
A WAY FORWARD
OR SCHISM?

Pre-Reading Packet

HALF-DAY SEMINAR WITH
REV. JIM GULLEY

FEBRUARY 2, 2019
8:00AM–NOON

AT TRINITY UMC
18TH & BROADWAY

DENVER, CO



Fifty years after its founding, the United Methodist Church stands at a perilous crossroads, uncertain whether it can find a 
way forward or will wander into the forests of schism and disunity.

The national and international scene of United Methodism contrasts sharply with the conversation and debate circulating 
around this conference. Here in Utah we are focused on the question of whether and how to unite the Yellowstone 
and Rocky Mountain Conferences. Globally the church is struggling to decide whether it can live together despite 
differences—whether we can love one another despite our disagreements.

Schism, John Wesley, and United Methodism
Schism is not new to Christianity as is evident by the incredible number of Roman Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant 
branches the faith has spawned and the endless number of denominations that exist in the United States and the world. 
What grieved John Wesley was not so much the existing divisions but schisms that occurred among people that once 
loved each other and once broke bread together. He thought their internal breaking apart was downright “evil” and 
demonstrated a failure to express Christian love.2 In Wesley‘s words, “it is only when our love grows cold that we can 
think of separating from our brethren . . . . Want of love is always the real cause‖ of schism.”  Therefore, Wesley calls us 
to be peacemakers in the church, saying “Indeed it is far easier to prevent the flame from breaking out than to quench it 
afterwards.”3

This morning let me speak briefly about the current predicament the church faces and the limited choices that appear on 
the horizon. Most of you are well aware of the dilemmas, but to ensure we are on all the same page, let me restate some 
basic church history.

United Methodism was created in 1968 with the merger of The Methodist Church and The Evangelical United Brethren 
Church. Four years later just as a new set of Social Principles were to be adopted by the General Conference, a motion 
was made on the floor that asserted that “the practice of homosexuality was incompatible with Christian teaching.” It 
passed after limited debate. But far from ending discussion, it began an endless debate within the church that now has 
caused the church to consider either a new way forward or a schismatic way out.

A Tradition of Dissent: From Bishop Melvin Wheatley to Bishop Karen Oliveto
Younger or newer people in the Mountain Sky Area might think this debate began with the election, consecration, and 
appointment of Bishop Karen P. Oliveto in 2016, the first openly lesbian episcopal leader in the denomination. A more 
accurate historical understanding would be to pinpoint the beginning of dissent and debate with the election, consecration, 
and appointment of Melvin W. Wheatley as the United Methodist Bishop of our Area in 1972—a few months after the anti-
gay resolution was adopted at General Conference.

Wheatley, the father of a gay son and with several professional gay friends, never believed that homosexuality was 
“incompatible with Christian teaching.” In fact, he and his wife, Lucile, believed the opposite—that exclusion of LGBTQ 
persons was contrary to the Christian Gospel. During their 12 years of service in this Area, they welcomed persons of 
every sexual orientation and never demonstrated discrimination or stigmatization.

In 1980–38 years ago—Bishop Wheatley defied the entire United Methodist Council of Bishops by refusing to sign the 
Episcopal Address because it reaffirmed that “homosexuality was incompatible with Christian teaching.” It was the first 
time all the bishops had not signed and Wheatley was considered a prophetic pariah by many in the denomination. 
However, never again would an Episcopal Address before General Conference claim to speak with one voice for all the 
bishops.

Two years later, when Rev. Julian Rush at First United Methodist Church in Boulder, Colorado, was “outed,” Wheatley 
appointed him to another United Methodist Church. This caused such great consternation that Wheatley was charged 
with heresy by persons from the Southeast Jurisidiction, and Wheatley faced a trial. He was acquitted by the Western 
Jurisdiction.
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Efforts to defrock Rev. Julian Rush were unsuccessful because the Rocky Mountain clergy in general stood in solidarity 
with him, affirming his excellent Christian character and extraordinary ministry. Since that time, the overwhelming majority 
of pastors and people in the Yellowstone and Rocky Mountain Conferences have sought to change the general church‘s 
teachings so that all people would be included in all the church‘s levels of leadership, rituals, and service.

Every succeeding bishop since Wheatley that has served our Area—Bishops Roy I. Sano, Mary Ann Swenson, Warner H. 
Brown, Jr., and Elaine J. W. Stanovsky —has opposed the church‘s discriminatory teaching and affirmed the equality and 
dignity of LGBTQ persons. Years ago in 2000, I sponsored an amendment to a resolution announcing that “We Will Not 
Be Silent” at our Western Jurisdictional church conference. It declared that “we cannot accept discrimination against gays, 
lesbians, bisexuals, and transgendered persons, and will therefore work toward their full participation at all levels in the 
life of the church and society.”4 Bishop Karen P. Oliveto‘s election in 2016 as a bishop was a fitting fulfillment of that public 
pledge by the lay and clergy delegates in Casper, Wyoming, sixteen years earlier.

Majority of Bishops Now Concur With Bishop Wheatley & Western Jurisdiction
The recent majority vote last month of the worldwide Council of Bishops represents a triumph for that persistent witness 
first sparked by Bishop Melvin Wheatley and faithfully proclaimed by decades of church leaders from our region. Never 
before has the United Methodist Council of Bishops voted to remove the discriminatory language from the Discipline, 
acknowledging for the first time that LGBTQ people could be ordained and married in our churches.

It is historic that the Bishops have recommended the “One Church Plan” advanced by the special Way Forward 
Commission. From one lonely voice and vote—Bishop Melvin Wheatley—to the overwhelming voice and vote of today‘s 
world-wide Council of Bishops. For the first time a minority of the bishops favored the so-called “Traditionalist Plan” 
approach of keeping the current regulations and seeking to enforce church laws more vigorously. Presumably those 
bishops and supporters think more church trials, more invasions of privacy, more persons suspended and thrown out of 
ministry, more families rebuffed from having their children married in church, and more condemnations and abominations 
uttered by church leaders— are consistent with proclaiming a loving Christ Jesus.

We don‘t know how many bishops favored the third way called the “Connectional-Conference Plan.” Probably more 
wanted to vote for it than actually did vote for it, because to implement this plan would have required innumerable 
changes in the Discipline and the United Methodist Constitution, any of which would be difficult, if not impossible to pass 
in a coherent manner. If implemented, it would have created three connectional conferences based on theology and would 
have abolished the five existing jurisdictions in the United States.

Understanding the “One Church Plan”
So what is the positive and what is the negative of the “One Church Plan”? Clearly it is a compromise and some of us find 
compromises morally and spiritually unacceptable. Others of us find them a necessary step as we find a way forward. 
Making some gains, but at a cost. An ugly reminder of compromise hovers over the church as we remember how in 1939 
when three branches of Methodism merged, they did so by creating a segregated church, a geographical jurisdiction 
based solely on race. It took 29 years before that racist scar was removed from the church.

Based on the limited amount of information we know at this point, the “One Church Plan” would remove the offensive 
language from the Discipline about homosexuality being incompatible with Christianity. It would permit the marriages 
and ordination of qualified LGBTQ persons. However, it also would allow United Methodist pastors to refuse to marry 
same-sex couples and permit conferences and bishops to forbid the ordination of qualified LGBTQ persons. So United 
Methodists would be united but not uniform in its teaching and practices regarding LGBTQ persons. Just as you cannot be 
a little bit pregnant, likewise you cannot be a little bit exclusive, if you claim to represent the inclusive Body of Christ in the 
world.

