature and retains only their subjective identity as “me”? Given what is at stake, how can I remain silent? Of what value is a theologian who cowers in silence in the hour of greatest need on the very issue that most needs to be addressed? Though I did not want to speak about the LGBTQ+ issue, I believe I have no alternative.

Is it, then, for conscience’s sake alone that I speak? What do I have to offer that other authors do not? Having read many fine books in defense of the biblical view, I still think I can contribute to this debate. First, I intend to avoid a rhetorical trap into which many defenders of the tradition fall, that is, accepting an equal or greater burden of proof than advocates of change are willing to bear. Proponents of LGBTQ+ affirmation seek to establish the affirming position as a legitimate alternative to the traditional view. We must, they contend, reexamine the scriptures without prejudice. That is to say, we should not presume the traditional view true and burden the affirming view with the task of overcoming this presumption. Instead, those advocating the traditional view must show why it is to be preferred. If its defenders cannot demonstrate its superiority, the traditional view loses its status as the only legitimate position. The affirming view attains legitimacy as a living option. I reject this reversal and am determined to hold affirming authors to the burden of proof. Because the Bible and the church have spoken with one voice for 3,200 years in condemning same-sex intercourse, the church has earned the right to demand advocates of change bear a heavy burden of proof. Indeed, it has a duty to do so.

Second, I believe I can contribute to this discussion by employing a rigorous analytic approach to the subject. Arguments presented by advocates of LGBTQ+ affirmation are often subtle and speculative. You have to read them many times to see their force and find their fallacies. At strategic points, they appeal to emotions and values embedded in progressive culture. I believe that I have developed the analytical and critical skills needed to see through their rhetorical strategies. Moreover, I’ve developed some immunity to emotional manipulation.


My Method


But how to proceed? I didn’t want to write a comprehensive survey of the literature on this subject. The question I want to answer for my readers is not what has been said, but what must be proved in order to demonstrate the “affirming” position.9 I am writing to individuals and churches that want to be true to the Bible’s teaching on faith, practice, and morality. I aim to help them understand and reject the argument that they can both affirm LGBTQ+ identities and ways of living and remain faithful to the Bible’s teaching. I believe I can best accomplish this goal by describing, analyzing and critiquing one representative book that makes a persuasive case for the “affirming” position. I chose Karen Keen, Scripture, Ethics, and the Possibility of Same-Sex Relationships to play this role.10 Why this book? Though Keen is not an elite biblical scholar, historian, or theologian, she is a well-educated person. She holds a Master of Theology degree from Duke Divinity School and has done further graduate work in Judaism and Christianity in Antiquity at Marquette University. She is Director of the Redwood Center for Spiritual Care & Education.11 Her book is short and written in a popular style. But some may ask, “why not examine the most scholarly book advocating the thesis you want to examine?”12 My reasons are simple: books written in an academic style make arguments based on knowledge of ancient languages and cultures. They construct elaborate arguments from church history, psychology, sociology, and biology. Because the average person cannot assess the soundness of such elite arguments, they are tempted to trust whichever expert makes the case for the conclusion they favor.

I consider the brevity and popular style of Keen’s book an advantage in speaking to the audience I want to reach. In fact, we are writing to the same audience, that is, Christian believers who view the Bible as the definitive authority for faith, religious practice, and morals. She defends one of the most conservative positions available among advocates of LGBTQ+ affirmation. As far as I can tell, she does not approve of polyamory or give up the ideal of life-long faithfulness to one partner. She merely brings same-sex marriages under the same set of rules as traditional marriages. Her conservative viewpoint may appeal to believers open to accepting gay relationships, but who would take offense at advocates of polyamory and promiscuity.13 Indeed, hers is the most persuasive book I’ve read written to an evangelical audience, and that alone makes it worthy of close examination. She argues in a simple way that can be evaluated by ordinary Christians based on their knowledge of English translations of the Bible, common-sense principles of interpretation, and moral reasoning open to all. Yet, Keen has incorporated material from elite biblical, historical, and theological works. Hence, I am confident that by analyzing and critiquing her work, I am also evaluating the most persuasive arguments of elite scholars.

I will follow Keen’s argument in the order she develops it. My presentation will include description, analysis and critique of her arguments. I will do my best to describe her views fairly. I am mindful that most readers of my book will not have read Keen’s book. Accordingly, I will summarize the essential message of each chapter for the reader. In analysis, I will break her arguments down into their components to show how she moves from premises to conclusions. In my critique, I will evaluate the validity, truth, and persuasive power of her reasoning by criteria that I share with her and my target audience.

 


 


 




Part I. The Argument for Gay-Affirming Evangelical Christianity


In Part I, consisting of eleven chapters, I will unfold Karen Keen’s argument for gay-affirming evangelical theology step by step with its supporting evidence and rebuttals of opposing arguments. Along the way, I will analyze her arguments into their component parts so that readers can see clearly the flow of her logic and apply their own critical reasoning to her conclusions. My critical comments will focus on her central contention that affirming covenanted gay relationships as morally equivalent to traditional marriage between one man and one woman is compatible with the traditional evangelical view of biblical authority. I will argue that Keen fails to demonstrate this thesis; indeed, it is false.

 


 




1. The Plan


In this chapter, I will lay out the essential argument of Keen’s book so we can begin our micro analysis with the big picture in mind. The overall argument can be stated as a short series of assertions followed by a conclusion. Assertions one through three are principles of biblical interpretation, and assertions four through six are derived from the experience of gay people as described in their self-testimony. The conclusion follows from combining assertions one through six.
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