Over 400 turn out for Cathedral Study Day on Homosexuality

Southwark Cathedral hosted a gathering of 400 clergy and lay people to hear presentations on the contentious issue of homosexuality (Saturday 17th January).  In the light of the publication of the house of Bishops report: “Some Issues in Human Sexuality” bishop Tom Butler invited a range of speakers to give the ‘best case’ position from their theological tradition.

Key areas in the debate were covered: 1. Interpreting the Bible (speakers, Bishop Colin Buchanan and Canon Anthony Harvey); 2. Human Relationships (speakers Revd Dr Tim Bradshaw and Revd Angela Tilby); 3. Homosexuality in Society and Church (speakers Revd Dr David Hilborn and Revd Dr Jonathan Sedgwick).

The chairman, Bishop David Atkinson commented ‘the public loathes to have to think about homosexuality, but does not loathe the subject itself’.  Changes in the Church’s attitudes have matched cultural, medical and legal changes.  ‘There is an emotional gap between the exegesis of biblical texts on homosexuality and the testimony of gay Christians’.  He encouraged the audience to look again at those texts in the light of permanent, faithful and stable gay relationships, in their modern expression.

The conservative case was set out, first, by Colin Buchanan.  In a robust manner he challenged the conference to examine the text of Scripture and see the biblical polemic for the complementarity of the sexes.  In his New Testament exegesis he took us to the use of the word arsenakoitoi (meaning ‘bedding males’) and malakoi (‘soft/effeminate’) as being clear condemnations of same-sex sexual activity.  A key text is the Romans 1:26 ‘against nature’ argument.  He dismissing the view that this referred to Paul merely condemning those who acted contrary to their own nature (whether heterosexual or homosexual).  Rather, the wording ‘God gave them over’ (v 24, 26, 28) refers to the penal implications of their idolatry.  Paul condemned all same-sex intercourse, something he believed all his readers would be agree with (v29ff.).

Anthony Harvey distinguished between the need to ‘acknowledge the authority of the Bible’ and ‘seeing the Bible as authoritive in every area’.  He pointed out that Jesus challenged the Pharisees’ view of ‘corban’, where they had allowed the Old Testament injunction to not break one’s oath to outweigh the more weighty 5th commandment, to honour one’s father and mother.

‘Such an example gives a model of how it is possible to respect the authority of the Bible without seeing it as authoritive in every area.  The case for homosexuality, needs to be heard in the light of Jesus’ concern for the marginalized, the poor and persecuted.  Whatever else the Bible might say, we should be primarily concerned for those experiencing pain in the homosexual community’.  (Although other speakers made the point that it could be argued that those who are most likely to be persecuted today are those holding to traditional biblical teaching on this matter).

Dr Tim Bradshaw used an extended illustration of infant Baptism as a model of the self-scrutiny and judgment which enables a child to grow up as a member of the Church.  ‘Such strictures take us back to the creator-God who orders our social relationships through institutional design’.  Dr Angela Tilby responded by quoting the development of the theology of marriage through the Book of Common Prayer service (where procreation is put first) through the ASB service to Common Worship.  The preface to these latter services emphasises companionship.  The modern protestant church has freely accepted the idea that sex is a ‘good’ in itself, even when procreation can not happen.  The Church is wrong to expect celibacy of homosexuals who do not feel themselves vocationally called to celibacy, and, to be consistent with the ASB marriage service, they should be encouraged to form sexually exclusive same-sex friendships.

David Hilborn spoke of a direct challenge from a reporter over his views of homosexuality: ‘So it’s a sin, then?’  ‘At the time I found that it hard to answer that question because of the way in which society makes no differentiation between homosexual orientation and homosexual practice’.

Traditionalists need to be aware of how much the tide of opinion has changed in the last 30 years, this being reflected in popular opinion, legislation, same-sex adoption and transsexuals being allowed to modify their birth certificates.  

‘Homosexuality is a sin, yes’.  But, the ‘whole sorry ecclesiastical mess is a sin’ and, all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.  The way forward is to balance biblical morality with grace.  Doctrinal truth is often presented as cold and condemning.  The heart of the Gospel is that truth finds its fulfilment in God’s love.  Doctrinal truth isn’t compromised when compassion and respect are shown.

Jonathan Sedgwick began by apologising that he wasn’t Canon Jeffrey John (who was unable to speak at this event), but conceded that he had been strongly influenced by Canon John’s teaching on this matter.  It is wrong to look for a cure for homosexuality.  Moreover, homosexuality cannot be automatically equated with a call to celibacy.  ‘What damage is done by faithful same-sex partnerships?’  He pleaded that the church waste no more time on this debate.

The emotional arguments used were very powerful.  Several people stood to affirm their same-sex love, many of whom claimed to be in faithful, same-sex partnerships for decades.

The biblical case was rigorously endorsed and represented.  But those opposed to the traditional teaching assume that, either the Bible is irrelevant to the current debate, because it does not anticipate the complexities of the modern gay scene.  Or, the Bible is not authoritive for us in this area.

We are left with a gap, not between competing theological positions, but between the exegetical and the emotional argument.  

This concurs with the conclusions set out in Some Issues in Human Sexuality (Church House publishing 2003)

Although their critics have accused them of a naïve fundamentalism, evangelicals have become increasingly aware of the importance of engaging with biblical criticism and issues of biblical interpretation and have sought to engage constructively with the ethical issues raised by contemporary culture.

However, generally speaking, this has not led evangelicals … to depart from the traditional Christian rejection of homosexual practice… this is because most evangelicals and many others remain convinced that, even when looked at in the light of the most up-to-date interpretative techniques, the Bible still seems clear in its rejection of the same-sex sexual activity, and for them this necessarily settles the matter (1.3.26, p.29)

The challenge to the Church has polarized between the exegetical and the emotional argument and a judgement between which is most important.  One wonders whether there is not a way to have both, and clear conclusions to be reached in order to guide the Church in these difficult days.
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