Details of the legislation have not yet been revealed, so how this will work out across the world is yet unknown. What we 
do know is that the “One Church Plan,” if adopted, will be upsetting to conservatives as well as liberals. We will be one in 
name only—claiming to be united in mission and ministry, but actually divided at our very heart. I believe:

“The very being (esse) of the church of Jesus Christ requires the inclusion of all God‘s people at every level of 
the life of the church. . . . Inclusiveness is not an optional ‘extra’ or ‘political correctness’ for United Methodists. 
Inclusiveness is not simply discretional, useful or theologically beneficial (bene esse). Inclusiveness is a way of 
being, living, working, and worshipping together in mission. . . .”5

Traditionalists will see these steps as being the proverbial camel‘s nose undermining the tent of Scripture and 
progressives will denounce the action as leaving many faithful LGBTBQ Christians around the world unwelcome outside 
the United Methodist tent.



Judicial Council Ruling
The recent Judicial Council ruling has made the probability of the “One Church Pla” being passed more unlikely. Instead of 
only the recommendation of the Council of Bishops being considered by the upcoming special General Conference, any 
petition determined to be in “harmony” with the ―purpose‖ of the special session call of the bishops can be considered by 
a 2/3 vote of the General Conference.

At this point I personally am confused by parliamentary procedure. I am told by Lonnie Brooks of Alaska that “a decision 
as to whether a petition is or is not in harmony requires only a majority vote, and if a petition is determined by that process 
to be ‘in harmony,‘ then no further action is required for it to be subject to debate and the normal process of adoption or 
rejection. If a petition, by majority vote, is determined NOT to be ‘in harmony,’ then a 2/3rds super majority will be required 
to put it on the agenda for debate and decision on its merits.” If every petition is debated before a vote, then the three 
days will end up in endless wrangling.

Therefore, the potential for deadlock in 2019 appears high. But no one knows what will happen at the three-day special 
General Conference of 2019 in St. Louis, Missouri. The delegates who will gather are essentially the same who met in 
Portland, Oregon, in 2016. The voting membership will be about 30% from Africa, 58.3% from USA, 4.6% Europe, and 
5.8% from the Philippines. Their inclination in Portland was to reaffirm and tighten all prohibitions against LGBTQ persons 
and to make United Methodism a very conservative, evangelical, if not fundamentalist, denomination. How open these 
same delegates will be to this compromise is unknown.

Towards An Inclusive Christian Methodist Church
Personally I want to be hopeful that the Holy Spirit is moving to create a truly inclusive church reflective of God‘s inclusive 
love in Jesus Christ for all of us. However, I must acknowledge that I am skeptical and fear that our church will plunge 
into schism and LGBTQ persons and their allies around the world will discover anew what it means to be part of a church 
whose theology and polity reflect closed doors, closed minds, and closed spirits.

If perchance the “One Church” model passes, those of us who embrace inclusiveness will continue to pray, preach, 
protest, and politic until the day genuine inclusiveness becomes a part of every United Methodist Church world-wide. We 
will not forsake our LGBTQ sisters and brothers, be they in in our own area of Colorado, Montana, Wyoming, and Utah, or 
whether they are in the Dakotas, the Carolinas, Liberia, the Congo, Russia, Burundi, or the Philippines.

If the traditionalists prevail, then another belief and teaching of Bishop Melvin Wheatley will be tested. He used to remind 
us that this is our church and we should resist ever being forced out of it. Some of us will never depart from being a 
United Methodist, even if United Methodism departs from us. We will stand and witness to our dying day that God loves 
all people and that Jesus death on the cross was reflective of God‘s inclusive love for all people. We will resist, persist 
and assist all those who affirm the equality and dignity of all God‘s children. Others of us may decide the nobler path is 
“Methexit” and the creation of a new truly Christian Methodist Church for the 21st century.

What will be your choice?
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United Methodists are facing major decisions about our legacy and future in the coming months and years. Myriad actions 
taken over many past years have set up a classic win/lose situation, particularly regarding human sexuality, quite common 
in today’s politics but strangely out of character with the generous spirit of our Wesleyan heritage.

Many United Methodists expect schism because that’s the kind of secular world we live in today. This is truly a moment for 
a Wesleyan third alternative.

People often ask if we know the impact that changing positions on human sexuality has had on other denominations. The 
most comprehensive analysis I’ve seen is by John P. Marcum who spent many years working with Research Services for 
the Presbyterian Church (USA). (”W(h)ither the Mainline? Trends and Prospects.” Review of Religious Research, June 
2007, 119-133)

What happened in other denominations?

Marcum divided mainline denominations into two groups based on whether they had changed their policies on human 
sexuality in ways that led to members, particularly entire congregations, leaving the denominations. He found two very 
different overall patterns of net membership change for the past 15 years. “The denominations affected by schism, as a 
group, show sharp net declines that increase from less than 1% in 2000 to more than 3% in 2010 and beyond,” he re-
ports. The other denominations “collectively show an increase in net losses as well, but much more gradual, from around 
0.5% in the early 2000s to a little more than 1% by 2015.” (124)

The impact comes from congregations leaving rather than only individual members.

Two denominations, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) and PC(USA), provided Marcum with sufficiently 
detailed data to separate losses due to congregations leaving the denominations from losses due to individual members 
leaving congregations. Between 2009 and 2015, the ELCA lost 688 congregations with 320,059 members, a total of 
around 5% of all congregations and 16% of gross membership losses for that period. In the PC(USA), the 513 congre-
gations leaving between 2007 and 2015 (also around 5%) had almost 175,000 members, or 12% of the denomination’s 
gross losses for those years. Over the past several years departing congregations have been responsible for one-third of 
net losses in the ELCA and one-quarter in the PC(USA). (124) Membership losses from individuals leaving (as opposed to 
entire congregations) has remained relatively stable in these two denominations, Marcum reports.

What might this mean for the United Methodist Church?

1. Congregations leaving is a “big deal.”
United Methodists have little experience with congregations leaving the denomination. For the most part, the United Meth-
odist pattern has been that people leave the same way they join: as individuals. They don’t take the church with them. 
This practice comes from a historic and legal understanding that the property of United Methodist churches is held “in 
trust” for those who wish to worship as United Methodists in that community.

While the “trust clause” has been generally upheld within the denomination and the courts, some changes have undercut 
its power. In long established congregations, the trust clause meant a great deal because normally these churches held 
property with value and often little or no debt. For newer churches, the denomination, through annual conferences and 
districts, would often purchase land for the new church or help finance a first building. However, today conferences often 
have less leverage. For example, a new church may own no land and meet in a rented space. All someone needs to do 
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to move such a congregation from the denomination is a pastor trusted by the people and the email list of participants. Or, 
take a congregation that has bought land and built one or more buildings with significant debt. If a pastor is willing to walk 
away from that property and take the congregation, the property left for the conference comes with massive debt and no 
prospect for payment. In these cases, the rules and leverage tend to change.

