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Three Focal Images

Community, Cross, New Creation

e unity that we discover in the New Testament is not the unity of a dogmatic sys-
. Rather, the unity that we find is the looser unity of a collection of documents
jat, in various ways, retell and comment upon a single fundamental story.” That
ory may be summarized roughly as follows:

The God of Israel, the creator of the world, has acted (astoundingly) to rescue a
ot and broken world through the death and resurrection of Jesus; the full scope of
at rescue is not yet apparent, but (od has created a community of witnesses to
this good news, the church. While awaiting the grand conclusion of the story, the
hurch, empowered by the Holy Spirit, is called to reenact the loving obedience of
esus Christ and thus to serve as a sign of God's redemptive purposes for the world.
Different New Testament writers emphasize different aspects of this story; for
‘example, Luke places great emphasis on the role of the Holy Spirit in empowering
he church’s witness, whereas Mark mentions it only in passing (e.g., Mark 13:12).
arious particular elements are elucidated using different conceptual categories,
“and a different “spin” is put on the story by each writer; for example, we find widely
ifferent evaluations of the degree of continuity between Israel and the church.
Consequently, it would be impossible —or, at best, infelicitous—to put these differ-
At accounts into the blender so as to produce a single harmonized telling of the
tory, a late-twentieth-century Diatessaron.”
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Wl‘mt we can do, however, is to identify certain key images that all the differe
canonical tellings share. Why look for images, rather than ctc;)ncepts or doctrin r'
a ground of coherence? As David Kelsey has demonstrated, every theologic lesT
ing .Of Scripture depends upon “a single synoptic, imaginat’ive jud,;-;men’finawr i
the interpreter “tries to catch up what Christianity is basically all about.™ ‘

In short: at the ro i iti .

: ot of ¢ i 3 i imaginati
e tc. of a Fheologlcal position there is an imaginative act in which a:
glan tries to catch up in a single metaphorical judgment the full complexity of
%J.;esen?e ;n‘, ]through, and over-against the activities comprising the church’s comm
ife and which, in tur ides the discri i i 7
, n, both provides the discrimen against which the theology critici

the ¢l J4s o o - i
e ‘(:I\ur~c‘h s current forms of speech and life, and determines the peculiar “sha
the “position.” ’

patif)n that focuses the diverse contents of the texts in terms of a particular “is
inative characterization.” Kelsey does not use the word “image”Pto descrilﬁ
unagn'.lative characterization; indeed, his examples (“ideational mode,” “con‘?
actuabty,” and “ideal possibility”) suggest that he is thinking in terms ’of cd
(Begriffe) rather than images (Vorstellungen). Given his emphasis on the rol
metaphor and imagination in the formation of such synoptic judgments ]io:
I.prc.)pose that Kelsey’s insight can best be developed by identifyin a, attic
}Jlb]'l(,‘al image (or images) in which the synthetic metaphorical judgmeljlt' f
cretlf.(—:d. (For example, liberation theology takes the image of “liberfltifcg)n”-m-e:l
the Exodus story —as the distillation of what Scripture is all about.)cl propose:\“, ’
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T'his strategy seeks to respect the form in which the texts present themselve
us. {See the third procedural guideline outlined in Chapter g.2). Though so
the New Testament texts, especially the letters of Paul, engage in secondt‘-gordé
ce})tual reflection,’ many of the most important texts take the form of storie
minimal explicit second-order commentary. By looking for fundamental ;'es
we stand a better chance of identifying common elements present in thes n:ﬁ
ent types of discourse without imposing conceptual abstractions on narrativ
and without forcing pastoral letters into a narrative mode. The images we!
they are to give adequate expression to the unity of the New Testament's mi

sion, must arise from the texts themselves r: i i
ather than being a i
posed upon them. ¢ wihcily

One might think of such images as root metaphors embedded in the New:
;ament texts: tl1§y encapsulate the crucial elements of the narrative and:se
ocus our attention on the common ground shared by the various witnesses Tk
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serve as lenses to focus our reading of the New Testament: when we reread the
onical documents through these images, our blurry multiple impressions of the
s come more sharply into focus. In this respect, such images would function in
ay formally analogous to the Rule of Faith used by Irenaeus and other patristic
mpretess: the images would simultancously summarize the story told in (or pre-
posed by) Scripture and govern the interpretation of individual texts by placing
tr within a coherent narrative framework.! It is crucial to see that such synthetic
ages do not replace the New “lestament texts; rather, they serve to focus and
¢ our readings and rereadings of the New ‘lestament, which itself remains the
ary source and authority for our theology and ethics.
twill be immediately evident that the focal images we choose will become piv-
for our subsequent normative use of the New Testament in ethical argument
formation of the community. For example, if it were decided that a major focal
ge in the New Testament were “the orderly household” —as one might con-
¢ if the pastoral Epistles were seen as the center of gravity in the New Testa-
—the church would be led to adopt hierarchical structures and practices that
hasize authority and stability. On the other hand, if the key image were taken
“greedom from Law and tradition” —as one might conclude if Galatians and
1-23 were seen as the center of gravity—the church would be led to reject
rity structures and to adopt practices that emphasize Spirit-inspired spontane-
he divergent character of such hypothetical proposals’ shows that we need to
late criteria for critical evaluation of judgments about the unity of the New
ment. How can we tell a good synthetic proposal from a bad one?
would offer three criteria for evaluating themes or images proposed as focal
for discerning the coherence of the New Testament’s moral vision:

oes the proposed focal image find a textual basis in all of the canonical wit-
esses? The more widely represented a particular theme or image is across the
ectrum of the New Testament writings, the more claim it has to articulate a
t of the New Testament's coherent moral vision.

oés the proposed focal image stand in serious tension with the ethical teach-
#igs or major emphases of any of the New Testament witnesses? If so, this would
unt against the viability of the proposal.

Doés the proposed focal image highlight central and substantial ethical con-
wns of the texts in which it appears? One might find agreement across the
onical spectrum on some matter of minor significance (e.g., opposition to
ultery) that would nonetheless fail to provide a sufficiently broad view of the
Testament’s range of moral concern.

o hypothetical proposals above (“the orderly household” and “freedom from
fall afoul of all three of these criteria. One might, however, make some dif-
Hated judgments: with regard to the first criterion, “freedom from Law” is
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o Testament's ethical mandate will come into focus only when we under-

it mandate in ecclesial terms,” when we seek God’s will not by asking first,
hould I do,” but “What should we do?™

ar : i
dg}.lyal})}ly a Toﬁ wnldely represented theme in the New Testament than -
ousehold”; thus, on the hasis of this criter
, criterion alone, the fi :
o S . » the formerw
EtherttlJ] ::(\{e a't];etter cllalm as a synthetic image for New Testament ethics
» with regard to the second criterion, “freed
tension with several impor ! it (e dand
portant New Testament witn ]
s ’ esses (Matthew, James
fm] \ eralsi')r whefreas the orderly household” is not exactly in oppositijon to
aching of any New Testament texts ]
L te 4 s—though the dem: i
ship in the synoptic Gospels i ; ity o
pels are potentially disruptive of famil ‘
3:31-35, 10:28—31; Luke 14:26). Thus s of the secon ke
3 ; :26). , on the basis of tl iteri
: al of the second crite
. gziglon;dfiom‘Law is more problematic as a ground of unity than is “rt;:m
old.” With regard to the third criterion, both proposals fail: either py

taken alone I c <l
eplesellts 2| Sevelely tXUIlC'lied account ()i ]le .eW les ament
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the paradigm for faithfulness to God in this world. The
esence of the kingdom of God by par-
Phil. 3:10). Jesus’ death is consistently

‘death on a cross is
unity expresses and experiences the pr

in “the koindnia of his sufferings” (
sted in the New Testament as an act of self-giving love, and the community

stently called to take up the cross and follow in the way that his death de-
en “imitation of Christ” is understood in these terms, the often-proposed
ion between discipleship and imitation disappears.® To be Jesus’ disciple is
s call to bear the cross, thus to be like him.) The death of Jesus carries
e of the resurrection, but the power of the resurrection is in God’s
¢ actions are therefore to be judged not by their calculable efb-
le results but by their correspondence to Jesus’ example.®
ommunity appears paradoxical: “While we live, we
ath for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus may also
(2 Cor. 4:u1). That is the vocation and job de-
fion of the church. Comimon sense protests this account of Christian faith-
;. just as Peter did when s .andalized by Jesus talk of cross-bearing (Mark
8), but the New Testament texts witness univocally to the imitatio Christi as
y of obedience: “Bear one another’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill
of Christ™ (Gal. 6:2).
sview of the reservations expressed by some theologians about the use of the
asa paradigm for Christian ethics, an additional word of clarification is neces-
order to avert misunderstanding.” The image of the cross should not be used
¢ who hold power in order to ensure the acquiescent suffering of the power-
Instead, the New Testament insists that the community as @ whole is called to
v in the way of Jesus suffering. The New Testament writers consistently em-
he pattern of the cross precisely to call those who possess power and privilege
sender it for the sake of the weak (se¢, e.g., Mark 10:42—45, Rom. 15:1-3, 1 Cor.
1\ In the New Testament's one clear application of this pattern to the patriar-
arriage relationship, it is hushands (not wives) who are called to emulate
s example of giving themselves up in obedience for the sake of the other
5:25). To read such 2 text—which calls for husbands to love and tenderly care
it wives—as though it somehow warranted a husband’s domination or physi-
ise of his wife can only be regarded as a bizarre—indeed, blasphemous—
ding, It is precisely the focal image of the cross that ensures that the followers
Josus—men and women alike—must read the New Testament as a call to re-
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oy andb texgts . ’czx ; into focus. On' the basis of the deseriptive survey of
o guide]inese;cl ed in }ﬁ’ar"r [ of thlS. book, [ would suggest three such for
e Buidelines ,:r synt §t1c I'Eﬂ(i‘(‘:tlon about the New Testament cano
i f(,)cal il,maes cv_u;lcrecftzon. Reading the diverse New Testament texts th
fhese focal i ges wi e:‘uable us to see them all more clearly within Serigh

ching story of God’s grace. Let us consider each of the three in turn. .

the promis
ot-ours. Ou
roducing desirab
uently, the role of the ¢
ys being given up to de
e visible in our mortal flesh”

1. Community

The ¢ ,
tlhe (,l‘wrch 18 a countercultural community of discipleship, and this commu
he : 5 i ’
Signptr(z)m;zry a_ddressee of God's imperatives. The biblical story focuses on Gz
T forming a covenant people. Th i
. Thus, the primary spt
not the character of the indivi he o AuAr
4 individual but the ¢ 2 i
por e chaacter o corporate obedience of the ch
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3 New Creation ;rr;:tz!ilcs)giir;;:l tt}rliartlilttl :::]Cl;]s;es a t‘heolog:icall frame.w_ork “fully consistent with the
/ 3 anti-Marcionite decisions of the church.” Thus
oth my .descrlptive readings and my synthesis of these readings are influenced b 7
mmunity trad.itions of interpretation and practice. This is a clear illustration of Z
mri I::;lt:) 5::1];?.: that the four tasks of New Testament ethics inevitably interpen-
%&cond, my readings and my proposed synthesis are not merely repetitions of a
tional perspective. They offer a new interpretative “performance,” the product
‘ .fr'esh encounter with the texts that poses questions not necessarily asked by the
] Vl’uo.n. I have sought to do what any serious interpreter must do: to listen to the
E‘:xts with the aid of the best critical methods available and to discern their witness
‘the present time. (My reading of the Gospel of Mark is a good illustration of m
point: though the interpretation set forth in Chapter 3 would enjoy general accep)j
ice among contemporary New Testament scholars, no one in the church before
¢ late twentieth century ever read this Gospel as embodying an ironic vision of
fnoral life and resisting epistemological closure.) But if my descriptive and syn-
elic accounts are a contingent interpretive performance, then they can hardly be
s‘sialrlned to be permanently definitive; the only interesting question is whether the
willuminating. Other equally serious readers might construe the texts in a differ)—/
pattern. We are not compelled to read the New Testament texts as exprcssig)ns
and reflections about the story encapsulated in the images of community, cross
d new creation; all that is claimed here is that a synthetic reading guided b;' thesg
cal images will in fact fruitfully discover a coherent moral vision in the texts.
_Th}rd, reading the diverse New Testament witnesses in light of these focal im-
es will not automatically resolve all tensions and difficulties, nor will it end de-
fes al.)ogt how to appropriate these texts for our time. All that is offered by these
ithetic images is a framework within which the next step— hermeneutical reflec-
~can proceed. Indeed, the actual function of the images will become clear
s we employ them in Part IV of this book to shape our reading of the New
tament texts in relation to particular ethical issues. |
ourth, it might be asked whether the order of the three images is significant. 1
itld suggest that the sequence s important. By placing community first, we a-re
;xst?ntly reminded that God's design of forming a covenant people long p’recedes
W Testament writings themselves, that the church stands in fm?c]amenta]
inuity with Israel* By placing cross in the middle, we are reminded that the
of Jesus is the climax and pivot-point of the eschatological drama. By placin
creation last, we are reminded that the church lives in expectation of God%
e tedemption of creation. In other words, the images are to be understood
n aplot; they figure forth the story of God’s saving action in the world.
linally, it might be asked whether community, cross, and new creation become
cto a canon within the canon when they are employed in the way | have sug-
ited ™ The answer is yes, though in a way different from the common use of thbe

