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FELLOWSHIP: HOMOSEXUALITY IN THE CHURCH 

Homosexuality is an issue that challenges all Christian communities. It does so not only as a matter of 

moral discernment and pastoral care, but also as a matter of fundamental self-understanding of the 

church as both inclusive (and thus, in some sense of the term "catholic") and separate (and thus, in some 

sense of the term, "holy"). Homosexuality poses a hermeneutical challenge to contemporary Christians. 

The question is not only how we feel or think or act concerning homosexuality, but also how those 

feelings, thoughts, and actions relate to the canonical texts we take as normative for our lives together. 

The case of homosexuality presses on the church's self-understanding with particular severity because 

on the basis of a certain kind of experience, it challenges what appears to be the uniform and unequivocal 

testimony of the canonical texts. I have argued vigorously here that the narratives of experience must be 

heard and discerned, and brought into conversation with the symbols of tradition, if the process of the 

church's reaching decision is to be an articulation of faith. 

Before moving to the specific case of homosexuality, however, it is important to clarify slightly two 

aspects of the argument I have been pursuing. The first concerns the experience of God in human lives. 

Nothing could be more offensive than to challenge tradition on the basis of casual or unexamined 

experience, as though God's revelation were obvious or easy, or reducible to popularity polls. The call to 

the discernment of human experience is a call not to carelessness, but to its opposite; it is a call to the 

rigorous asceticism of attentiveness. I repeat: An appeal to some populist claim such as "everyone does it" 

or "surveys indicate" is theologically meaningless. What counts is whether God is up to something in 

human lives. Discernment of experience in this sense is for the detection of Good News in surprising 

places, not for the disguising of old sins in novel faces. 

Yet it is important to assert that God does, on the record, act in surprising and unanticipated ways, and 

upsets human perceptions of God's scriptural precedents. The most fundamental instance for the very 

existence of Christianity is the unexpected crucified and raised Messiah, Jesus. A considerable amount of 

what we call the New Testament derives from the attempt to resolve the cognitive dissonance between the 

experience of Jesus as the source of God's Holy Spirit, and the text of Torah that disqualified him from 

that role, since, "cursed be every one who hangs on a tree" (Gal. 3:13; cf. Deut. 21:23). 

Another example, as we have seen, is the spread of the gospel to the Gentiles. Easy for us at this 

distance, and with little understanding of the importance of the body language of table fellowship, to take 

for granted such a breaking of precedent that allowed Gentiles to share fully in the life of the Messianic 

community without being circumcised or practicing observance of Torah. Good for us, also, therefore, to 

read Acts 10-15 to see just how agonizing and difficult a task it was for that first generation of Christians 
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Such witness is what the church now needs from homosexual Christians. Are homosexuality and 

holiness of life compatible? Is homosexual covenantal love according to "the mind of Christ" an authentic 

realization of that Christian identity authored by the Holy Spirit, and therefore "authored" as well by the 

Scripture despite the "authorities" speaking against it? The church can discern this only on the basis of 

faithful witness. The burden of proof required to overturn scriptural precedents is heavy, but it is a 

burden that has been borne before. The church should not, cannot, define itself in response to political 

pressure or popularity polls. But it is called to discern the work of God in human lives and adapt its self

understanding in response to that work of God. Inclusivity must follow from evidence of holiness; are 

there narratives of homosexual holiness to which we must begin to listen? 
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