2. The easier it is to leave, the more congregations will leave.
Polity matters. Mainline churches have differing polities, and those differences matter in what number of congregations 
leave. A researcher intimately acquainted with both the United Church of Christ and the Episcopal Church told me that 
“the easier you make it to leave, the more congregations will leave.” He cited the relative ease for UCC churches to sepa-
rate from their denomination compared to the more difficult process for Episcopal churches.
It should be hard for a congregation to withdraw from their denomination. The burden of proof should be on those seeking 
to leave and take a congregation with them. After all, those interested in leaving have many other options for themselves 
among churches and denominations that share their beliefs and values. These options usually include some Wesleyan 
traditions.

Congregations rarely consider such a major schism without the active promotion of someone, often, though not always, 
the pastor. Pastors, who themselves have multiple denominational options for their ministries, should have to reckon with 
the implications of such schismatic leadership for the legacy of a congregation that often spans generations of clergy and 
laity.

Moving too quickly to the option of leaving removes the needed impetus to stay with the struggle and undermines the 
historic, though inadequately lived out, goal of unity among Christians.

3. Schism never looks so inevitable in retrospect.
This is not the first time that United Methodism in the U.S. has faced schism. Looking back, there are not many instances 
in which we can take pride. Historians note that social and cultural factors often shaped divisions more so than the narra-
tive of disunity focused on theology and social issues made at the time.

There are also times when people might have left and did not. The establishment of the racially segregated Central Juris-
diction by The Methodist Church in 1939, without a single vote for the proposal from African American delegates, left Afri-
can American congregations with every reason to leave. They did not. It is hard to imagine the United Methodist Church 
today without the contributions of those churches and the leaders they produced over the past decades.

A less noble example can be seen from the early days of my ministry in Mississippi in the 1960s as The United Method-
ist Church was forming. The new denomination would abolish the Central Jurisdiction despite continued opposition from 
many white southern leaders, particularly in my annual conference. Remember that this was also a time of much racial 
change and conflict within Mississippi that has been documented well. Tension and resentment ran high. It was not helped 
by clergy and laity who stoked the flames of schism through their recalcitrant rhetoric.

Were it not for the property trust clause, virtually every white United Methodist church in Mississippi would have left the 
denomination in the 1960s. This is not hyperbole. It is reality. I was there. Today those churches are among 1,000 church-
es led by an African American bishop that contribute significantly to the rich diversity of United Methodism.

Think about all those laity who would have left with their congregations if their churches could have taken their property. At 
that moment, they probably were not very happy about denominational policies with which they disagreed. They resist-
ed for a time through withholding apportionments and not using denominational literature, but they stayed. They stayed 
because there was something stronger that held them to their congregations despite frustration. Most would look back on 
those days with some different feelings today as time has given them a better perspective than they had amid change. 
They stayed with those with whom they differed long enough to figure out the issues together.

Some individuals left those churches, but most did not. They stayed and remained family despite a major family tussle. 
They could tolerate the fighting but did not want to break up the family. That’s where most United Methodists are today, 
in my opinion. Almost every congregation has within it people with major differences not only on sexuality issues but on a 
range of other topics. Vital congregations have learned to navigate these differences with sensitivity and integrity in most 
cases. The last thing they need is to be forced into decisions to disrupt their congregational life because denominational 
leaders, sometimes including their pastors, cannot show the same generosity of spirit.

Many United Methodists expect schism because that’s the kind of secular world in which we live today. It will be very hard 
for churches to lead the world in breaking down the dividing walls of hostility, as Ephesians puts it, while perpetuating 
division ourselves and building more walls. This is truly a moment for a Wesleyan third alternative.



4. A time for humility, grace, and remembering what’s important.
If any era should lead United Methodists to embrace a humble spirit and to show grace toward others within the denom-
inational family, it is the last fifty years. Many of us have forgotten our reason for being. We have forgotten we are called 
into a passion for scriptural holiness and reform of the nation. John Wesley’s “essentials” were never so expansive as 
some would make them today. He always feared that secondary things would overshadow his abiding passion that all 
come to know the love of God revealed in Jesus Christ.
The threat for the United Methodist Church is not primarily in losing members. All churches and denominations lose mem-
bers. What determines if a denomination expands its witness to more people rests primarily with what United Methodists 
are doing so badly today — reaching new disciples for Jesus Christ. We are distracted by so many things that we have 
forgotten the “one thing that is needful,” as Jesus said to Martha in her moment of anxiety.

It’s not that the contentious issues of today are not important. They are very important. But when there is no unifying pur-
pose and vision that all share, despite differences, then a vacuum is left within the collective capacity of our life together. 
When that occurs, the differences that will always be present expand to take up inordinate space and energy and crowd 
out the unifying vision. Our unity has never been and can never be based on anything but Christ. In Christ we trust that in 
due season we will see more fully what is now seen only dimly.



Shortly after the United Methodist Church Association of Retired Clergy (UMARC) was inagurated, Donald E. Messer and 
I received a letter inw hich the writer asked how we can justify our stance of inclusiveness in light of negative references 
to homosexual behavior in the Bible and in the United Methodist Book of Discipline. I wrote the following response:

Thanks for writing. I am taking seriously your question about how we justify our position according to the Bible and the 
United Methodist Book of Disicpline.

The most important part of the BIble for me is the life, teaching, and example of Jesus. I alos believe that ther are parts of 
the Bible that are not consisten with Jesus’ life and teaching. For instance, I Samuel 15:1-3 states that God insturcts King 
Saul to slaughter the men, women, children, and babies of the  Amalekites. This does not seem consistent for me with the 
teahings of Jesus about violence, so I am choosing to stand with Jesus.

Similarly, there are sections of the BIble that endorse slavery (Ephesians 6:5-8, Colossians 3:22, Titus 2:9, and I Peter 
2:18–slaves obey your masters). I do not believe that Jesus would echo that command for sumissiveness or for owning 
another person, so I choose to beilieve Jesus first. 

There are other passages that seem to approve a subservient/second class role for women: (Ephesians 5:22–wives, be 
subject to your husbands, or I Timothy 2–let a woman learn in silence with full submission). I wonder if you hold to those 
teachings yourselfe, or if you too have practiced themroe egalitarian perspective that Jesus models in his relatihoships in 
the Gospels: speaking in public to the Samaritan woman at the well, something Jewish law prohibited him from doing as a 
self-respecting rabbi. 

What I find missing from Jesus’ teaching is any condemnation of same gender marriage or same gender relationships. 
There are, of course, six or seven verses of the 38,000 Bible verses that prohibit same gender behavior, and the context 
of those verses in Leviticus is a reference to the dogmatic roles of men and women. The larger Leviticus context is about 
following the purity code which also prohibited (consider an “abomination”) eating shellfish and handling the skin of a dead 
pig. Most churches don’t teach those prohibitions although they are also called “an abomination.” 

The New Testament references to same gender realtiship s are written in a cutlure where those relationships with both 
male and female temple prostitues were common in Corinth. For instance, St. Paul would have known about 1,000 
prostitutes at the Temple of Aphrodite on the Corinthian acropolis. Is was also a cutler where al oinging commitement ina  
same gender realthip was completely unknown.

Once more, when we look at Jesus, his concerns in the BIble are not about same gender relationships or same gender 
marriage–they are about hypocrisy, greed, self-righteousness, superficial religion (going through the motions), hubris, 
tribalisem, and caring for the vulnerable. He seems to be consistent about the danger of disocunting someon’s workth by 
casign the as “The Other,” and thereby, demeaning or even hating them.