The church embodies the power of the resurrection in the midst of a not-yet-redeet
world. Paul’s image of “new creation” stands here as a shorthand signifier for the
alectical eschatology that runs throughout the New Testament.” In the presen
time, the new creation already appears, but only proleptically; consequently,
hang in suspense between Jesus resurrection and parousia. “The whole creat
has been groaning in travail together until now; and not only the creation, but
ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for ado
tion, the redemption of our bodies” (Rom. 8:22-23, adapted from RsV). The es¢
tological framework of life in Christ imparts to Christian existence its strange.
temporal sensibility, its odd capacity for simultaneous joy amidst suffering and
patience with things as they are. We can never say—as do the guys in a pop
beer commercial — "It doesn’t get any better than this,” because we know it will
are, like T. S. Eliot’s Magi, “no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation.” Th
church is, in Paul’s remarkable phrase, the community of those “upon whom
ends of the ages have met” (1 Cor. 10:11, RH)." In Christ, we know that the powe
of the old age are doomed, and the new creation is already appearing. Yet at
same time, all attempts to assert the unqualified presence of the kingdom of
stand under judgment of the eschatological reservation: not before the time,
yet. Thus, the New Testament’s eschatology creates a critical framework that pr
nounces judgment upon our complacency as well as upon our presumptuous &
spair. As often as we eat the bread and drink the cup, we proclaim the Lord’s de
.. until he comes. Within that anomalous hope-filled interval, all the New Tes!
ment writers work out their understandings of God’s will for the community.”

These three images, I would propose, can focus and guide our reading of the Ne
Testament texts with respect to ethical issues. Having introduced this proposi
want to address several points about the derivation, use, and limits of these-sug
gested criteria.

First, no one should supposc that these images have been derived in sot
strictly scientific or objective manner from exegesis of the individual New Tes
ment texts. It is true that I have settled on these categories through a period of ye
of teaching on the various New Testament texts and reflecting inductively on
question of their coherence. (Some of the results of that inductive study are
sented in Part L) At the same time, however, it is equally true that my critical e
ing of the texts is shaped and informed by my participation in a living commuti
of faith that has schooled me from an early age in the art of reading the Scriptu
as coherent expressions of a story about God's grace. Thus, George Lindbeck,
ing read an earlier draft of my synthetic proposal, rightly remarks that it is “dep
dent on the mainstream Christian tradition of canonical reading that goes bac
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term. The three images do serve as a canon within the canon in the sense that they
provide a “rule” or guide for interpretation. They do not, however, replace or ex-
clude any of the canonical writings. The function of these synthetic images must
be kept clearly in mind. They should not be treated as principles that can be ap-
plied independently to the analysis of ethical issues without reference to the texts
from which they are derived; rather, they are lenses that bring our reading of the
canonical texts into sharper focus as we seek to discern what is central or funda-
mental in the ethical vision of the New Testament as a whole.

4. Why Love and Liberation Are Not Sufficient

Some readers will be surprised to find that I have not proposed love as a unifying
theme for New Testament ethics. It is widely supposed that love is the basic message
of the New Testament. Indeed, the letters of Paul, the Gospel of John, and the Jo-
hannine Epistles explicitly highlight love as a (or the) distinctive element of the
Christian life: it is the “more excellent way” (1 Cor. 12:31-1313), the fulfillment of
the Law (Rom. 13:8), the new commandment of Jesus (John 13:34—35), and the rev-
elation of the character of God that is to be reflected in relationships within the
comnmunity of believers (1 John 4:7-8). Certainly, in these writings love js funda-
mental to the moral life.

Nonetheless, my omission of love from the above list of unifying images is not
an oversight. For several reasons, love cannot serve as a focal image for the syn-
thetic task of New Testament ethics.

First of all, love notably fails to meet my first criterion for evaluating focal im-
ages (discussed at the beginning of this chapter). For a number of the major New
Testament writers, love is not a central thematic emphasis.

In the Gospel of Mark, Jesus” promulgation of the double love commandment
(Mark 12:28-34) stands as an isolated element, not supported by other references to
love in the story. In its narrative context, this pericope, part of a cycle of controversy
discourses (11:27-12:44), serves to demonstrate that the Jewish religious authorities
stood condemned by the norms that they themselves professed.” In this one pas-
sage, to be sure, love is assigned great importance: the greatest commandnients in
the Torah are love of God (Deut. 6:4-5) and love of neighbor (Lev. 1918). For Mark,
however, the Torah has been cclipsed by the coming of Jesus; consequently, the

~ call of Christian discipleship cannot be understood simply in terms of continuity
with the commandments of the Law, cven the greatest ones. Nowhere in Mark’s
Gospel does Jesus teach or command his disciples to love; discipleship is defined
not \Sy love but by taking up the cross and following Jesus. If Mark were the only
Gospel in the New Testament canon, it would be very difficult to make a case for
love as a major motif in Christian ethics.®

In Hebrews and in Revelation, we encounter only scattered incidental refer-

ences to love, mostly with regard to God’s love of human beings, as in Hebrews
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12:6, quoting Proverbs 3:12: “[The Lord disciplines those whom he loves.” Only
once in Hebrews is love held forth as an ideal or an imperative:

Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who has promised is
faithful. And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, not ne-
glecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the
more as you see the Day approaching.  (Hvs. 10:23~23)

The prevailing vision of the moral life in Hebrews —as one can see even in this ex-
hortation —is characterized not so much by love as by patient endurance, holding
fast the confession, following the example of Jesus’ suffering obedience (5:7-10,
2:1-2). Similarly, as we have seen, the moral vision of Revelation focuses attention
primarily on the testimony and the endurance of the saints, who “loved not their
lives even unto death” (Rev. 12:11, R$V). The only references to love as an attribute
or obligation of the community appear in two brief passages in the letters to the
seven churches. The church at Thyatira is commended —somewhat perfunctorily
in contrast to the stinging rebuke that is to follow (Rev. 2:20-23) —for its love, as one
element in a list of virtues: “I know your works—your love, faith, service, and pa-

" tient endurance” (Rev. 2:119). The church at Ephesus, on the other hand, is scolded
- for a lack of love: ‘

But I have this against you, that you have abandoned the love you had at first. Remember
then from what you have fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first.  (Rev. 2:4-5)

One cannot say that the authors of Hebrews and Revelation are indifferent to love,
but the paucity of references is striking. In each case where love is mentioned, it is
closely identified with good works, and only in Revelation 2:4 is there a hint that
love is anything more than a conventional description for good behavior. In sum,
these two writings join the Gospel of Mark in bearing witness to a vision of the
moral life in which love is not a major constitutive factor. Instead, all three of these
major New Testament witnesses call the church to a rigorous, suffering obedience
following the example of Jesus.

Perhaps the most striking evidence, however, comes from the Acts of the Apos-
tles. Nowhere in this book does the word “love” appear, either as a noun or as a
verb. Nowhere in any of the Lukan summaries of the apostolic preaching do we
find any references to love; this foundational account of the early church neither
commends love nor exhorts readers to experience or practice it. Even the program-
matic accounts of the common life of the early Jerusalem community (2:42—47 and
4:32-37) emphasize unity and the power of God rather than the virtue of love.

_ Christian readers are perhaps so accustomed to thinking of love as the preeminent

characteristic of the Christian life that they subconsciously read it into Acts, but to
do so is sloppy reading. The absence of the word “love” from Acts is not merely a

lexical fluke; it is a true indicator of Luke’s vision of the church. Acts is a book not

about love but about power. Its fundamental theme is the triwmphant march of the
Spiritempowered church throughout the Roman world. Certainly, Luke was not
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opposed to love; several passages in his Gospel (though fewer than one might sup-
pose) comimend love as a norm or as an appropriate response to Jesus (Luke 6:27—36,
7:36-30, 10:25-28 [with the parable of the good Samaritan in 10:29-37 as an exem-
plification of the meaning of loving the neighbor]). Nonetheless, his narrative ac-
count in Acts of the emergence and growth of the church does not lend itself to
being synthesized with the rest of the New Testament under the rubric of “love.”

This quick survey of the evidence demonstrates that at Jeast four major New
Testament witnesses— Mark, Acts, Hebrews, and Revelation —resist any attempt to
synthesize their moral visions by employing love as a focal image. Or, to state the
problem differently, a synthesis of the New Testament’s message based on the
theme of love drives these texts to the periphery of the canon. Surely this is an un-
acceptable result. The images of community, cross, and new creation more ade-
quately bring these texts into focus along with the rest of the canonical witnesses.
Despite the powerful theological uses to which the motif of love is put by Paul and
John, that motif cannot serve as the common denominator for New Testament
cthics.

The second reason that love is unsatisfactory as a focal image is that it is not re-
ally an image; rather, it is an interpretation of an image. What the New Testament
means by “love” is embodied concretely in the cross. As 1 John 3:16 declares with
powerful simplicity, “We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us—and
we ought to lay down our Tives for onc another.” The content of the word “love” is
given fully and exclusively in the death of Jesus on the cross; apart from this specific
parrative image, the term has no meaning. Thus, to add love as a fourth focal
image would not only be superfluous, but it would also move in the direction of
conceptual abstraction, away from the specific image of the cross.

The third reason for the inadequacy of love as a focal image is closely related to
the second. Love covers a multitude of sins in more ways than one. The term has
become debased in popular discourse; it has lost its power of discrimination, having
become a cover for all manner of vapid sclf-indulgence. As Stanley Hauerwas has
observed, “The ethics of love is often but a cover for what is fundamentally an as-
sertion of ethical relativism.”* One often hears voices in the church urging that the
radical demands of Christian discipleship should not be pressed upon church
members because the “loving” thing to do is to include everyone without imposing

harsh demands— for example, disciplines of economic sharing or sexual fidelity. In-.

deed, love is sometimes invoked even to sanction sexual relations outside marriage

* or the use of violence. Surely in such cases the term has been emptied of its mean-

ing. The biblical story teaches us that God’s ove cannot be reduced to “inclusive-

ness”™: authentic love calls us to repentance, discipline, sacrifice, and transforma-

tion (see, e.g., Luke 14:25-35; Heb. 12:5-13). We can recover the power of love only

by insisting that love’s meaning is to be discovered in the New Testiment’s story of
Jesus—therefore, in the cross.™

This last reason shades over into concerns that are more properly hermeneuti-

cal than synthetic. Taken alone, it would not be a sufficient reason to resist using
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love as a synthetic lens. In combination with the above considerations, however, it

suggests that love as a focal image might produce more distortion than clarity in
our construal of the New Testament’s ethical witness.

The arguments against using liberation as a focal image are somewhat similar. We
find a powerful emphasis on this theme in Luke-Acts and in Paul. It is even possi-
ble, as David Rensberger has demonstrated, to read the Gospel of John as a witness
for God’s liberation of a community oppressed by the alienating powers of “the
world.” It is difficult to see, however, how several of the other New Testament wit-
nesses provide textual support for this image: Ephesians and the pastoral Epistles
would be particularly resistant to a reading througlh the lens of liberation, though
Matthew also presents a vision of the Christian life that is oriented more to orderly
obedience than to deliverance from oppressing powers. Thus, although liberation
finds a broader base of textual support than does love, it remains unable to bring
the full spectrum of New Testament witnesses into focus. Indeed, the image of lib-
eration actually stands in severe tension with the ethic of the pastoral Epistles. (See
the second eriterion discussed at the beginning of this chapter.) Thus, while libera-
tion theology can rightly claim to be an authentic development of themes found in
some of the New-Testament witnesses, it does not represent a ground for synthesis;
indeed, if the image of liberation were taken to be normative, it would have to
serve as a critical prineiple to silence some of the voices within the canon.

The term “liberation” does have advantages; it offers a more specific image
than the term “love.” Indeed, the theme of liberation has proven theologically po-
tent precisely because its allusive appeal to the Exodus story is so richly evocative: it
touches the imagination, and it links the New Testament compellingly with the
Old. Furthermore, unlike love, liberation is unlikely to fade into a conceptual ab-
straction, because it points resolutely to social and economic realities.

