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by Graham Turner


You are the God
who little by little
takes the lid off
your majesty and mystery.

You are the God
who can square circles
walk on water
and love the unlovable

You are the God
who wants to address us
with words that explore new avenues
and images that open new possibilities.

Now make us open
to all you have to give.

Amen.

This morning I felt I should say something about the controversial issue of homosexuality that has the potential to tear apart the worldwide communion of Anglican churches, and other denominations too.  Why now you may ask?  Well because our Bishops and Archbishops from across the world have been in Britain for the Lambeth Conference that meets every 10 years.  The Press are all ears to hear what may come out of their deliberations - especially if there is disagreement or division about the gay issue.

What I intend to say over the next 10 to 15 minutes I hope will be constructive to the debate, not divisive, and not taking one position over another.  I believe the church needs healing and reconciliation over this matter, not further schism and the pain.  

Because I want to be accurate about what I say, and so that people can look up what I actually said, I will read my text

I realise that sexual issues are not always easy to talk about in church, especially for some of our older members who were brought up in an age when such matters were not talked about in public.  However, sexuality is at the core of our God-given humanity, and the Bible is not shy on such matters - you only have to read the book ‘Song of Solomon’ to see what I mean.

It has been during the past 30 years or so that the issue of homosexuality, the gay issue, has been talked about openly in the public arena and also increasingly in the church.  Before then there were gay people, (as there have been throughout history), but they were secretly homosexual and had not as we say nowadays, ‘come out’.  So whilst it was an issue then, it was not one that we had to deal with - except to ignore or hide it.

Today it threatens to fracture whole denominations just as the issue of slavery did 200 years ago, and before that the issue of circumcision in the New Testament church (another sexual issue). The real issue here, of course, is not simply homosexuality - but how do the texts of the Bible and our experience of life inform and guide our lives today?

There have generally been two kinds of approach to the Bible when dealing with this question:

1.  The first is to carry over into the present day the rules, laws and guidelines of the Bible and apply them without any change.

2.  The second approach is to ask what is at the heart of Scripture, and what light does that shed on how we understand and interpret the statements of the Bible today.

Most people, I think, would agree that there are some statements we should not simply apply today.  For instance:

a. We no longer require women to cover their heads in worship, 

b. Or forbid them from all forms of church leadership.

b. And slavery is no longer condoned today, as it was in the Old and New Testaments.

Our rereading of the Scriptures in the light of contemporary challenges has always led us to new interpretations of Biblical statements.  This is a process that was happening even while the New Testament was being formed:

1.  In the gospels Jesus radically reinterpreted the Old Testament by reading it from a different perspective.  For example, he reinterpreted the rules for the Sabbath, and more importantly reinterpreted how people’s sins were forgiven.  These two matters alone angered the religious establishment.

2.  In the book of Acts and the in Epistles, St Paul turned over long held traditional beliefs on circumcision, and how to regard food that had been offered to idols.

Struggling with the application of scripture has always been a hot potato, and always will be.

So, I hear you say, how do we deal with the volatile issue of homosexuality and the several instances where the Bible appears to be addressing it?  Well, the Church of England and the Anglican Communion has sought to create space and time to reflect, think and pray over this matter in order that we might be able to discern the mind of God and hear the voice of Scripture.  Agreed guidelines were put in place in order to give us such a ‘breathing space’ as we wrestled with the issue, and with Scripture.

Unfortunately I, along with many other mainstream Anglicans, feel that we have not be allowed a period for calm debate as we have been bullied by the extremes on each side of this arguemnent.  The American church has broken the agreed guidelines by consecrating a practising gay man as a Bishop, and then by blessing this partnership, politically I believe, just before the present Lambeth conference.  At the other end of the spectrum we have traditionalists who want to dictate to us how the Bible should be interpreted (in line with their views of course), and dictate who we can and who we cannot be in fellowship with.

This saddens me for a number of reasons:

1.  The Anglican Church has never been the sort of church that tells people what to believe in such a directive manner.  I value the Church of England as a place where I can disagree with my sisters and my brothers, and yet still be in fellowship and love with them.

2.  We have been robbed of a chance to have a good open debate on the subject of homosexuality, trusting that the Holy Spirit will guide is, as he guided the New Testament church in their serious disagreements.

3.  All this agro has taken our energy away from saving the world where we face a number of enormous crises, each of which threatens the existence of the human race.  I truly believe that we have a solution to these crises in the salvation offered by Jesus of the Gospels.

4.  I am sad because Christians have wounded Christians, and gay and straight people have been set against one another.  As St Paul says if there is one body of Christ, then the eye cannot say to the hand, "I have no need of you", nor can the head say to the foot, "I have no need of you" - to do so will be to break the body of Christ.  The command of Jesus was not to be right, but to love one another - this is our greatest gift for the world.

So, I hear you now say, well what do you believe Graham about the matter of homosexuality and gay partnerships?  Well, if I tell you, I hope that you will still love me, and regard me as your brother in Christ, and continue to share Communion with me.

My position is that I am still somewhat agnostic on the matter.  I hope that this doesn’t disappoint you, but rather that it encourages you to have an open mind to explore the Scriptures and listen to others.  Let me elaborate a little:

· I seek to live by the Bible and by my experience of God and life.  But there are compelling arguments on both sides of this debate.  Homosexual practices are mentioned a few times in the Bible, but not in the 10 commandments and not ever by Jesus (although he raises many other issues that we often ignore).  And dealing with the verses in St Paul’s writings is not, I believe, at all straightforward.

· I have worked with the gay community in the past and know gay people.  They are not spiritually unclean people anymore or less than anyone else.  We all need a redeemer.  They are people loved unconditionally by God, worthy of our love, and worthy to be listened to.

· I do believe that heterosexual marriage is the normal way of relating, established in the Bible and in creation itself.  Without it there would be no further children and human race would fade out.  But it is not normative or prescriptive for all people.  For example, some people are called to be celibate - Jesus being one such example.

· I do not think that the gay issue is a foundational issue of our faith.  Holding a certain view on this matter is not necessary for salvation.  If we disagree, we should not divide.  

I want to close by telling you about a well-known American couple, Tony and Peggy.  Tony Compolo is sociologist, Evangelist and theologian, he has spoken regularly here in Britain at such events as Spring Harvest and Greenbelt.  His wife Peggy is a robust and bright person in our own right, being and writer and editor.  They both regard themselves informed evangelical Christians.

Tony believes strongly that the Bible does not ever allow same-gender sexual relations, or gay marriages.  Peggy does not agree with him.  She believes that monogamous gay marriages are permissible on her reading of the Bible.  (They have a paper available stating their positions.)

But what they really want to say is this, "We know it is possible for people who love each other to differ intensely over this crucial issue and not separate."  This is a grand witness and one that we as the church would do well to imitate.

So it may well be that if we find ourselves separating from other Christians over this or any other non-essential matter, then maybe we never had a deep love for the other person in the first place.

Let us then obey Jesus and love one another, 
and let us pray for wisdom for the church.

Amen.