As to the Book of Discipline, I approach it with the awareness of the times in history when churhc authorities/leaders 
have taken what now looks like an unChrist like stand: the Crusades which slaughtered thoughtsands and thoughsands 
of Muslins in the Holy Land as well as inoccent Jews and others while the Crusaders were on the way to The Holy Land; 
the execution oof Jan Hus in Prague who was a Reformer 100 years before Luther; the persecution and threats against 
Luther himself.

I identify wit hLuther, who used “evident reason” to say that there are parts of the Bible that are not as imporantn as the 
teachings of Jesus. Luther also said the Bible is the cradle in which Christ lies, and nwhat is most important is Christ and 
not the cradle. 

One of the many egregious presetutions in religious history was the persecution of Galileo in the early 1600’s, because 
he dared to questions the biblical statement that the earth revolves around the sun. That persecution was carried out by 
recognized, “legitimate” church authorities.

An Approach to the Bible and the Book of Discipline
by Dr. Harvey Martz 
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Other instances of church leadership or church rules being woring are the advocacy for salvery by some Methodist 
leaders in the 1840’s or the effort in the early 20th century of some church leaders to keep women from voting by citiing 
the BIble passages mentioned above. In my opinion, there are instances in church history when religious authrities get 
things wrong, and those wrongs need to be righted.

As I look at those examples in misusing the Bible, and the church rules being wrong in history I have to questions the 45 
year old statment in our Discipline that questiosn the worth of persons who are in smae gender relatioships. When there si 
a difference between a church teaching or a religious rule and what Christ astand for, I will go with the latter.

I am also a passionaate United Methodist who loves John Wesley–I love his radically inclusive spriti (like Jesus), and I loe 
his teachings such as “WE DO NOTE HAVE TO THINK ALIKE IN ORDER TO LOVE ALIKE.” I think this Weleyan motto 
needs to be followed more in our Methodist circles right now.

Harvey C. Martz, D. Min., June, 2017

Martz was serving as senior pastor of St. Andrew United Methodist Church, Highlands Ranch, CO, when he retired. He 
now serves as Vice Chair of the United Methodist Association of Retired Clergy (UMARC).

Sex and the Church
by Dr. Donald Messer

“Every Christmas I have to decide whether to commit suicide or not,” declared Joshua, a young, gay Christian man at a 
conference I was attending in India. A chill went down my spine, and my heart began to break. Why would anyone want 
to die at Christmas, a time of love, gift-giving, family celebrations and church festivals? Christmas is the best time of the 
year, except if you are rejected by your family and your church and those persons you most treasure in the world. 

If you are gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgendered, or queer (LGBTQ) Christian in this world, then you know that what the 
church proclaims about love is limited and not unconditional. You know that the church’s preaching about loving and 
accepting all of God’s children is actually restricted to heterosexuals and celibates. 

You know that your baptism, genuine as it may be in the eyes of God, is treated like a fraudulent document by many 
persons claiming to be Christian, particularly those who dare to accept ordination or get elected bishops. You know that 
your church teaches nondiscrimination in society, but practices discrimination in the church, keeping you from assuming 
leadership because of your identity as a LGBTQ person. 

Why don’t Christians help us? 
You can’t even trust that your fellow Christians will protect your human rights or provide you safe space. My wife and I 
won’t soon forget two brave young Christian gay men we met in Nairobi, Kenya. The young men, Peter and Paul, still had 
wounds on their faces where they had been beaten by mobs. Yet they continued to speak out for justice and human rights. 
Peter’s question still haunts me, “Why don’t Christians help us?” 

In Sri Lanka, I met Prissy, a Christian woman who told me how she and her husband had to flee from their village when 
people found out they were both HIV-positive. Their house was burned down. Prissy’s husband has died, but she has 
organized a network of HIV positive women in Sri Lanka. She told me, “I don’t want this to ever happen again to my 
children or anyone else.” 

Joshua, Peter, Paul, and Prissy all have experienced the pain of stigma, discrimination, and even violence because other 
Christians have devalued them or persecuted them or remained silent in the face of injustice and bigotry. Prejudice and 
exclusion contribute to despair, disease and death. 



Repent and Homophobia 
If the church is to be the church of Jesus Christ it must repent of its homophobic ways and become an inclusive 
community of love and justice. If the church is to be a positive force in creating an AIDS-free world, it must become truly 
committed to eradicating stigma and championing human rights for all God’s people. This remains a major challenge to 
United Methodists and other people of faith around the world because of our difficulty in dealing with issues of sexuality 
and sexual health. 

Same-sex relationships are criminalized in 77 countries in the world. LGBTQ persons are regularly harassed, violently 
attacked and suffer many different forms of discrimination. Throughout the world, in country after country – most notably 
for the first time in Africa – courageous men and women are speaking out against this stigma and discrimination. Too 
often, however, church people remain silent, or worse yet, condone violent acts, criminalization and discrimination.  

In the United States, same-sex relationships are no longer criminalized, but many forms of bias remain rampant. The 
United Methodist Church’s profession of human rights remains incomplete, hollow and unconvincing as long as we 
champion the practice of stigmatization and discrimination against LGBTQ persons within our denomination and society. 

The United Methodist Social Principles 
Officially, United Methodist Social Principles declare: “All persons, regardless of age, gender, marital status, or sexual 
orientation, are entitled to have their human and civil rights ensured and to be protected against violence” (¶161F, Book of 
Discipline). 

All People are God’s children deserving the protection of their 
human and civil rights. 

In the United Methodist Book of Resolutions, we acknowledge that “a portion of the world’s population is lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and transgender (LGBT).” We deplore discrimination and persecution, proclaiming “that all people are God’s 
children deserving the protection of their human and civil rights.” (¶2046, “Rights of All Persons”) 

30/30/30 and the Church 
The HIV & AIDS pandemic emerged in the world over 30 years ago. Over 30 million persons have died, and more than 
30 million are infected. Almost half are women. Yet most pastors and churches won’t spend even 30 minutes dealing with 
what the United Nations once called “an unprecedented human catastrophe.” 

In the United States, 1.2 million persons are infected, but almost 25% do not know it. Almost 50% of all HIV positive 
people in the United States are African-American. Every 9½ minutes someone new is infected in the United States. 

The vision of the National HIV & AIDS strategy plan for the United States foresees that: “The United States will become 
a place where new HIV infections are rare, and when they do occur, every person, regardless of age, gender, race, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity or socio-economic circumstance, will have unfettered access to high quality, 
life-extending care, free from stigma and discrimination.” 

5 Step Challenge 
To achieve that goal I would challenge my fellow Christians to take five major spiritual steps in our ethical and justice 
journeys. 

First, let us break the silence about sex, stigma, human rights and the struggle against AIDS. Let us create safe 
places in our churches and communities where persons can openly discuss these issues without fear of recrimination, 
without bullying or bigotry. 

Second, let us promote anti-stigma programs as central to the mission and ministry of Jesus Christ. He engaged 
in healing persons with all types of medical problems. Perhaps some were sexually transmitted. But never once in the 
Scriptures do we hear a word of stigma or condemnation. Christ’s ministry with and to the lepers remains a model of 
courage and compassion for all of us engaged in HIV ministries. 