One potential danger in the use of liberation as a focal image, however, is that it
can easily be understood in a purely immanent sense as a political term, thus losing
touch with the New Testament’s emphasis on the power of God as the sole ground
of hope and freedom. When this happens, the New Testament’s “eschatological
reservation” (the “not yet” of salvation) may slip from view, so that the delicate bal-
ance of the eschatological dialectic is Jost. For the New Testament writers who use

the term, liberation is not a political program that human beings can implement;

rather, it is the promised eschatological action of God.* Consequently, just as love is
best understood through the focal image of the cross, so also liberation is best under-
stood through the focal image of new creation: liberation is already given to us
through Christ (Gal. 5:1), yet we still await liberation—the redemption of our bod-
ies—while groaning along with the creation in bondage to decay (Rom. 8:18-25).
Thus, New Testament ethics will speak of love and liberation, and speak with
urgent conviction, so long as these terms are understood as subheadings under the
more fundamental categories of cross and new creation.® The latter categories
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serve as lenses that shape and focus our reading of the New Testament texts that
speak of love and freedom. When love and liberation are removed from the focus-
ing power of the cross and new creation, however, they can become distorted. And
if we try to use love and liberation as focal images in their own right, we will pro-
duce reductive and truncated readings of the New Testament’s canonical witness.
Taken together, the three images of community, cross, and new creation bring,
the moral vision of the New Testament canon into focus and provide a matrix
within which we can speak meaningfully about the umity of New Testament ethics.
But can this matrix of images be normative for us? That is the question to be pur-

ab.uvse—l)oth of the texts and of human beings—must be emphatically repudiated by NT cthics. For ferinist
Crlthl}cs of the theology of the cross, sec D. §. Williams 1993; Heyward 1984; Brock 1988 ) :

16. }"JI‘len Charry (1993) has argued eloquently that the cross and its attendant chamcl‘e;'-fmming implications
: (humxllt)'/, selfsacrifice, cle.) are precisely the most powerful theological instruments that can be brought tc.)
bear dgainst male abuse of power. This seems to me to be exactly correct. T would add only that the N'lﬁq call
tffor sclf]—stacgflﬁc‘ial, service cannot be vestricted only to men; to exempt women from the sunm;ons to l)e\cu‘n-
: tzrcrr;:;] tz m:}; ;;t] sd?;\:];];; :;f self-giving would e paradoxically—to patronize them by excnising them from
L1 The Gospel of fohn is the one NT text that may not fit easily info this synthetic account. John's emphasis
S on th‘c realized element of eschatology is so strong that it threatens to dissolve the tcmi;m of ‘unrcl'ﬂi;“‘]

prornise found elsewhere in the N'T. This Gospel continues, however, to look forward to a r‘emrrecﬁm'n “(-ﬂ lI:. ‘
'lz!sl' da){," which cannot be identified with the fulfillment of coming fo know Jesus in the prc;wnt life 9(-;6 the

dlﬁcllssxolu of Johannine eschatology in Chapler 6, Also, when the Gospel is read in Call()lli(:"ll c:onl'c':x:t al
~with 1 John, the future eschatological emphasis is more clearly preserved: see, ¢.g. 1 John 2:28 ;;v 1 e

‘ 18, Sce the discussion of this passage in Chapter 1.2.2. Most English t'ranslal‘io;ls obscn.rc P"Il.l-]’f .cZ);wict'
that the community stands at the point of the collision or overlapping of two ages, o .
- 1, My explication of this image owes much to the work of Emst Kisemann J. Christinan Beker, and J. Louis

Martyn. Sec also Finger 198g. , o e
20. Lindbeck 1995, 1.

sued in the next part of this book.

NOTES

1. This claim is, of course, potentially controversial, For discussions that lend support in various ways to this
assertion, see 1odd 1936; Frei 1975; Hays 1983; Wright 1992, 371-417. The earliest creeds characteristically artic:
ulate the content of Christian faith in narrative form. For recent discussion of the problem of the narrative
character of Christian convictions, sec the essays collected in Hauerwas and Jones 1989.

2. The Diatessaron was a late-second-century harmony of the four canonical Gospels, melding the four nar-
ratives into one. See W. L. Petersen 1992

3. Kelsey 1975, 159.

4. Kelsey 1975,163.

5. Kelsey 1975, 167, 197.

6. As Lhave argued elsewhere, however, this second-order reflection presupposes and comments upon a nar
ratively structured gospel. See Hays 1983 and my essay “Crucified with Christ” in Bassler 1991, z27-246. s

=. Tmages of this sort have much in common with Northrop Frye’s conceplion of dianoia, adapted from
Aristotle. Whereas the mythos of a literary work is its linear plot, the dianoia is its theme, the narrative pattern
seen as a synoptic unily. “The word narrative or imythos conveys the sensc of movement caught by the ear, and
the word meaning or dianoia conveys, or at least preserves, the sense of simultaneity caught by the eye. ... [A
soon as the whole is clear in ot minds, we ‘see” what it means” (Frye 1957, 77). For further exposition and dis-
cussion, sce Hays 1983, 20-28. ‘

8. As Rowan A. Greer observes, “Trenaeus at every step of the way draws upon Scripture in articulating th
framework by which he believes it must be interpreted” (“A Framework for Interpreting a Christian Bible,” in
Kugel and Greer 1986, 155-176; quotation from p. 174). Tam indebted to Kathryn Greene-McCreight for call
ing my attention to the formal similarity between my proposal and the hermeneutical function of the Rule o
Faith, For further reflections on the relation between “ruled reading” and “the literal sense” of the Bible, se
Greene-McCreight 1994.

9. Of course, these proposals are not entirely hypothetical; one may in fact identify particular groups o
Christians that do, de facto, read the NT through these particular foeal fenses.

10. See Lohfink 1984 [198z]; Hittter 1994.

1. Allen Verhey, in private correspondence, suggests that the NT does not neglect individual responsibili
but frames it with constant refercnee lo communal discipline and discernment; thus, in some texts, the key
question hecomes, “What should 1 do as a member of this community?” Consequently, Christian discipleshi
imvolves the resocialization of the individnal into the social patiems of a new community. The point is wel
taken: the N does certainly offer moral exhortation and guidance for individuals. Nonetheless, | stand by the,
statement that the corporate obedience of the commumity is the primary coneemn of the N'T" writers. This con
cem differs so markedly from the usaal individualistic assimptions of Western liberal culture that strongl
worded guidelines are necessary in order to recall us to the N'T's ecclesially oriented perspective. :

12. Cf. Bets 1907

13. The point has been argued compellingly by Yoder 1994.

14. On this text, see Hays 1987.

15. The following comments treat matters that pertain more properly to the hermeneutical and Ppragmati
tasks than to the problem of synthesis, [ have nevertheless placed them here in the discussion, because my e
perience of lecturing on these texts has shown that the mere mention of the cross raises a red flag for many
hearers — particularly for some feminist theologians. 'This is partly a consequence of the inescapable skandalo
of the cross, but it is alse, sadly, a consequence of the way in which patriarchal cultures have sometimes twiste
the proclamation of the cross into a rhetorical instrament for subjugating women and the powerless. Sue

a Indeed, if these same images were described by the terms “Isracl, cross, and resurrection.” I would not ob-
ject so long as “Isracl” were nnderstood to include the Gentile Christians grafted into what I’;lll calls “the |es
chatological] Israel of God” (Gal. 6:16) and so long as “resurrection” were understood to refer not 0;11 ' to t‘h‘:
resurrection of fesus (the already) but also to the general resurrection at the fast day (the not yet) : ‘
- 22, This question was put to me by Ben Ollenburger in private correspondence (Feb. 24, v }n,-‘)
. 23 See my discussion of the passage in Chapter 3. e

24, One ])(fssible strategy for making such a case would be to highlight the passages in which Mark portrays
_]esnfs as having compassion on the crowds (6:34, 8:2) or as loving the rich man who asks what he must do to n);
herit eternal life (10:21). If these passages are taken as indicators of Jesus® general attitude toward ])e()])];: then the
“eall tofollow Jesus might be interpreted to include sharing his disposition toward love, This strategy. h(')wever is
: probllemalicaL‘Mark (in contrast to John) does not encourage his readers to emulate Jesus” love; fur)thcrmorc‘ i‘(
- Jesus compassion is taken to be exemplary, what are we to do with the passages in which Jesus manifests int(ﬂ;:r-
ance {7:27), impatience (8:17-21, 9:19), and anger (11:12-17, 1:41 [taking orgistheis (“being angry™ as the original
: Cadl{lg; see Lane 1974, 84 n. 142])? Mark’s Jesus is not so much a loving figure as 1 powerful, somber, eni ngi'n';c
“-one. The healings, exorcisms, and other miracles in Mark are not so much signs of love as q; ms of th‘e e f
God's inbresking kingdom. Y e
2. Hauerwas 1981b, 124,

£

. o S - . - .
?6. Haugn’vass comment is again apt: “The ethic of the Gospel is not a love ethic, but it is an ethic of adher-
fice to this man [Jesus] as he has bound our destiny to his, as he makes the story of onr life his story, As an ethic

fltive the Gospels would be an ethic at our disposal, since we would fill in the contest of love by our wishes
(Hauerwas 1981b, 115), o

27. Rensberger 1988; ¢f. Cassidy 1992,

48, One might compare the eritique of liberation as a descriptive category for reading luxodus in Levenson
993, 127150, '

2‘9!. 'Snmlz‘trly, 'msh.cc is rightly to be comprchended through the focal image of communily, In other words
tithin NT' ethics, justice (dikaiosyng) names the narratively rendered account of the covenant relation be-
een God and God's people. For further discussion, see Hays 19g2.




PART THREE

The Hermeneutical Task

The Use of the New Testament ‘::
in Christian Ethics . |

(% Chapter 11

How Do Ethicists
Use Scripture?

Diagnostic Questions

How can we read the New Testament texts as a message addressed to us? Once we
have given a synthetic account of the basis for unity in New Testament ethics, we
must move on to confront the hermeneutical task, What interpretive strategies shall
we adopt to allow these ancient writings to continue speaking nineteen hundred
years after their composition? When we confess these texts to be authoritative for
the church, what precisely do we mean? Are certain parts or aspects of the New
Testament authoritative in ways that other parts are not? What does it mean to say
that a narrative text (such as Acts or one of the Gospels) is authoritative?

In order to approach these difficult questions, it will be useful fo examing the
ways in which a representative cross-section of theologians have in fact used the
New Testament in setting forth normative accounts of Christian ethics. By examin-
ing their practices of interpreting and employing Scripture, we can gain a sense of
the range of possible hermeneutical strategies and see what is at stake in their differ-
ing methodological decisions. In other words, before attempting to prescribe how
we should use the New Testament in doing ethics, it is wise to consider how the-
ologians do in fact use it.' I propose to investigate the role of Scripture in the ethics
of five major twentieth-century interpreters: Reinhold Niebuhr, Karl Barth, John
Howard Yoder, Stanley Hauerwas, and Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza. All five have
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been widely influential voices in the church. Although anlv Schiissler Fiorenza isa > Rules: direct commandments or prohibitions of specific behaviors,
biblical scholar by trade, all five grant a major role to the New Testament in the for-
mation of Christian ethics. I do not claim that their uses of the New Testament rep-
resent a comprehensive typology of hermeneutical strategies. All five, for example,
are scholars who represent the academic culture of Europe and America. Four of "
the five are Protestants; only Schiissler Fiorenza is a Roman Catholic, and, as we
shall sce, her position is in no way representative of the dominant Thomist tradi-
tion in Catholic moral theology. Nonetheless, these five figures are sufficiently di-
verse to exemplify an instructive spectrum of hermeneutical options. One could
expand the spectrum by adding representatives of other theological and cultural -
traditions (e.g., a Thomist, a Pentecostal, a Third World liberation theologian, and
so forth); the range of possibilitics is in principle infinite. For the purposes of this
book, however, the five thinkers selected for attention here will serve to raise the.
major hermeneutical issues for New Testament cthics. Readers are invited to ex- -
tend this survey for themselves by posing the diagnostic questions developed in this
part of the book to the work of other theologians.

Rather than attempting a complete survey of the use of the New Testament in
the work of each of these writers, I will focus particularly on their treatments of war
and violence. This specific test case will reveal much about their various method- -
ological commitments, and it will provide a convenient point of comparison among

> Principles: general frameworks of moral consideration by which particular deci-
sions about action are to be governed.

> Paradigms: stories or summary accounts of characters who model exemplary
conduct (or negative paradigms: characters who model reprehensible conduct).

> A symbolic world that creates the perceptual categories through which we inter-
pret reality. (We may distinguish for analysis two different, but correlated, as-
pects of the New Testament’s symbolic world: its representations of the human
condition and its depictions of the character of God.)

Each of these modes of discourse may be found within Scripture as well as in sec-
ondary theological reflection about Scripture’s ethical import. For example, the rule
mode is illustrated by the New Testament’s prohibition of divorce (Mark 10:2-12 and
parallels). The principle mode is exemplified by Jesus’ linking of Deuteronomy 6:4—5
with Leviticus 19:18 to form the double love commandment (Mark 12:28-31, paral-
lels). The paradigm mode is illustrated by Jesus’ use of the parable of the good
Samaritan to answer the question “Who is my neighbor?” (Luke 10:2g~37) and by
Paul’s offering himself as an example to be imitated (1 Cor. 10:31-11:1); an example

?

of a negative paradigm is the story of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1-11). The sym-
bolic world as context for moral discernment is by definition pervasive in New Tes-
tament texts. As examples, consider the following instances: Romans 1:19-32 offers
adiagnosis of the fallen wman condition without explicitly articulating any moral
directives, and Matthew 5:43~48 proffers a characterization of God (who makes his
sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust)
in order to establish a framework for discipleship.

The presence of all these modes of discourse within the New Testament sug-
gests that all of them are potentially legitimate modes for our own normative reflec-
tion.s Thus, the hermeneutical task is—in part—the task of rightly correlating our
ethical norms with the modes of Scripture’s speech. Our investigation will seek to

" determine the characteristic mode(s) of appeal to Scripture for each of the five the-
ologians to be considered.

the hive.

After completing the comparative analysis of the hermeneutical strategies of
these five theologians, 1 will offer some overall assessments and normative propos
als about the role of the New Testament in Christian ethics. T do not expect tha
every reader will assent to my normative proposals; however, T hope that the cate-.
gories employed in this chapter will at least clarify some of the differences in our
interpretive practices within the church. At the same time, this discussion of her-
mencutical methodology may encourage a more rigorous examination of the ways.
in which we appeal to Seripture as a basis for our ethical convictions. ;i

Before we undertake the discussion of the use of the New Testament by Niebuhr,:
Barth, Yoder, Hauerwas, and Schiissler Fiorenza, it will be uscful to set forth some:
diagnostic categories, a list of questions to pose to these five interpreters. This list of
questions will focus the analysis and facilitate comparisons.

2. Other Sources of Authority

The other major hermeneutical issue that New Testament ethics must confront is
“ the question of the authority of the New Testament’s ethical vision in relation to
" other sources of authority for theology. No matter how seriously the church may
take the authority of the Bible, the slogan of sola Scriptura is both conceptually and
practically untenable, because the interpretation of Scripture can never oceur in
‘avacuum. The New Testament is always read by interpreters under the formative
influence of some particular tradition, using the light of reason and experience
and attempting to relate the Bible to a particular historical situation. Thus, the

1. Modes of Appeal to Scripture

Hermeneutical appropriation of the New Testament requires us to make decisions
about the mode of ethical discourse in which biblical warrants may function au-
thoritatively. What sorts of work does Scripture do in ethical discourse? What sorts
of affirmations does it authorize? We may distinguish four different modes of ap-
peal to the text in ethical argument.’ Theologians may appeal to Scripture as a source
of the following:
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hermenecutical task in New Testament ethics requires an attempt to specify as
clearly as possible the relationship between Scripture and other sources of author
ity. These other sources are often characterized under the rubrics of tradition, rea:

:-of f.aith collectively. Private revelatory experiences may prove edifying, but they can
c]avlrn normative status in the interpretation of Scripture only insofar as they are re-
ceived and validated in the wider experience of the community. (A classic example

_L'uther’s experience of finding grace and forgiveness in Scripture; his personal ex-
erience became paradigmatically illuminating for many and thus became herme-
eutically normative for an important theological tradition.) Experience serves not
nly to illuminate the meaning of the text but also to confirm the testimony of
cn.pture in the hearts and lives of the community. This is what the tradition calls
stimonium internum Spiritus Sancti, what John Wesley meant when he spoke of
gxperimental religion”: experience is the living appropriation of the text, which
ecomes self-attesting as it is experienced in faith. ,

son, and experience.* This categorization is heuristically serviceable, but we mus
define carefully what is meant by cach of these terms.

When we speak of tradition as an authority for theology, we refer not to genera
cultural customs but specifically to the church’s time-honored practices of worship
service, and critical reflection. Included under this heading are first of all the
cient ecumenical creeds and dogmatic definitions; tradition also includes, how
ever, the writings of individual theologians, particularly those who have been widel
read and revered in the church over long periods of time (e.g., Augustine, Aquinas
Luther, Calvin, Wesley). As some of these examples suggest, tradition can also tak
more local forms: particular denominations or cultural groups within the churc
universal bear their own distinctive forms of belief and practice, which play a signif
icant tole in the way ethical issues are addressed. In Christian theology, traditio
can never be treated as sacrosanct; we must bear in mind Jesus’ warning agains
those who “abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition
(Mark 7:8 and parallels). The classic formula remains serviceable: Scripture is normy
normans (“the norming norm”), while tradition is norma normata (“the norme
norm”). Still, tradition gives us a place to start in our interpretation of Scripturg;:
teaches us how to read with imaginative sympathy and an obedient spirit. Onl
where there is an appropriate concern for the witness of tradition in the church wi
we find it possible to sustain what Hauerwas calls a “conversation with one anoth

Tove to tell the story, because I know 'tis true;
© it satisfies my longings as nothing else can do.?

he satisfaction of longings becomes evidence for the truth of Seripture’s testimony.
ut what about experience that seems to contradict the witness of Scripture? That is;
difficult problem that must be explored in our study of representative theological
thicists. In any case, just as tradition and cultural norms of rationality inescapably
orm our sensibilities, so also we are formed as interpreters by our personal experi-
nees of God and the world. This formative role of experience must be acknowl-
dged and reckoned with in our account of New Testament hermeneutics.

and God . . . across generations.” ,

When we speak of reason as an authority for theology, we refer to understan
ings of the world attained through systematic philosophical reflection and throu,
scientific investigation, With regard to hermeneutical issues, reason is a necessa
tool in weighing the intelligibility of the text, its correspondence to the world
perceived through other media of knowledge. Additionally, critical reason has playe
a major role in the historical study of the Bible, enabling us to understand more:
about the cultural context of scriptural writings and their processes of compositio
and development. The relationship of reason to the New Testament as an authori
is sometimes problematical. That is so not because the New Testament is une
sonable but because reason itself is always culturally influenced. One importanti
sight of philosophical reason in the Jate twentieth century has been the recognitioi
that we have no access to a universal objective “reason.” Rationality is a continge
aspect of particular symbolic worlds. Consequently, when we ask about the relati
between Scripture and “reason” as sources of authority, we are in effect seeking th
best way to coordinate the cultural logic of the New Testament writings with th
cultural logic of our own historical setting. The possibility of significant—perha
irreconcilable —tensions between these sources can hardly be ruled out a priori:

When we speak of experience as an authority for theology, we refer not just

e tight relation of Scripture to each of these other sources of authority has been
perennial problem for theology. The challenge has taken slightly different forms
ndifferent historical eras, but the church must always struggle to get the balance
mong these four factors right. The Reformation fought its hermeneutical battles
ver the relation of church tradition to Scripture; the Enlightenment wrestled with
he relation of reason to Scripture, a battle that continued into the early years of the
entieth century. Now, however, we have passed into an era in which the urgent
uestion is the relative authority of Seripture and experience. Many feminist and
beration theologians are willing to assert explicitly that the authority of Scripture
sin principle subordinate to the authority of the critical insight conferred by the
perience of the oppressed or of women. Here great caution is necessary to distin-
ish the appropriate —indeed, inevitable —role of experience in shaping our in-
erpretation of the text from the bolder claim that personal experience can be
eated as a source of theological authority independent of Seripture.

~As we assess the hermeneutical strategies of Niebuhr, Barth, Yoder, Hauerwas
‘Schiissler Fiorenza, we must ask how each one weighs the relative importancc;
these four sources for theology and how their interpretations of New Testament

thics are shaped by that methodological decision. But still one morc factor remains

the religious experience of individuals but also to the experience of the commun be considered.




21z / ‘The Hermencutical Task How Do Ethicists Use Seripture? /213

C. How does the interpreter handle texts that are in tension with his or her
position?
D. What focal images are employed?

3. The Enactment of the Word

As we survey the hermeneutical strategies of our five representative interpreters, we,
must ask finally in each case about the concrete embodiments of their moral vi-
sions. What sort of communities have resulted or might result from putting their
readings of Scripture into practice? When we ask this question, we have moved im:
perceptibly across the indistinet theoretical line that distinguishes the hermeneut-
cal task from the pragmatic.” If we want to assess the normative implications of
differing readings of New Testament ethics, this movement to the pragmatic ques:

“TIL. Hermeneutical
- A What is the mode of appeal to the text? What sort of work does Scripture
do? What sorts of proposals does it authorize? |
1. Rules
2, Principles
3. Paradigms
4. Symbolic world
a. The human condition
b, The character of God
B. What other sources of authority do the interpreters rely on?
1. Tradition
2. Reason
3. Experience

tion is inescapable.

When we pose this question as an integral part of an inquiry into New Testa:
ment cthics, we are acknowledging the force of James's insistence that “faith without:
works is dead” (James 2:26b). Or, to put the point in a slightly different way, we are
subjecting various accounts of New Testament ethics to the “fruits test” that Jesus
proposed for distinguishing false prophets from true: “You will know them by their
fruits” (Matt. 7:20). It is important to note, however, that we are not pursuing an ad
hominem inquiry about the moral quality of the personal lives of these theologians
Rather, we are asking how their programmatic proposals for the use of the New Tes-
tament in ethics have been put into practice in living communities of faith. The op:
erative assumption of this inquiry, then, is that a clearly articulated and faithfu
reading of the ethics of the New Testament ought to contribute to the formation-o
communities that palpably embody the love of God as shown forth in Jesus Christ.:

:IV. Pragmatic

The fruits test: How is the vision embodied in a living community? Does the
community manifest the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22—23)?

‘NOTES
4. A Diagnostic Checklist

L Kf:lsey (1975) gives an exemplary account of the various ways in which theologians appeal to Seriplure to
authorize theological claims. The present study, while drawing significantly on his insights f()(.‘m(;s ml)rc nar
'jowly ona special casc of the more general problem analyzed by Kelsey: the wse of the NT in’thcol;agica] crhiafs- )
2 Far a comprehensive study of the use of Scripture by a somewhat wider range of theological cthicists scc
Siker .(forthcoming). My decision to treat Barth, Yoder, and Hauerwas entails a decision to give l:ﬁ()rc inl“c‘n’q-ivcl
tention to.a certain particular band within the spectrum, for there are definite family resemblances '1ml<m
ese three in their nse of Seripture. Because all three of them share my concern to grant écri pture a ;:t;nstihg
ve rf)lc in Christian cthics, T have found it instructive to clarify my own position by dclinea‘rin]g m()r:: carc‘fu]ll—
the differences between them —differences that in my judgment tumn ont to be of considerable importance ’
3. [él?rc IHollow Gustafson 1970, though I have modified his categories slightly. P
.’M':ekq lgtél;gzb\:zg(l(;i) ECIgcr and Luckmann 1966 and its application to the study of carly Christian cthics by
5. But see Verhey 1984, 176-177, who would exclude appeals to the NT at the “moral-rule” level
-6, The four sources of theological authority thus oulined correspond to the Wesleyan Quadri];n‘c}al deseribed
By Albert Outler, which has become widely influential as a framewaork for discussion in much recent l’rc;i'cqt"xm
, ought. For Outler’s own account of these categories, see Albert C. Qutler, “The Wesleyan ledrih%er'ﬂv—‘ln
‘ ohn We:.;]cy," in Langford 1991, 75-88, For a historical critique of Qutler’s attribution of these ca;c o‘rim to
Wesley liimsclf, see Ted A. Campbell, “The ‘Wesleyan Quadrilateral’: The Story of a Modem Mcllmdisgl‘ M f‘fh "
Langford 1961, 154-162. Anglican theology does not treat “cxperience” as a separate category idcnt‘ifyin) h;
slead a threef(‘)k.i authority for theology: Scripture, tradition, and reason. In effect, this classification treats ion-
_ten?poru'r){ religious experience as part of the data to be weighed by reason, While this is a workable schema, |
:hcv.e it is more heuristically useful to consider experience as a separate category, thus disﬁnguishiné l>c{w<:<;n
entific and philosophical investigations (i.c., reason) on the onc hand and the evidence of intuitive and
-aneedotally reported spiritual experience on the other. R
i 7. Hanerwas 19812, 64.
8. For example, Maclntyre 1988 points out that “standards of rational justification™ are embodied in and
‘emerge from particular traditions (p. 7). Although the Enlightenment promiscd to provide standards of reﬂ‘snn

Inn view of the ahove considerations, we may now formulate a diagnostic check
to be employed in assessing the role of Scripture in the work of various theologica
ethicists. The overall structure of the checklist corresponds to the four-part struc
ture of this book, distinguishing, for the sake of analysis, the descriptive, syntheti
hermeneutical, and pragmatic aspects of New Testament ethics. One could elab
rate these diagnostic questions considerably; the questions posed in Parts 1 and I
of the list are broadly formulated, asking for summary judgments about compl
matters. For our present purposes, however, this Tist will suffice as a structuring d
vice for the discussion.