Third, let us not fear nor identify and name bigotry whenever policies deny human rights or promote stigma and 
discrimination. We cannot pretend that we champion the rights of all human beings in church society, and then make 
exceptions for LGBTQ persons. The church has tried in the past to justify discrimination against women and African-
Americans, based on the Bible and tradition. Prejudice always crumbles, against the persuasive power of the Holy Spirit 
who leads the church to new understandings of God’s inclusive love in Jesus Christ. 



Fourth, let us proclaim the homophobia, not homosexuality, is a life-style choice. We do not choose our sexual 
orientation, but we do choose whether we are going to be accepting, kind, generous, caring, etc. Efforts to change a 
person’s sexual orientation are harmful and almost always unsuccessful. Personally, I agree with the late United Methodist 
bishop, Melvin Wheatley, who declared over 30 years ago: 

“Homosexuality, quite like heterosexuality, is neither a virtue nor an accomplishment. It is a mysterious gift of 
God’s grace communicated through an exceedingly complex set of chemical, biological, chromosomal, hormonal, 
environmental, developmental factors totally outside my homosexual friend’s control. His or her homosexuality is 
a gift – neither a virtue nor a sin. What she/he does with their homosexuality, however, is their personal, moral and 
spiritual responsibility. Their behavior as a homosexual may therefore be very sinful: brutal, exploitative, selfish, 
promiscuous, superficial. Their behavior on the other hand, may be beautiful: tender, considerate, loyal, other-
centered, profound.” 

Fifth, let us refocus the church’s attention on the spiritual, not the sexual, orientation of our members and 
leaders. Same-sex, age-appropriate, mutually consenting relationships are not “incompatible with Christian teaching”. 
Lives lacking love of God, neighbor and self are. People want to know whether their pastors really love Jesus and the 
congregations they serve. The sexual orientation of a Christian is not important, but rather a life based on honesty, 
integrity, fidelity, and compassion is, along with a commitment “to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with 
your God” (Micah 6:8). 

 

This essay was first published by the United Methodist Board of Church and Society, 
Nov. 17, 2011, as “Stigma, Human Rights and the Struggle Against AIDS.”



Sexual issues are tearing our churches apart today as never before. The issue of homosexuality threatens to fracture 
whole denominations, as the issue of slavery did a hundred and fifty years ago. We naturally turn to the Bible for 
guidance, and find ourselves mired in interpretative quicksand. Is the Bible able to speak to our confusion on this issue? 

The debate over homosexuality is a remarkable opportunity, because it raises in an especially acute way how we interpret 
the Bible, not in this case only, but in numerous others as well. The real issue here, then, is not simply homosexuality, but 
how Scripture informs our lives today.

Some passages that have been advanced as pertinent to the issue of homosexuality are, in fact, irrelevant. One is the 
attempted gang rape in Sodom (Gen. 19:1-29). That was a case of ostensibly heterosexual males intent on humiliating 
strangers by treating them “like women,” thus demasculinizing them. (This is also the case in a similar account in Judges 
19-21.) Their brutal behavior has nothing to do with the problem of whether genuine love expressed between consenting 
adults of the same sex is legitimate or not. Likewise Deut. 23:17-18 must be pruned from the list, since it most likely 
refers to a heterosexual prostitute involved in Canaanite fertility rites that have infiltrated Jewish worship; the King James 
Version (KJV) inaccurately labeled him a “sodomite.”

Several other texts are ambiguous. It is not clear whether 1 Cor. 6:9 and 1 Tim. 1:10 refer to the “passive” and “active” 
partners in homosexual relationships, or to homosexual and heterosexual male prostitutes. In short, it is unclear whether 
the issue is homosexuality alone, or promiscuity and “sex-for-hire.”

Putting these texts to the side, we are left with three references, all of which unequivocally condemn homosexual 
behavior. Lev. 18:22 states the principle: “You [masculine] shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination” 
(NRSV). The second (Lev. 20:13) adds the penalty: “If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have 
committed an abomination; they shall be put to death; their blood is upon them.”

Unequivocal Condemnations
Such an act was regarded as an “abomination” for several reasons. The Hebrew prescientific understanding was that 
male semen contained the whole of nascent life. With no knowledge of eggs and ovulation, it was assumed that the 
woman provided only the incubating space. Hence the spilling of semen for any nonprocreative purpose--in coitus 
interruptus (Gen. 38:1-11), male homosexual acts, or male masturbation--was considered tantamount to abortion or 
murder. (Female homosexual acts were consequently not so seriously regarded, and are not mentioned at all in the Old 
Testament (but see Rom. 1:26). One can appreciate how a tribe struggling to populate a country in which its people were 
outnumbered would value procreation highly, but such values are rendered questionable in a world facing uncontrolled 
overpopulation.

In addition, when a man acted like a woman sexually, male dignity was compromised. It was a degradation, not only in 
regard to himself, but for every other male. The patriarchalism of Hebrew culture shows its hand in the very formulation 
of the commandment, since no similar stricture was formulated to forbid homosexual acts between females. And the 
repugnance felt toward homosexuality was not just that it was deemed unnatural but also that it was considered unJewish, 
representing yet one more incursion of pagan civilization into Jewish life. On top of that is the more universal repugnance 
heterosexuals tend to feel for acts and orientations foreign to them. (Left-handedness has evoked something of the same 
response in many cultures.)

Whatever the rationale for their formulation, however, the texts leave no room for maneuvering. Persons committing 
homosexual acts are to be executed. This is the unambiguous command of Scripture. The meaning is clear: anyone 
who wishes to base his or her beliefs on the witness of the Old Testament must be completely consistent and demand 
the death penalty for everyone who performs homosexual acts. (That may seem extreme, but there actually are some 
Christians urging this very thing today.) It is unlikely that any American court will ever again condemn a homosexual to 
death, even though Scripture clearly commands it.

Old Testament texts have to be weighed against the New. Consequently, Paul’s unambiguous condemnation of 
homosexual behavior in Rom. 1:26-27 must be the centerpiece of any discussion.

“For this reason God gave them up to degrading passions. Their women exchanged natural intercourse for 
unnatural, and in the same way also the men, giving up natural intercourse with women, were consumed with 
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passion for one another. Men committed shameless acts with men and received in their own persons the due 
penalty for their error.” 

No doubt Paul was unaware of the distinction between sexual orientation, over which one has apparently very little choice, 
and sexual behavior, over which one does. He seemed to assume that those whom he condemned were heterosexuals 
who were acting contrary to nature, “leaving,” “giving up,” or “exchanging” their regular sexual orientation for that which 
was foreign to them. Paul knew nothing of the modern psychosexual understanding of homosexuals as persons whose 
orientation is fixed early in life, or perhaps even genetically in some cases. For such persons, having heterosexual 
relations would be acting contrary to nature, “leaving,” “giving up” or “exchanging” their natural sexual orientation for one 
that was unnatural to them.

In other words, Paul really thought that those whose behavior he condemned were “straight,” and that they were behaving 
in ways that were unnatural to them. Paul believed that everyone was straight. He had no concept of homosexual 
orientation. The idea was not available in his world. There are people that are genuinely homosexual by nature (whether 
genetically or as a result of upbringing no one really knows, and it is irrelevant). For such a person it would be acting 
contrary to nature to have sexual relations with a person of the opposite sex.

Likewise, the relationships Paul describes are heavy with lust; they are not relationships between consenting adults who 
are committed to each other as faithfully and with as much integrity as any heterosexual couple. That was something 
Paul simply could not envision. Some people assume today that venereal disease and AIDS are divine punishment 
for homosexual behavior; we know it as a risk involved in promiscuity of every stripe, homosexual and heterosexual. 
In fact, the vast majority of people with AIDS the world around are heterosexuals. We can scarcely label AIDS a divine 
punishment, since nonpromiscuous lesbians are at almost no risk.

And Paul believes that homosexual behavior is contrary to nature, whereas we have learned that it is manifested by a 
wide variety of species, especially (but not solely) under the pressure of overpopulation. It would appear then to be a quite 
natural mechanism for preserving species. We cannot, of course, decide human ethical conduct solely on the basis of 
animal behavior or the human sciences, but Paul here is arguing from nature, as he himself says, and new knowledge of 
what is “natural” is therefore relevant to the case.

Hebrew Sexual Mores 
Nevertheless, the Bible quite clearly takes a negative view of homosexual activity, in those few instances where it is 
mentioned at all. But this conclusion does not solve the problem of how we are to interpret Scripture today. For there 
are other sexual attitudes, practices and restrictions which are normative in Scripture but which we no longer accept as 
normative:

1. Old Testament law strictly forbids sexual intercourse during the seven days of the menstrual period (Lev. 18:19; 15:19-
24), and anyone in violation was to be “extirpated” or “cut off from their people” (kareth, Lev. 18:29, a term referring to 
execution by stoning, burning, strangling, or to flogging or expulsion; Lev. 15:24 omits this penalty). Today many people on 
occasion have intercourse during menstruation and think nothing of it. Should they be “extirpated”? The Bible says they 
should.

2. The punishment for adultery was death by stoning for both the man and the woman (Deut. 22:22), but here adultery 
is defined by the marital status of the woman. In the Old Testament, a man could not commit adultery against his own 
wife; he could only commit adultery against another man by sexually using the other’s wife. And a bride who is found not 
to be a virgin is to be stoned to death (Deut. 22:13-21), but male virginity at marriage is never even mentioned. It is one 
of the curiosities of the current debate on sexuality that adultery, which creates far more social havoc, is considered less 
“sinful” than homosexual activity. Perhaps this is because there are far more adulterers in our churches. Yet no one, to my 
knowledge, is calling for their stoning, despite the clear command of Scripture. And we ordain adulterers.

3. Nudity, the characteristic of paradise, was regarded in Judaism as reprehensible (2 Sam. 6:20; 10:4; Isa. 20:2-4; 47:3). 
When one of Noah’s sons beheld his father naked, he was cursed (Gen. 9:20-27). To a great extent this nudity taboo 
probably even inhibited the sexual intimacy of husbands and wives (this is still true of a surprising number of people 
reared in the Judeo-Christian tradition). We may not be prepared for nude beaches, but are we prepared to regard nudity 
in the locker room or at the old swimming hole or in the privacy of one’s home as an accursed sin? The Bible does.

4. Polygamy (many wives) and concubinage (a woman living with a man to whom she is not married) were regularly 
practiced in the Old Testament. Neither is ever condemned by the New Testament (with the questionable exceptions of 
1 Tim. 3:2, 12 and Titus 1:6). Jesus’ teaching about marital union in Mark 10:6-8 is no exception, since he quotes Gen. 
2:24 as his authority (the man and the woman will become “one flesh”), and this text was never understood in Israel as 



excluding polygamy. A man could become “one flesh” with more than one woman, through the act of sexual intercourse. 
We know from Jewish sources that polygamy continued to be practiced within Judaism for centuries following the New 
Testament period. So if the Bible allowed polygamy and concubinage, why don’t we?

5. A form of polygamy was the levirate marriage. When a married man in Israel died childless, his widow was to have 
intercourse with each of his brothers in turn until she bore him a male heir. Jesus mentions this custom without criticism 
(Mark 12:18-27 par.). I am not aware of any Christians who still obey this unambiguous commandment of Scripture. Why 
is this law ignored, and the one against homosexual behavior preserved?

6. The Old Testament nowhere explicitly prohibits sexual relations between unmarried consenting heterosexual adults, as 
long as the woman’s economic value (bride price) is not compromised, that is to say, as long as she is not a virgin. There 
are poems in the Song of Songs that eulogize a love affair between two unmarried persons, though commentators have 
often conspired to cover up the fact with heavy layers of allegorical interpretation. In various parts of the Christian world, 
quite different attitudes have prevailed about sexual intercourse before marriage. In some Christian communities, proof of 
fertility (that is, pregnancy) was required for marriage. This was especially the case in farming areas where the inability to 
produce children-workers could mean economic hardship. Today, many single adults, the widowed, and the divorced are 
reverting to “biblical” practice, while others believe that sexual intercourse belongs only within marriage. Both views are 
Scriptural. Which is right?

7. The Bible virtually lacks terms for the sexual organs, being content with such euphemisms as “foot” or “thigh” for the 
genitals, and using other euphemisms to describe coitus, such as “he knew her.” Today most of us regard such language 
as “puritanical” and contrary to a proper regard for the goodness of creation. In short, we don’t follow Biblical practice.

8. Semen and menstrual blood rendered all who touched them unclean (Lev. 15:16-24). Intercourse rendered one unclean 
until sundown; menstruation rendered the woman unclean for seven days. Today most people would regard semen and 
menstrual fluid as completely natural and only at times “messy,” not “unclean.”

9. Social regulations regarding adultery, incest, rape and prostitution are, in the Old Testament, determined largely by 
considerations of the males’ property rights over women. Prostitution was considered quite natural and necessary as 
a safeguard of the virginity of the unmarried and the property rights of husbands (Gen. 38:12-19; Josh. 2:1-7). A man 
was not guilty of sin for visiting a prostitute, though the prostitute herself was regarded as a sinner. Paul must appeal 
to reason in attacking prostitution (1 Cor. 6:12-20); he cannot lump it in the category of adultery (vs. 9). Today we are 
moving, with great social turbulence and at a high but necessary cost, toward a more equitable, non-patriarchal set of 
social arrangements in which women are no longer regarded as the chattel of men. We are also trying to move beyond 
the double standard. Love, fidelity and mutual respect replace property rights. We have, as yet, made very little progress 
in changing the double standard in regard to prostitution. As we leave behind patriarchal gender relations, what will we do 
with the patriarchalism in the Bible?

10. Jews were supposed to practice endogamy--that is, marriage within the twelve tribes of Israel. Until recently a similar 
rule prevailed in the American South, in laws against interracial marriage (miscegenation). We have witnessed, within the 
lifetime of many of us, the nonviolent struggle to nullify state laws against intermarriage and the gradual change in social 
attitudes toward interracial relationships. Sexual mores can alter quite radically even in a single lifetime.

11. The law of Moses allowed for divorce (Deut. 24:1-4); Jesus categorically forbids it (Mark 10:1-12; Matt. 19:9 softens 
his severity). Yet many Christians, in clear violation of a command of Jesus, have been divorced. Why, then, do some 
of these very people consider themselves eligible for baptism, church membership, communion, and ordination, but not 
homosexuals? What makes the one so much greater a sin than the other, especially considering the fact that Jesus never 
even mentioned homosexuality but explicitly condemned divorce? Yet we ordain divorcees. Why not homosexuals?