THY, USE ©F SCRIPTURLE [N ETHICS

I. Descriptive
How accurate/adequate is the exegesis of texts used?

I1. Synthetic
A. Range: How comprehensive is the scope of texts employed?
B. Selection: Which biblical texts arc used and not used? Is there a canon
within the canon? How is selection determined?
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“undeniable by any rational person and therefore independent of . . . social and cubtural particularities,” it

failed (p. 6); there is no universal reason, because reason itself is tradition- and history-bound.

9. Katherine Hankey, “I Love to Tell the Story,” The United Methodist Hymnal (Nashville: United Methodi
Publishing House, 198¢), 156. (Originally written in 1868.)

10, See my discussion of these terms in the Infroduction.

%) Chapter 12

Five Representative
Hermeneutical Strategies

" 1. Reinhold Niebuhr: Christian Realism

Reinhold Niebuhr (1go2-1971) has been the most influential American Protestant
“theological ethicist of the twentieth century. As a young pastor and active advocate

for organized labor in Detroit during the 1920s, he harbored strong socialist and

“pacifist sympathies. However, his 1932 book, Moral Man and Immoral Society—
“written after he had become a professor of Christian ethics at Union Theological
‘Seminary in New York—marked an intellectual and political watershed. Niebuhr

had come to regard his earlier political idealism as unrealistic; his subsequent ca-
reer was devoted to championing his vision of “Christian realism,” which he under-
stood as a biblically informed prophetic critique of ideologies both on the right and

~on the left. Niebuhr’s influence can hardly be overestimated; his essays and books
‘¢came to define mainstream Protestant ethics during the middle part of this century.

He became an adviser to presidents and Washington policy-makers during the

“Cold War era, and his picture appeared on the cover of Time magazine in 1948.
‘What appears to be commonsense political ethics to the majority of Protestant

churchgoers today is actually a popularized version of Niebuhr's Christian realism.
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¢.g., Fee 1987, 303-305. It has not been possible ta discuss this cxegetical problem here; but ﬂw
ability lies with the reading adopted above,
42. It is tempting to turn to the Song of Solémon to find a joyous, sensual celebration

culty with that text for our present purposes is that it does not cxplicitly describe the passiay
pocim as married,

43. Sec Whitehead 1993.

44. Spong 1984, n127.

45. Spong 1984, 1127.

46. One reader of my manuscript comments: “I would agree that such a pathetic * pa :
covenant might be better than abandoning the fellowship nf the chareh, but I would-no
than parting in anger.” It seems to me that anger at injustice and unfaithfulness is somel
need to foster rather than avoid. Itmay be the case that the only faithful way to part is in’@

47. Willimon 1990, g23.

48. This is merely onc illustration. My aim here is not to produce a list of ctccphons by
of hermeneutical procedures that we might apply to the texts.

49. Foran extended argument in defense of this position, see Keener 1ga.
so. Garvey 1987, 16q.

w Haven in the summer of 1989 to say a proper farewell. My best
ergraduate years at Yale, he was dying of AIDS. While he was still
family and I invited him to come visit us one more time.’

eck he stayed with us, we went to films together (Field of Dreams
: ciety), we drank wine and laughed, we had long sober talks about

as nostalgic music: the record of our college singing group, which
with passionate precision; music of the sixties, recal]ing the years

ndlgo Girls; he introduced me to Johannes Ockeghem s Requzem
ctis): As always, his aesthetic sense was fine and austere; as always,
id to face the truth, even in the shadow of death.

ibetween his homosexuality and his Christian faith, He was angry
ning gay Christian groups, because he regarded his own condition

the gay apologists encouraged homosexual believers to “draw their
it sexuality” and thus to shift the ground of their identity subtly

exuality, experiencing it as a compulsion and an affliction. Now, as
he wanted to talk it all through again from the beginning, because
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he knew my love for him and trusted me to speak without dissembling, For Gary
there was no time to dance around the hard questions. As Dylan had urged, “Letu
not talk falsely now; the hour is getting late.” :

In particular, Gary wanted to discuss the biblical passages that deal with homo-
sexual acts. Among Gary's many gifts was his skill as a reader of texts. After leavmg
Yale and helping to found a community-based Christian theater group in Toronto,
he had eventually completed a master’s degree in French literature. Though h
was not trained as a biblical exegete, he was a careful and sensitive interpreter. He_
had read hopefully through the standard hibliography of the burgeoning move-
ment advocating the aceeptance of homosexuality in the church: John J. McNeil
The Church and the Homosexual; James B. Nelson, Embodiment; Letha Scanzoni;
and Virginia Ramey Mollenkott, Is the Homosexual My Neighbor?; John Boswel
Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality.* In the end, he came away dis
appointed, believing that these authors, despite their good intentions, had impose
a wishful interpretation on the biblical passages. However much he wanted to be
lieve that the Bible did not condemn homosexuality, he would not violate his ow
stubborn intellectual integrity by pretending to find their arguments persuasive.

The more we talked, the more we found our perspectives interlocking. Both o
us had serious misgivings about the mounting pressure for the church to recognize
homosexuality as a legitimate Christian lifestyle. As a New Testament scholar, I was:
concerned about ¢ertain questionable exegetical and theological strategies of th
gay apologists. As a homosexual Christian, Gary believed that their writings did ju
tice neither to the biblical texts nor to his own sobering experience of the gay co
munity that he had moved in and out of for twenty years.

We concluded that our witnesses were complementary and that we had a word
to speak to the churches. The public discussion of this matter has been dominate
by insistently ideological voices: on one side, gay rights activists demanding the
church’s unqualified acceptance of homosexuality; on the other, unqualified co
demnation of homosexual Christians. Consequently, the church has become it

1.Reading the Texts

The Bible hardly ever discusses homosexual behavior. There are perhaps half a
dozen brief references to it in all of Scripture. In terms of emphasis, it is a minor
concern —in contrast, for example, to economic injustice. The paucity of texts ad-
dressing the issue is a significant fact for New Testament ethics. What the Bible
does say should be heeded carefully, but any ethic that intends to be biblical will
eck to get the accents in the right place, not overemphasizing peripheral issues.
{Would that the passion presently being expended in the church over the question
of homosexuality were devoted instead to urging the wealthy to share with the
poor! Some of the most urgent champions of “biblical morality” on sexual matters
come strangely equivocal when the discussion turns to the New Testament's teach-
ngs about possessions. )*

As we deal with this issue, it will be useful first to comment briefly on the Old
Testament texts usually cited. This procedure will enable us to clear away some
possible misconceptions and to delineate the basis for the traditional Jewish teach-
ng that is presupposed by the New Testament writers.

(A) GENESIS 19:1—29  The notorious story of Sodom and Gomorrah —often
ed in connection with homosexuality—is actually irrelevant to the topic. The
‘men of Sodom” come pounding on Lot’s door, apparently with the intention of
ang-raping Lot's two visitors—who, as we readers know, are actually angels. The
ngels rescue Lot and his family and pronounce destruction on the city. The gang-
ape scenario exemplifies the wickedness of the city, but there is nothing in the pas-
sage pertinent to a judgment about the morality of consensual homosexual inter-
ourse. Indeed, there is nothing in the rest of the biblical tradition, save an obscure
eference in Jude 7, to suggest that the sin of Sodom was particularly identified
with sexual misconduct of any kind.* In fact, the clearest statement about the sin of
Sodom is to be found in an oracle of the prophet Ezekiel: “This was the guilt of
our sister Sodom: she and her daughters had pride, excess of food, and prosperous
e, but did not aid the poor and needy” (Ezek. 16:49).

creasingly polarized. Gary and I agreed that we should try to encourage a mo
nuanced discourse within the community of faith. He was going to write an artic
about his own experience, reflecting on his struggle to live as a faithful Christian
wracked by a sexual orientation that he believed to be incommensurate with-th
teaching of Scripture, and I agreed to write a response to it.

Tragically, Gary soon became too sick to carry out his intention. His last k:tt
to me was an effort to get some of his thoughts on paper while he was still able:
write. By May of 1990 he was dead. g

This section of the present book, then, is an act of keeping covenant with#
beloved brother in Chirist who will not speak again on this side of the resurrectio
1 commit it to print in the hope that it will foster compassionate and carefully re
soned theological reflection within the community of faith.* The need for such
flection is great; no issuc divides the church more sharply in the 19gos than the
normative status of homosexuality, How is Scripture rightly to be employed in our
deliberations about this matter?

(B) LEVITICUS 18:22, 20:13  The few biblical texts that do address the topic
homosexual behavior, however, are unambiguously and unremittingly negative
their judgment. The holiness code in Leviticus explicitly prohibits male homo-
ual intercourse: “You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomi-
tion” (Lev. 18:22). (Nothing is said here about female homosexual behavior.) In
viticus 20:10-16, the same act is listed as one of a series of sexual offenses—along
h adultery, incest, and bestiality—that are punishab]e by death. It is worth not-
ig that the act of “lying with a male as with a woman” is categorically proscribed:
motives for the act are not treated as a morally significant factor. This unambiguous
egal prohibition stands as the foundation for the subsequent universal rejection of
male same-sex intercourse within Judaism.*
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Quoting a law from Leviticus, of course, does not necessarily settle the ques
for Christian ethics. The Old Testament contains many prohibitions and.co
mandments that have, ever since the first century, generally been disregarde
deemed obsolete by the church—most notably, rules concerning circumcision:
dietary practices. Some ethicists have argued that the prohibition of homosexualj
is similarly superseded for Christians: it is merely part of the Old Testament’s
“purity rules” and therefore morally irrelevant today.?

The Old Testament, however, makes no systematic distinction between o
law and moral law. The same section of the holiness code also contains, for insta
the prohibition of incest (Lev. 18:6-18). Is that a purity law or a moral law? Levitic
makes no distinction in principle. In each case, the church is faced with the ta
discerning whether Israel’s traditional norms remain in force for the new com
nity of Jesus’ followers. In order to sce what decisions the early church made
this matter, we must turn to the New Testament.

those -who indulge in homosexual activity are “wrongdoers” (adikoi, literally “un-
ighteous”), along with the other sorts of offenders in his list.
In 1 Corinthians 6:11, Paul asserts that the sinful behaviors catalogued in the
list were formerly practiced by some of the Corinthians. Now, however, since
I's correspondents have been transferred into the sphere of Christ’s lordship,
~ought to have left these practices behind: “This is what some of you used to
But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the
Lo Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God.” The remainder of the chapter,
e {1 Cor. 6:12—20), counsels the Corinthians to glorify God in their bodies, be-
e they belong now to God and no longer to themselves.
The 1 Timothy passage includes arsenokoitai in a list of “the Jawless and disobe-
nt,” whose behavior is specified in a vice list that includes everything from lying
ave-trading to murdering one’s parents, under the rubric of actions “contrary to
B sound teaching that conforms to the glorious gospel.” Here again, the Old Tes-
ment prohibition is presupposed, but the context offers little discussion of sexual
lity as such.
One other possibly relevant passage is the apostolic decree of Acts 15:28—29,
tich rules that Gentile converts to the new Christian movement must observe a
‘f’minima] purity prohibitions in order to have fellowship with the predomi-
ly Jewish early church:

(C) 1 CORINTHIANS 6:9=11, 1 TIMOTHY 1:10, ACTS 15:28-29 The
church did, in fact, consistently adopt the Old Testament’s teaching on matte
sexual morality, including homosexual aets. In 1 Corinthians 6:9 and 1 Timy
1:10, for example, we find homosexuals included in lists of persons who do th

o0

unacceptable to God.
In 1 Corinthians 6, Paul, exasperated with the Corinthians, some of whom ap
ently believe themselves to have entered a spiritually exalted state in which the m
rules of their old existence no longer apply to them (cf. 1 Cor. 4:8, 512, 8:1-9
fronts them with a blunt rhetorical question: “Do you not know that wrongdoe
not inherit the kingdom of God?” He then gives an illustrative list of the sorts of
sons he means: “fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, malakoi, arsenokoitai, thieves,
greedy, drunkards, revilers, robbers.” ‘
I have left the terms pertinent to the present issue untranslated, hecaust
translation has been disputed recently by Boswell and others.® The word mal
not a technical term meaning “homosexuals” (no such term existed either in:
or in Hebrew), but it appears often in Hellenistic Greek as pejorative slang
scribe the “passive” partners— often young boys —in homosexual activity. The
word, arsenokoitai, is not found in any extant Greek text earlier than 1 Corin
Some scholars have suggested that its meaning is uncertain, but Robin Serog
shown that the word is a translation of the Hebrew mishkay zakur (“lyin
male™), derived directly from Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 and used in rabbint
to refer to homosexual intercourse.” The Septuagint (Greek Old Testane
Leviticus 2013 reads, “Whoever lies with a man as with a woman {meta:
koiten gynaikos], they have both done an abomination” (my translation).”
most certainly the idiom from which the noun arsenokoitai was coined. Th
use of the term presupposes and reaffirms the holiness code’s condemnati
mosexual acts. This is not a controversial point in Paul’s argument; the I¢
no evidence that anyone at Corinth was arguing for the acceptance of

or it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to impose on you no further burden
ian thesce essentials: that you abstain from what has been sacrificed to idols and from

seems likely, these stipulations are based on the purity regulations of Leviticus
8:30—which apply not only to Israelites but also to “the aliens who reside

omosexual intercourse. This suggestion about the Old Testament background
t515:28~29 is probable but not certain. In any case, the immediate narrative
fttext in Acts reflects a primary concern with the issue of whether Gentile con-
must be circumcised; sexual morality is not the major point at issue. Thus the
e scope of the prohibited porneia is not explained in the story.