12. The Old Testament regarded celibacy as abnormal, and 1 Tim. 4:1-3 calls compulsory celibacy a heresy. Yet the 
Catholic Church has made it mandatory for priests and nuns. Some Christian ethicists demand celibacy of homosexuals, 
whether they have a vocation for celibacy or not. But this legislates celibacy by category, not by divine calling. Others 
argue that since God made men and women for each other in order to be fruitful and multiply, homosexuals reject God’s 
intent in creation. But this would mean that childless couples, single persons, priests and nuns would be in violation of 
God’s intention in their creation. Those who argue thus must explain why the apostle Paul never married. And are they 
prepared to charge Jesus with violating the will of God by remaining single? Certainly heterosexual marriage is normal, 
else the race would die out. But it is not normative. God can bless the world through people who are married and through 
people who are single, and it is false to generalize from the marriage of most people to the marriage of everyone. In 1 
Cor. 7:7 Paul goes so far as to call marriage a “charisma,” or divine gift, to which not everyone is called. He preferred 
that people remain as he was--unmarried. In an age of overpopulation, perhaps a gay orientation is especially sound 



ecologically!

13. In many other ways we have developed different norms from those explicitly laid down by the Bible. For example, “If 
men get into a fight with one another, and the wife of one intervenes to rescue her husband from the grip of his opponent 
by reaching out and seizing his genitals, you shall cut off her hand; show no pity” (Deut. 25:11f.). We, on the contrary, 
might very well applaud her for trying to save her husband’s life!

14. The Old and New Testaments both regarded slavery as normal and nowhere categorically condemned it. Part of that 
heritage was the use of female slaves, concubines and captives as sexual toys, breeding machines, or involuntary wives 
by their male owners, which 2 Sam. 5:13, Judges 19-21 and Num. 31:18 permitted--and as many American slave owners 
did some 150 years ago, citing these and numerous other Scripture passages as their justification.

The Problem of Authority
These cases are relevant to our attitude toward the authority of Scripture. They are not cultic prohibitions from the 
Holiness Code that are clearly superseded in Christianity, such as rules about eating shellfish or wearing clothes made 
of two different materials. They are rules concerning sexual behavior, and they fall among the moral commandments of 
Scripture. Clearly we regard certain rules, especially in the Old Testament, as no longer binding. Other things we regard 
as binding, including legislation in the Old Testament that is not mentioned at all in the New. What is our principle of 
selection here?

For example, virtually all modern readers would agree with the Bible in rejecting: incest, rape, adultery, and intercourse 
with animals. But we disagree with the Bible on most other sexual mores. The Bible condemned the following behaviors 
which we generally allow: intercourse during menstruation, celibacy, exogamy (marriage with non-Jews), naming sexual 
organs, nudity (under certain conditions), masturbation (some Christians still condemn this), birth control (some Christians 
still forbid this).

And the Bible regarded semen and menstrual blood as unclean, which most of us do not. Likewise, the Bible permitted 
behaviors that we today condemn: prostitution, polygamy, levirate marriage, sex with slaves, concubinage, treatment 
of women as property, and very early marriage (for the girl, age 11-13). And while the Old Testament accepted divorce, 
Jesus forbade it. In short, of the sexual mores mentioned here, we only agree with the Bible on four of them, and disagree 
with it on sixteen!

Surely no one today would recommend reviving the levirate marriage. So why do we appeal to proof texts in Scripture 
in the case of homosexuality alone, when we feel perfectly free to disagree with Scripture regarding most other sexual 
practices? Obviously many of our choices in these matters are arbitrary. Mormon polygamy was outlawed in this country, 
despite the constitutional protection of freedom of religion, because it violated the sensibilities of the dominant Christian 
culture. Yet no explicit biblical prohibition against polygamy exists.

If we insist on placing ourselves under the old law, as Paul reminds us, we are obligated to keep every commandment of 
the law (Gal. 5:3). But if Christ is the end of the law (Rom. 10:4), if we have been discharged from the law to serve, not 
under the old written code but in the new life of the Spirit (Rom. 7:6), then all of these biblical sexual mores come under 
the authority of the Spirit. We cannot then take even what Paul himself says as a new Law. Christians reserve the right to 
pick and choose which sexual mores they will observe, though they seldom admit to doing just that. And this is as true of 
evangelicals and fundamentalists as it is of liberals and mainliners.

Judge for Yourselves
The crux of the matter, it seems to me, is simply that the Bible has no sexual ethic. There is no Biblical sex ethic. Instead, 
it exhibits a variety of sexual mores, some of which changed over the thousand year span of biblical history. Mores are 
unreflective customs accepted by a given community. Many of the practices that the Bible prohibits, we allow, and many 
that it allows, we prohibit. The Bible knows only a love ethic, which is constantly being brought to bear on whatever sexual 
mores are dominant in any given country, or culture, or period.

The very notion of a “sex ethic” reflects the materialism and splitness of modern life, in which we increasingly define our 
identity sexually. Sexuality cannot be separated off from the rest of life. No sex act is “ethical” in and of itself, without 
reference to the rest of a person’s life, the patterns of the culture, the special circumstances faced, and the will of God. 
What we have are simply sexual mores, which change, sometimes with startling rapidity, creating bewildering dilemmas. 
Just within one lifetime we have witnessed the shift from the ideal of preserving one’s virginity until marriage, to couples 
living together for several years before getting married. The response of many Christians is merely to long for the 
hypocrisies of an earlier era.



I agree that rules and norms are necessary; that is what sexual mores are. But rules and norms also tend to be impressed 
into the service of the Domination System, and to serve as a form of crowd control rather than to enhance the fullness of 
human potential. So we must critique the sexual mores of any given time and clime by the love ethic exemplified by Jesus. 
Defining such a love ethic is not complicated. It is non-exploitative (hence no sexual exploitation of children, no using of 
another to their loss), it does not dominate (hence no patriarchal treatment of women as chattel), it is responsible, mutual, 
caring, and loving. Augustine already dealt with this in his inspired phrase, “Love God, and do as you please.”

Our moral task, then, is to apply Jesus’ love ethic to whatever sexual mores are prevalent in a given culture. This doesn’t 
mean everything goes. It means that everything is to be critiqued by Jesus’ love commandment. We might address 
younger teens, not with laws and commandments whose violation is a sin, but rather with the sad experiences of so many 
of our own children who find too much early sexual intimacy overwhelming, and who react by voluntary celibacy and even 
the refusal to date. We can offer reasons, not empty and unenforceable orders. We can challenge both gays and straights 
to question their behaviors in the light of love and the requirements of fidelity, honesty, responsibility, and genuine concern 
for the best interests of the other and of society as a whole.

Christian morality, after all, is not an iron chastity belt for repressing urges, but a way of expressing the integrity of our 
relationship with God. It is the attempt to discover a manner of living that is consistent with who God created us to be. 
For those of same-sex orientation, as for heterosexuals, being moral means rejecting sexual mores that violate their own 
integrity and that of others, and attempting to discover what it would mean to live by the love ethic of Jesus.

Morton Kelsey goes so far as to argue that homosexual orientation has nothing to do with morality, any more than 
left-handedness. It is simply the way some people’s sexuality is configured. Morality enters the picture when that 
predisposition is enacted. If we saw it as a God-given gift to those for whom it is normal, we could get beyond the 
acrimony and brutality that have so often characterized the unchristian behavior of Christians toward gays.