-ROMANS 1:18~32  The most crucial text for Christian ethics concerning
exuality remains Romans 1, because this is the only passage in the New Tes-
hat explains the condemnation of homosexual behavior in an explicitly

heir bodies among themselves, hecause they exchanged the truth about God for a lie
‘worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator. . . . For this reason God
them up to dishonorable passions. Their women exchanged natural intercourse for
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unnatural, and in the same way also the men, giving up natural intercourse with womeji Ernst Kisemann comments, “Paul paradoxically reverses the cause and conse
Sy [ 2 N ell] C-

ence: moral perversion is the result of God's wrath, not the reason for it,”s
In order to make his accusation stick, Paul has to claim that these human be-
gs are actually in rebellion against God, not merely ignorant of him. The way in
hich the argument is framed here is crucial: ignorance is the consequence of hu-
anity’s primal rebellion. Because human beings did not acknowledge God, “they
came futile in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened” (1:21;
.2 Thess. 2:10b-12). Paul does not argue on a case-by-casc basis that every single
’dividual has first known and then rejected God; instead, thinking in mythico-
orical categorics, he casts forth a blanket condemnation of humankind. The
hole passage is “Paul’s real story of the universal fall" As Kisemann puts it, “For
i apostic, history is governed by the primal sin of rebellion against the Creator,
hich finds repeated and universal expression.”” The passage is not merely a po-
ical denunciation of selected pagan vices; it is a diagnosis of the human condi-
on. The diseased behavior detailed in verses 24-31 is symptomatic of the one sickness
thumanity as a whole. Because they have turned away from God, “all, both Jews
1d Greeks, are under the power of sin” (3:9).
+According to Paul’s analysis, God’s “wrath” against his fallen human creatures
es the ironic form of allowing them the freedom to have their own way, aban-
ning them to their.own devices.

were consumed with passion for one another. Men committed shameless acts with-me
and received in their own persons the due penalty for their own error.  (Row. 1i24-27)

(This is, incidentally, the only passage in the Bible that refers to lesbian sexual e
tions.) Because the passage is often cited and frequently misunderstood, a careh
examination of its place in Paul’s argument is necessary.

After the greeting and introductory thanksgiving (Rom. 1:1-15), the substance
Paul’s exposition begins with a programmatic declaration in 1:16-17: the gospel
“the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and:a
to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith
as it is written, “The one who is righteous will live by faith.” This theologicall

iy

pregnant formulation emphasizes first of all the character of the gospel as an ac
manifestation of God’s power. The gospel is not merely a moral or philosophi
teaching that hearers may accept or reject as they choose; it is rather the eschate
logical instrument through which God is working his purpose out in the world

Like Habakkuk long before him and like Milton long after, Paul is undertak
in his own way to “justify the ways of God to men™" by proclaiming that the righ
cousness of God (dikaiosyne theou) is now definitively manifest in the gospel.
demonstration of his righteousness, God has “put forward” Jesus Christ, precise
in order “to prove at the present time that he himself [i.¢., God] is righteous” (Rom
3:25-26). The gospel is, among other things, a vindication of God. Of course, th
vindication of God’s righteousness entails more than an abstract declaratios
God’s moral uprightness; for Paul, the gospel that proclaims God’s justice is also
power, “the power of God for salvation” (1:16), reaching out graciously to del
humanity from bondage to sin and death.*

Having sounded this keynote, Paul abruptly modulates into a contrasting ke
turning to condemn the unrighteousness of fallen humanity: “For the wrath of God
is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of those who'
their wickedness suppress the truth” (118). The Greek word that the NRSV trarn
lates as “wickedness” (adikia), used twice in 1:18 for unmistakable emphasis, isH
direct antithesis of “righteousness” (dikaiosyne). Unless we translate it as “unirig
teousness,” we are apt to miss the intended contrast; the righteousness of G
manifest in God’s wrath against the unrighteousness of humankind. "The ensuing
discussion (1:19-32) explains, documents, and elaborates this human unrighteo
ness. Humanity's unrighteousness consists fundamentally in a refusal to honor G
and render him thanks (1:21). God has clearly shown forth his “power and divi
nature” in and through the created world (1:19-20), but the human race in gener
has disregarded this evidence and turned on a massive scale to idolatry (1:23). Th
genius of Paul’s analysis, of course, lies in his refusal to posita catalog of sins as the
cause of human alienation from God. Instead, he delves to the root: all other:
pravities follow from the radical rebellion of the creature against the Creator (1:24-3

Claiming to be wise, they became fools; and they exchanged the glory of the immortal God
fpr images resembling a mortal human being or birds or fourfooted animals or reptiles.
Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of
their bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and
worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator.  (1:22-25)

se and the following sentences, in which the refrain “God gave them up” oc-
irs-three times (1:24, 26, 28), repeatedly drive home Paul’s point: idolatry finally
thases both the worshiper and the idol. God's judgment allows the irony of sin to
itself out: the creature’s original impulse toward self-glorification ends in self-
truction. The refusal to acknowledge God as Creator ends in blind distortion of
screation.,

Thus, the particular depravities catalogued in verses 24—31 serve two basic pur-
ses in Paul’s argument. (Notice that the failings listed in verses 2g-31 have noth-
to do with sexual behavior.) First, these various forms of “debased mind” and
hings that should not he done” are seen to be manifestations (not provocations) of
wrath of God, punishments inflicted upon rebellious humanity rather as the
agues were visited upon the Egyptians in Exodus.® Paul is not warning his readers
iat they will incur the wrath of God if they do the things that he lists here; rather,
gaking in Isracl’s prophetic tradition, he is presenting an empirical survey of ram-
nt human lawlessness as evidence that God's wrath and judgment are already at
k in the world. Second, the heaping up of depravities serves to demonstrate
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Paul’s evaluation of humanity as deeply implicated in “ungodliness and wicked-
ness” (1:18b). John Calvin saw clearly that Paul uses homosexuality as an illustra-
tion of his point because

[u]ngodliness is a hidden evil, and therefore Paul uses a more obvious proof [i.e., homo-
sexual acts] to show that they cannot escape without just condemnation, since this un-
godliness was followed by effects which prove manifest evidence of the wrath of the
Lord. .. . Paul uscs these signs to prove the apostasy and defection of men."”

It is certainly true that Paul’s portrayal of homosexual behavior is of a secondary

and illustrative character in relation to the main line of argument; however, the il-
lustration is one that both Paul and his readers would have regarded as particularly
vivid. Rebellion against this Creator who may be “understood and seen in the
things that he has made” is made palpable in the flouting of sexual distinctions that

are'fundamental to God’s creative design. The reference to God as Creator would -
certainly evoke for Paul, as well as for his readers, immediate recollections of the -

creation story in Genesis 1-3, which proclaims that “God created humankind in
his own image . . . male and female he created them,” charging them to “be fruit-

ful and multiply” (Gen. 1:27-28)." Similarly, as we have noted in our discussion of

divorce, Genesis 2:18-24 describes woman and man as created for one another and
concludes with a summary moral: “Therefore a man leaves his father and his
mother and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh.” Thus the complemen-
tarity of male and female is given a theological grounding in God’s creative activity.

. . “©
By way of sharp contrast, in Romans 1 Paul portrays homosexual behavior as a “sac- -

rament” (50 to speak) of the antireligion of human beings who refuse to honor God
as Creator. When human beings engage in homosexual activity, they enact an out-
ward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual reality: the rejection of the Cre-
ator’s design. Thus, Paul’s choice of homosexuality as an illustration of human de-
pravity is not merely random: it serves his rhetorical purposes by providing a vivid
image of humanity’s primal rejection of the sovereignty of God the Creator.

The Janguage of “exchange” plays a central role in this passage, emphasizing
the direct parallelism between the rejection of God and the rejection of created
sexual roles. The “exchange” imagery first appears in 1:23, where Paul charges that
rebellious humans have “exchanged [ellaxan] the glory of the immortal God for
images resembling a mortal human being or birds or four-footed animals or rep-
tiles.” The accusation is recapitulated in 1:25, where it is for the first time con-
nected directly to sexual impurity: because “they exchanged [metellaxan] the truth
about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator,”
God handed them over to “the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves.” Up.
to this point, Paul’s condemnation could apply equally well to all sexual offenses,
heterosexual as well as homosexual.

In 1:26—27, however, he introduces a further development in his account of hu-

manity’s tragic rebellious trade-off: “Their women exchanged [metéllaxan] natural
relations for unnatural, and the men likewise gave up natural relations with women
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and were consumed with passion for one another.” The deliberate repetition of the
verb metellaxan forges a powerful rhetorical link between the rebellion against
God and the “shameless acts” (1:27) that are themselves both evidence and conse-
quence of that rebellion.

In describing what it is that straying humans have “exchanged,” Paul for the
first time introduces the concept of “nature” (physis) into the argument (1:26): they
have exchanged (translating literally) “the natural use for that which is contrary to
nature” (ten physiken chigsin eis ten para physin). What did Paul mean by “nature,”
and where does this idea come from?

There are abundant instances, both in the work of Greco-Roman moral philoso-
phers and in literary texts, of the opposition between “natural” (kate physin) and
“unnatural” (para physin) behavior. These categories play a major role in Stoicism,
where right moral action is closely identified with living kata physin. In particular,
the opposition between “natural” and “unnatural” is very frequently used (in‘the
absence of convenient Greek words for “heterosexual” and “homosexual”) as a way
of distinguishing between heterosexual and homosexual behavior.

This categorization of homosexual behavior as “contrary to nature” was adopted
with particular vehemence by Hellenistic Jewish writers, who tended to see a corre-
spondence between the philosophical appeal to “nature” and the teachings of the
Law of Moses. “The Law recognizes no sexual connections,” writes Josephus, “ex-
cept for the natural [kata physin] union of man and wife, and that only for the pro-
creation of children. But it abhors the intercourse of males with males, and punishes
any who undertake such a thing with death.”™ In Paul’s time, the categorization of
homosexual practices as para physin was a commonplace feature of polemical at-
tacks against such behavior, particularly in the world of Hellenistic Judaism. When
this idea turns up in Romans 1 (in a form relatively restrained by comparison to the
statements of some of Paul’s contemporaries, both pagan and Jewish), we must rec-
ognize that Paul is hardly making an original contribution to theological thought
on the subject; he speaks out of a Hellenistic-Jewish cultural context in which ho-
mosexuality is regarded as an abomination, and he assumes that his readers will
share his negative judgment of it. In fact, the whole design and logic of his argu-
ment demands such an assumption. Though he offers no explicit reflection on the

- concept of “nature,” it appears that in this passage Paul identifies “nature” with the

created order. The understanding of “nature” in this conventional language does
not rest on empirical observation of what actually exists; instead, it appeals to a con-
ception of what ought to be, of the world as designed by God and revealed through
the stories and laws of Scripture. Those who indulge in sexual practices para physin
are defying the Creator and demonstrating their own alienation from him.

Let us summarize briefly our reading of Paul on this issue. The aim of Romans 1 is

-not to teach a code of sexual ethics; nor is the passage a warning of God’s judgment

against those who are guilty of particular sins. Rather, Paul is offering a diagnosis of
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the disordered human condition: he adduces the fact of widespread homqsexual
behavior as evidence that human beings are indeed in rebellion against their Cre-
ator. The fundamental human sin is the refusal to honor God and g%ve God than‘ks
(1:21); consequently, God’s wrath takes the form of lcth‘ng hurnan 1dolaltry run its
own self-destructive course. Homosexual activity, then, is not a pr.m.locatzolzz .of thi
wrath of God” (Rom. 1:18); rather, it is a consequence of God’s decision th give up
rebellious creatures to follow their own futile thinking and desires. The unrxgh-
teous behavior catalogued in Romans 1:26-31 is a list of symptoms: the underlying
sickness of humanity as a whole, Jews and Greeks alike, is that they have turned
away from God and fallen under the power of sin (cf.‘ Rom. 3:9). ' |
When this context is kept clearly in view, several important observations follow:

> Paul is not describing the individual life histories of pagan sinners; not cvery
pagan has first known the true God of Isracl and then chosen to turn away into
idolatry. When Paul writes, “They exchanged the truth about God for a lie,” he

is giving a global account of the universal fall of humanity.* This fall is mani-.

fested continually in the various ungodly behaviors listed in verses 24-31.

> Paul singles out homosexual intercourse for special attention because he re-
gards it as providing a particularly graphic image of the way in which human

i 3 . G e Cre: e M woman -
fallenness distorts God’s created order. God the Creator made man and

for cach other, to cleave together, to be fruitful and multiply. When human be-

ings “exchange” these created roles for homosexual intercourse, they embofdy .
I “ ; . r
the spiritual condition of those who have “exchanged the truth about God for -

a lie.”

> Homosexual acts are not, however, specially reprehensible sins; they are no worse -
than any of the other manifestations of human unrighteousness listed in the
passage (vv. 29-31)—no worse in principle than covetousness or gossip or disre-

spect for parents.

> Homosexual activity will not incur God's punishment: it is its own punishmex?t,
an “antireward.” Paul here simply echoes a traditional Jewish idea. The Wlf-
dom of Solomon, an intertestainental writing that has surelly inforl?led Pau_l§
thinking in Romans 1, puts it like this: “Therefore those who l}ved_ unr:ghte.ously,
in a life of folly, [God] tormented through their own abominations (Wlsdqm

of Solomon 12:23).

Repeated again and again in recent debate is the claim that Paul condemns 0};1_1}7
homosexual acts committed promiscuously by heterosexual'per.sons_becauset ey
“exchanged natural intercourse for unnatural.” "'fm]’s nega,t,lve judgment, ?O tbe ?r:
gument goes, does not apply to persons who arc “naturally” of homosexual orients:

- ls “ o
tion. This interpretation, however, is untenable. The “exchange” is not a matter

. L o . fition
individual life decisions; rather, it is Paul’s characterization of the fallen conditio

of the pagan world. In any case, neither Paul nor anyone else in antiquity had
concept of “sexual orientation.” To introduce this concept into the passage (by %
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gesting that Paul disapproves only those who act contrary to their individual sexual
orientations) is to lapse into anachronism. The fact is that Paul treats all homosex-
ual activity as prima facie evidence of humanity’s tragic confusion and alienation
from God the Creator.

But one more thing must be said: Romans 1:18-32 sets up a homiletical sting op-
eration. The passage builds a crescendo of condemnation, declaring God’s wrath
upon human unrighteousness, using rhetoric characteristic of Jewish polemic against
Gentile immorality. It whips the reader into a frenzy of indignation against others:
those unbelievers, those idol-worshipers, those immoral enemies of God. But then,
in Romans z:1, the sting strikes: “Therefore you have no excuse, whoever you are,
- when you judge others; for in passing judgment on another you condemn yourself,
‘because you, the judge, are doing the very same things.” The reader who glecfully
joins in the condemnation of the unrighteous is “without excuse” (anapologetos)
before God (2:1), just as those who refuse to acknowledge God are anapologétos
- (120). The radical move that Paul makes is to proclaim that all people, Jews and Gen-
tiles alike, stand equally condemned under the just judgment of a righteous God.

Consequently, for Paul, self-righteous judgment of homosexuality is just as sin-
ful as the homosexual behavior itself. That does not mean that Paul is disingenuous
in his rejection of homosexual acts and all the other sinful activities mentioned in
- Romans 1:2432; all the evils listed there remain evils (cf. also Rom. 6:1-23).% But
‘o one should presume to be above God’s judgment; all of us stand in radical need
- of God’s mercy. Thus, Paul’s warning should transform the terms of our contempo-
- rary debate about homosexuality: no one has a secure platform to stand upon in
~order to pronounce condemnation on others. Anyone who presumes to have such

“@vantage point is living in a dangerous fantasy, oblivious to the gospel that levels all
- of us before a holy God.

2. Synthesis: Homosexuality in Canonical Context

hough only a few biblical texts speak of homoerotic activity, all that do mention it
express unqualified disapproval. Thus, on this issue, there is no synthetic problem
or New Testament ethics. In this respect, the issue of homosexuality differs signifi-
antly from matters such as slavery or the subordination of women, concerning
hich the Bible contains internal tensions and counterposed witnesses. The bibli-
al witness against homosexual practices is univocal,

No theological consideration of homosexuality can rest content, however, with
short list of passages that treat the matter explicitly. We must consider how Scrip-
re frames the discussion more broadly: How is human sexuality portrayed in the
anon as a whole, and how are the few explicit texts treating homosexuality to be
¢ad in relation to this larger canonical framework? To place the prohibition of ho-
osexual activity in a canonical context, we should keep in mind at least the fol-
wing factors in the biblical portrayal of human existence before God.
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(A) GOD’S CREATIVE INTENTION FOR HUMAN SEXUALITY From Gen-
esis 1 onward, Scripture affirms repeatedly that God has made man and wornan

for one another and that our sexual desires rightly find fulfillment within hetercisex-
ual marriage. (See, for instance, Mark 10:2-9, 1 Th(—fss. 4:3—.8, 1 Cor. 7119, Eph.
5:21-33, Heb. 13:4. The Song of Solomon, however it is to be mterpreted., also celc.e—
brates love and sexual desire between man and woman.) The general lines of this
portrait were sketched in the foregoing discussion of divorce and'need not bc? re-
peated here. This normative canonical picture of marriage provides the positive

backdrop against which the Bible's few emphatic negations of homosexuality must

be read.

(B) THE FALLEN HUMAN CONDITION The biblical analysis of the human.
predicament, most sharply expressed in Pauline theology, offers a subtle accox_lnt of
human bondage to sin. As great-grandchildren of the En]lghtenment', we h]fe to
think of ourselves as free moral agents, choosing rationally among possible ElC’[lOll'lS,
but Scripture unmasks that cheerful illusion and teaches us that we are deeply in-

fected by the tendency to self-deception. As Jeremiah lamented, “The heart is de- .

ceitful above all things, and desperately corrupt; who can understand it?” (Jer. 17:9,

RSV). Romans 1 depicts humanity in a state of self-afhirming confusion: 'l'"hc::y be-
came futile in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to..

he wise, they became fools. . .. They know God’s decree, that those who practice

such things deserve to die—yet they not only do them but applaud others who -
practice them” (Rom. 1:21-22, 32). Once in the fallen state, we are not free not to-.
sin: we are “slaves of sin” (Rom. 6:17), which distorts our perceptions, overpowets. -

our will, and renders us incapable of obedience (Rom. 7). Redemption (a word that

means “being emancipated from slavery”) is God's act of liberation, setting us flree
el o » :
from the power of sin and placing us within the sphere of God’s transforming .

power for righteousness (Rom. 6:20-22, 8:1-11, of. 12:1-2).

Thus, the Bible’s sober anthropology rejects the apparently commonsense as- -

sumption that only freely chosen acts are morally cx-xlpable.‘Quite the reverse: tile
very nature of sin is that it is not freely chosen. That is wha.t it means to live “in t)f:
flesh” in a fallen creation. We are in bondage to sin but still accountable to -Gods
righteous judgment of our actions. In light of this theological anthropology, Ilt.czfn-.
not be maintained that a homosexual orientation is morally neutral because it is in:

voluntary.

(C) THE DEMYTHOLOGIZING OF SEX The Bible undercuts our cultural
obsession with sexual fulfillment. Scripture (along with many subsequent genera:
tions of faithful Christians) bears witness that lives of freedom, joy, and service are
possible without sexual relations. Indeed, however odd it may seem to conte]mp?-
rary sensibilities, some New Testament passages (Matt. 19:10-12, 1 Cor. 7) ¢ es;ry
commend the celibate life as a way of faithfulness. In the view of the wor}d that
emerges from the pages of Scripture, sex appears as a matter of secondary impor
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tance. To be sure, the power of sexual drives must be acknowledged and subjected
to constraints, either through marriage or through disciplined abstinence. But never
- within the canonical perspective does sexuality become the basis for defining a per-
son’s identity or for finding meaning and fulfillment in life. The things that matter
are justice, mercy, and faith (Matt. 23:23). The love of God is far more important
than any human love. Sexual fulfillment finds its place,

at best, as a subsidiary good
within this larger picture.

How then—keeping these larger canonical perspectives in mind—do we employ
the three images of community, cross, and new creation in our interpretation of the
- New Testament witness concerning homosexuality? The role of these images, it
should be remembered, is not to serve as independent theological motifs but to
bring our reading of the New Testament texts into clear perspective. Since there
are only a few directly pertinent texts, the focal images have a limited amount of
~work to do on this issue, Still, a few observations are in order,

Community. The biblical strictures against homosexual behavior are concerned
not just for the private morality of individuals but for the health, wholeness, and
purity of the elect community. This perspective is certainly evident in the holiness
code of Leviticus.” Almost immediately following the prohibition of homosexual
onduct (Lev. 18:22), we find the following general warning, which refers to all the
' foregoing rules about sexual practices (Lev. 18:6-23)

Do not defile yourselves in any of these ways, for by all these practices the nations I am
casting out before you have defiled themselves. Thus the land became defiled; and I pun-
ished it for its iniquity, and the land vomited out ifs inhabitants. But you shall keep my
statutes and my ordinances and commit none of these abominations, either the citizen or
the alien who resides among you. (Lrv. 18124-26)

Jsrael as a holy nation is called upon, for the sake of the whole people’s welfare, to
keep God’s commandments. Those who transgress the commandments defile not
ierely themselves but the whole land, jeopardizing the community as a whole,
That is why “whoever commits any of these abominations shall be cut off from their
people” (Lev. 18:29).

Similarly, Paul’s exhortation to the Corinthians to “glorify God in your body”
Cor. 6:20) grows out of his passionate concern, expressed repeatedly in 1 Corinthi-
ns, for the unity and sanctification of the community as a whole. Fornication with
prostitute is wrong, among other reasons, because “your bodies are members of
hrist” (6:15). Thus, to engage in sexual immorality defiles the body of Christ.
Through baptism, Christians have entered a corporate whole whose health is at
ake in the conduct of all its members. Sin is like an infection in the body; thus,
oral action is not merely a matter of individual freedom and preference. “If one
ember suffers, all suffer” (1 Cor. 12:26). This line of argument is not applied specif

ally to every offense in the vice list of 6:9-10, but it does not require a great leap of
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imagination to see that for Paul the church is .analogou.s (thm.lgh not ;derftlc;lt)hz .
Isracl as portrayed in the holiness code. That is tl.1e logic behind ?ns deman e
the Corinthian church expel the man engaged in a sexual r.ela'tlonsln}) ]:vm 11; |
stepmother (5:1-13).* A similar logic would certainlly a!)ply, within Paul’s frame of
reference, to the malakoi and arsenokoitai of 1 COI’I]‘]T]‘)I’;I]']S 6:9. The community 0d
those who have been washed, sanctified, and ]'ulstiﬁ'ed n the name of i%heT Lor
Jesus Christ ought to have put such behaviors behind it. The New Testament 11(;\/61‘
considers sexual conduct a matter of purely private concern })etwcc?n consen mg]
adults. According to Paul, everything that we do as Christians, including our sexua
actices, : the whole body of Christ. ,
Pmc\;]fzcli’naliclitlsstt;) to add t'hatyl’aul’s corporate concern is for ﬂ1e ‘c/'mrch, not gw
wider civil socicty; that is one of the major differences .bet'ween Lewtlculs andlllt. Oi
rinthians. The right to privacy may well be a useful principle for a secular poll 1ca-
order. Such a political right, however, does not extend carte l’nlanche tg s'e?(t1:;1_ cct)ln
duct within the church, where the question of each member’s rr—fsponsxblgtfy or the
spiritual well-being of the community as a w].m]e imposes 4 particular an t.ar m;:
stringent set of normative criteria for evaluatmg‘ our actions. At the. same {1:"?611 ¢
church also provides koindnia, within which living out the obedience of faith

deeply sacrificial love. This has profound implications for how the Christian com-
munity ought to respond to persons of homosexual inclination. Fven if some of
their actions are contrary to God's design, the cross models the way in which the
community of faith ought to respond to themn: not in condemnation, but in sacrifi-
cial service. This is a particularly urgent word for the church in a time when the Aps
Plague has wrought great suffering among homosexuals. (It should also be noted

that many members of the gay community have responded to this crisis with actions
of radical selfssacrificial love that powerfully reflect the paradigm of the cross; the
church at large would do well to learn from such examples.)