Approached from the point of view of love rather than that of law, the issue is at once transformed. Now the question is 
not “What is permitted?” but rather “What does it mean to love my homosexual neighbor?” Approached from the point of 
view of faith rather than works, the question ceases to be “What constitutes a breach of divine law in the sexual realm?” 
and becomes instead “What constitutes integrity before the God revealed in the cosmic lover, Jesus Christ?” Approached 
from the point of view of the Spirit rather than the letter, the question ceases to be “What does Scripture command?” and 
becomes “What is the Word that the Spirit speaks to the churches now, in the light of Scripture, tradition, theology, and, 
yes, psychology, genetics, anthropology, and biology?” We can’t continue to build ethics on the basis of bad science.

In a little-remembered statement, Jesus said, “Why do you not judge for yourselves what is right?” (Luke 12:57 NRSV). 
Such sovereign freedom strikes terror in the hearts of many Christians; they would rather be under law and be told what 
is right. Yet Paul himself echoes Jesus’ sentiment when he says, “Do you not know that we are to judge angels? How 
much more, matters pertaining to this life!” (1 Cor. 6:3 RSV). The last thing Paul would want is for people to respond to his 
ethical advice as a new law engraved on tablets of stone. He is himself trying to “judge for himself what is right.” If now 
new evidence is in on the phenomenon of homosexuality, are we not obligated--no, free--to re-evaluate the whole issue 
in the light of all the available data and decide what is right, under God, for ourselves? Is this not the radical freedom for 
obedience in which the gospel establishes us?

Where the Bible mentions homosexual behavior at all, it clearly condemns it. I freely grant that. The issue is precisely 
whether that Biblical judgment is correct. The Bible sanctioned slavery as well, and nowhere attacked it as unjust. Are we 
prepared to argue today that slavery is biblically justified? One hundred and fifty years ago, when the debate over slavery 
was raging, the Bible seemed to be clearly on the slaveholders’ side. Abolitionists were hard pressed to justify their 
opposition to slavery on biblical grounds. Yet today, if you were to ask Christians in the South whether the Bible sanctions 
slavery, virtually everyone would agree that it does not. How do we account for such a monumental shift?

What happened is that the churches were finally driven to penetrate beyond the legal tenor of Scripture to an even deeper 
tenor, articulated by Israel out of the experience of the Exodus and the prophets and brought to sublime embodiment in 
Jesus’ identification with harlots, tax collectors, the diseased and maimed and outcast and poor. It is that God sides with 
the powerless. God liberates the oppressed. God suffers with the suffering and groans toward the reconciliation of all 
things. In the light of that supernal compassion, whatever our position on gays, the gospel’s imperative to love, care for, 
and be identified with their sufferings is unmistakably clear.

In the same way, women are pressing us to acknowledge the sexism and patriarchalism that pervades Scripture and has 
alienated so many women from the church. The way out, however, is not to deny the sexism in Scripture, but to develop 
an interpretive theory that judges even Scripture in the light of the revelation in Jesus. What Jesus gives us is a critique of 
domination in all its forms, a critique that can be turned on the Bible itself. The Bible thus contains the principles of its own 



correction. We are freed from bibliolatry, the worship of the Bible. It is restored to its proper place as witness to the Word 
of God. And that word is a Person, not a book.

With the interpretive grid provided by a critique of domination, we are able to filter out the sexism, patriarchalism, violence, 
and homophobia that are very much a part of the Bible, thus liberating it to reveal to us in fresh ways the inbreaking, in our 
time, of God’s domination-free order.

An Appeal for Tolerance
What most saddens me in this whole raucous debate in the churches is how sub-Christian most of it has been. It is 
characteristic of our time that the issues most difficult to assess, and which have generated the greatest degree of 
animosity, are issues on which the Bible can be interpreted as supporting either side. I am referring to abortion and 
homosexuality.

We need to take a few steps back and be honest with ourselves. I am deeply convinced of the rightness of what I have 
said in this essay. But I must acknowledge that it is not an air tight case. You can find weaknesses in it, just as I can in 
others’. The truth is, we are not given unequivocal guidance in either area: abortion or homosexuality.

Rather than tearing at each others’s throats, therefore, we should humbly admit our limitations. How do I know I am 
correctly interpreting God’s word for us today? How do you? Wouldn’t it be wiser for Christians to lower the decibels by 95 
percent and quietly present our beliefs, knowing full well that we might be wrong?

I know of a couple, both well known Christian authors in their own right, who have both spoken out on the issue of 
homosexuality. She supports gays, passionately; he opposes their behavior, strenuously. So far as I can tell, this couple 
still enjoy each other’s company, eat at the same table, and, for all I know, sleep in the same bed.

We in the church need to get our priorities straight. We have not reached a consensus about who is right on the issue of 
homosexuality. But what is clear, utterly clear, is that we are commanded to love one another. Love not just our gay sisters 
and brothers who are often sitting beside us, unacknowledged, in church, but all of us who are involved in this debate. 
These are issues about which we should amiably agree to disagree. We don’t have to tear whole denominations to shreds 
in order to air our differences on this point. If that couple I mentioned can continue to embrace across this divide, surely 
we can do so as well.



This is a brief report on what the Council of United Methodist Bishops is recommending for approval at the 2019 special 
General Conference.

The Council of Bishops considered three plans developed by the Commission on a Way Forward. The Council of Bishops 
has indicated its majority recommendation for the One Church Plan, which could allow for different approaches in different 
places. Their report to the special called 2019 General Conference will also include information about the other two plans.

One Church Plan (recommended): The one-church model would allow different United Methodists in different places to 
make different decisions regarding ministry with or by LGBTQ persons rather than maintaining a single standard that 
operates everywhere throughout the worldwide church. This plan would remove restrictive language from the Book of 
Discipline and give conferences, churches and pastors the flexibility to “uniquely reach their missional context in relation 
to human sexuality without changing the connectional nature of The United Methodist Church.”

United Methodists in central conferences in Africa, Asia and Europe would retain the authority to adapt the Book of 
Discipline and could continue to include their traditional language and values.

This plan would permit the performance of weddings of same-sex couples and permit the ordination of LGBTQ people. It 
also would protect the rights of United Methodists whose theological convictions will not allow them to perform same-sex 
weddings or ordain LGBTQ people.

Traditionalist Plan: This plan would affirm the current language about homosexuality in the Book of Discipline and seek to 
strengthen enforcement for violations of church law.

Connectional-Conference Plan: This plan would create three connectional conferences based on theology or perspective, 
each having clearly defined values (accountability, contextualization

and justice). The three connectional conferences would function throughout the worldwide church and the five existing 
U.S. jurisdictions would be abolished.

Adaptations from the Book of Discipline would be allowed by each connectional conference. Annual conferences would 
determine their affiliation with a connectional conference. Local churches who choose a branch other than the one chosen 
by their annual conference could vote to join another conference. This plan would require multiple amendments to the 
denomination’s constitution.

The full report and legislation will be available following translation into the official languages of the General Conference. 
The estimated release date is July 8.

The 2019 General Conference will receive the report and legislation and make decisions about whether or how to change 
our current connectional relationships.

May 2019, (Adapted from “Ask UMC”)
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