Second, the cross marks the end of the old life under the power of sin (Rom.
6:1~4). Therefore, no one in Christ is locked into the past or into a psychological or
biological determinism. Only in light of the transforming power of the cross can
Paul’s word of exhortation be spoken to Christians who— like my friend Gary—
struggle with homosexual desires:

Therefore, do not let sin exercise dominion in your mortal bodies, to make you obey their
passions. No longer present your members to sin as instruments of unrighteousness, but
present yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life, and present
your members to God as instruments of righteousness. For sin will have
you, since you are not under law but under grace. (Rowm. 6:12-14)

no dominion over
ed and sustained. _ ' «

SHPPC(I)::S I:SI;IQW Testament text brings the issue of ].mmlosexuality into C}I.K?Ct rcz
lationship with the story of Jesus” death. The coun.echon is, however, imp cllc'lt s;{n
crucial in Romans. The human rebellion and unrighteousness summarized in Ro
mans 1:18-3z create the condition of crisis that makes. th(:.‘, death of ].esusrnei‘cfesrszlilrs}:;
“God proves his love for us in that while we \cvere'stlll sinners thst c1ec] g w
(Rom. 5:8). The human unrightcousness detailed in Romans 1 is a.n]svtverel; : lg\iom :
righteousness of God, who puts forward Jesus to die for the unrighteot o

3:23-25), enabling them to walk in newness of life:

Paul’s references to homosexual conduct place it within the realm of sin and death
towhich the cross is God’s definitive answer. All of this is simply to say that the judg-
ment of Romans 1 against homosexual practices should never be read apart from the
rest of the Jetter, with its message of grace and hope through the cross of Christ.

New Creation. A similar point can be made here: neither the word of judgment
4gainst homosexuality nor the hope of transformation to a new life should be read
apart from the eschatological framework of Romans, The Christian community
lives in a time of tension between “already” and “not yet.” Already we have the joy

pfthe Holy Spirit; already we experience the transforming grace of God. But at the
same time, we do not yet experience the fullness of redemption: we walk by faith,
not by sight. The creation groans in pain and bondage, “and not only the creation,
but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we
wait for adoption, the redemption of our hodies” (Rom. 8:23). This means, among
other things, that Christians, set free from the power of sin through Christ’s death,
tust continue to struggle to live faithfully in the present time. The “redemption of
our bodies” remains a future hope; final transformation of our fallen physical state
awaits the resurrection. Those who demand fulfillment now, as though it were a
fight or a guarantee, are living in a state of adolescent illusion. To be sure, the trans-
forming power of the Spirit really is present in our midst; on the other hand, the

ot yet” looms large; we live with the reality of temptation, the reality of the hard
uggle to Tive faithfully. Consequently, in this time between the times, some may
fnd disciplined abstinence the only viable alternative to disordered sexuality, “For

For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by' sefzding hislown ’
Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and as a sin offering, he condemned sin in tl:ie ﬂe; 1,t ;(;
that the just requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to

flesh but according to the Spiril.  (Rom. $:3~4)

What are the implications of this act of God for understanding what Romans 1 says.

sexual practices? -
abo;‘ti:sl?:f():ﬁ, the] wrath of God—manifested in Cf)d’s “giving up” ofl l'f:})lelhogls,
humanity to follow their own devices and (1esi1"es—1s'not the 135? wor]( .”‘ 12 En
pel of the cross declares that God loves us even while we are in re );_‘;‘ llotl i
that the sacrificial death of his own Son is the measure of,tlle Flceth 0 t?a fo1
That is the fundamental theological logic underlying Paul’s sting e)qf)oi;z O-Ss;ru
righteousness in Romans 2:a: we should not 1eap.t0 C()nc‘lemnatlo]? (1) ({' 1e’}~_,aré.
we—no less than those who are engaged in “the dishonoring of thm.r )O(l(‘.‘; o ‘
under God’s judgment, and they—no less than we--are the objects of Go
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in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what
is seen? But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with endurance”
(Rom. 8:24-25).7 The art of eschatological moral discernment lies in working out
how to live Tives free from bondage to sin without presuming to be translated pre-
maturely into a condition that is free from “the sufferings of this present time”

(Rom. 8:18).

3. Hermeneutics: Responding to the
New Testament's Witness Against Homosexuality

As the foregoing exegetical discussion has shown, the New Testament offers no loop-
holes or exception clauses that might allow for the acceptance of homosexual prac-
tices under some circumstances. Despitc the efforts of some recent interpreters to
explain away the evidence, the New Testament remains unambiguous and univocal

in its condemnation of homosexual conduet. The difficult questions that the church -

rst face are all hermeneutical questions. In what way are we to apply these texts to

the issues that confront us at the end of the twenticth century, as the church faces

new and forceful demands for the acceptance and ordination of homosexuals?

(A) THE MODE OY HERMENLEUTICAL APPROPRIATION One Stl‘il(ing ﬁl’ld-.
ing of our survey of the handful of relevant texts is that the New Testament contains .

no passages that clearly articulate a rule against homosexual practices. T'he Leviti

cus texts, of course, bluntly and explicitly prohibit male homosexual acts in a rule-

form. Paul, as we have seen, presupposes this prohibition —indeed, there may be
I its prescription of the death

an allusion in Romans 1:32 to Leviticus 20113, wit

s . : . . o e
penalty for a man who “lies with a male as with a woman” - but he neither repeats

it explicitly nor issues any new rules on the subject. Consequently, if New Te'sta
ment texts are to function normatively in the mode in which they speak, no direc
appeal to Romans 1 as a source for rules about sexual conduct is possible. Simi?arly
1 Corinthians 6:9-11 states no rule to govern the conduct of Christians; rather, ¥t de
clares that they have already been transferred from an old life of sin to a new life.
belonging to Jesus Christ. In other words, it presents a descriptive account of th
new symbolic world within which discernments about Christian conductl aretob

- made (see further on this below). Indeed, in view of Paul’s wider discussion of th
role of the Mosaic Law in the Christian life, it would be at least mildly ironic t
read and venerate Paul as the promulgator of a nova lex concerning homosexuality
If the prohibition of porneia in the apostolic decree (Acts 15:28-29) does inc]‘ud
homosexual acts, that would be the one instance in the New Testarment of a du‘g
rule dealing with the issue. As we have seen, this reading of the passage is probab
but not certain.

The New ‘Testament passages in question do express ideas that can be read:

principles governing sexual conduct. From Romans 1, one could properly infer
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principle that human actions ought to acknowledge and honor God as Creator.
When read against the specific background of the Genesis creation story, this prin-
ciple yields for Paul the conclusion that homosexuality is contrary to the will of
God. This application of the principle, however, is dependent on a particular con-
strual of the order of creation. Taken by itself—apart from the biblical narrative
context—the same principle could be used to authorize quite different judgments.
For example, if homosexuality should be judged on the basis of empirical factors
to be a “natural” part of the created order, this principle could be used to argue
strongly in favor of its acceptance within the church. This example illustrates once
again how little normative work general principles do, or—to speak more precisely—
how the normative application of principles is fundamentally dependent on a par-
ticular narrative framework.

Similarly, from the slightly wider context of 1 Corinthians 6, we could derive
this principle: “Glorify God in your body” (1 Cor. 6:20b). Good advice, no doubt
but how does it apply to the issue of our immediate concern? In its original con:
text, the sense of the principle is governed by the more particular specifications of
1Corinthians 6:9-10 and 6:15-18. If the principle is removed from these moorings
it could mean almost anything up to and including, “Celebrate the divinity of yomi
own body by expanding the horizons of your sexual experience as far as possible.”
Of course, this would be a complete distortion of Paul’s meaning. Thus, we must
insist that our interpretation of “biblical principles” must be constrained and in-
structed by the way in which the New Testament writers themselves applied these

“principles.

The only paradigms offered by the New Testament for homosexual behavior

“are the emphatically negative and stereotypic sketches in the three Pauline texts
{Rom. 1:18-32, 1 Cor. 6:9, 1 Tim. 1:10). The New Testament offers no accounts of

omosexual Christians, tells no stories of same-sex lovers, ventures no metaphors
at place a positive construal on homosexual relations. Occasionally, one encoun-
ers speculative claims that Jesus was gay (because of his relationship with the
beloved disciple”; see John 13:23) or that Mary and Martha were not really sisters
ut leshian Jovers.* Such exegetical curiosities, which have found no acceptance
mong serious New Testament scholars, can only be judged pathetic efforts at con-
tructing a New Testament warrant for homosexual practice where none exists. If
esus or his followers had practiced or countenanced homosexuality, it would have
een profoundly scandalous within first-century Jewish culture. Such a controversy
sould surely have left traces in the tradition, as did Jesus’ practice of having table
ellowship with prostitutes and tax collectors. But there are no traces of such con-
foversy. In the paradigmatic mode, the slender evidence offered by the New Testa-
ment is entirely disapproving of homosexuality.

A more sophisticated type of paradigmatic argument in defense of homosexual-
lyis offered by those who propose that acceptance of gay Christians in the twentieth-
gentury church is analogous to the acceptance of Gentile Christians in the first-
century church.” The stories in Acts 10 and 1 provide, so it is argued, a paradigm
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. s . _ i
for the church to expand the boundaries of Christian felli)wshlp gy r((:lcogn117 I;g
‘ i i unclean.
's Spiri g ed out upon those previously considere
that God’s Spirit has been pourec ly considered unclean
" is 1i i d it deserves careful consideration. q
The analogy is richly suggestive, an : o, The uestion
i is a fittir e and whether it can overrule all the
is whether the analogy is a fitting one ‘ verru o :
t the church’s accep
C cate a strong presumplion agains
tors enumerated here that crea g o
Yo i ee further comments about the role of expe . .
tance of homosexuality. (See ole m
The mode in which the New Testament speaks explicitly about holmoscxuahty
i ¢ een, 4
is the mode of symbolic world construction. Romans 1 presents, as we ;ave s e
ortrayal of humankind in rebellion against God and consequently plunged k
) ! ged int
Ic;cpravity and confusion. In the course of that portrayal, homosexualfatci‘tl\lrlttlres a "
A . . . s C
Slici i alification—identified as symptomatic of that tragi
explicitly and without qualification natic of |
Iliftlsez{ rebellion. To take the New Testament as authoritative mlthe m‘odedfn
o ‘ : i “reve: sality,” an authoritative dis-
ich i i trayal as “revealed reality,” a
which it speaks is to accept this por 3 - an authortative die
human condition. Understood i this way,
closure of the truth about the ! in th the textre:
quires a normative evaluation of homosexual practice as a distortion of God's
for creation. . . ‘ .
Likewise, Romans 1 holds abundant resources for informing our un.derstandllnlg
f G‘od Goci is a righteous God who creates human beings for obedience to his
o : $ .

in righteous judgment of their re- -
purposes, grants them freedom to rebel, stands in rig g

i 3 ' eqUENCEs
bellion, and manifests his “wrath” by allowing them to suffer the just consequenc

of their sin. This characterization of God must be held toge:cher dialectic;ﬁt}b{ Z:tlzl :
the portrayal, developed at length elsewhere in Romans, of God as a merciful God.

W ¥ T i y 1 i i ver thrOu h

l as -

€sus Chl’ist WhOSe righteousness transfornjs al‘ld el‘npowels us. In cony t, 10W
2

: attern.
ever, to other New Testament texts that present the character of God as a patte

. . . I

ululcltlo c.g. 5.43—4 4 ta d O C d o
l()[ lll'llTldll c T ( g N Mr]tt. 8)7 the un 1615 1 l]lg l o 111 ]( nans.l
pIOUIdES not pl’llﬂal 11}/ a source Of COHCI‘Cte Nnorms b“t ]athe[ 4 gIOlllld 0{ 1“Oh\/a‘

tion for ethical action.

i s ing of
Thus, the New Testament confronts us with an account of how the ordering

1o in ethical re-
human life before God has gone awry. To usc these texts approlpnatcly 11f1 Sthlcal ror
‘ i m, I
i Jo i e should not try to wring rules out of them,
flection about homosexuality, we s fes out of them,
inciples them. Instead, we should attend primarily > thy
hould we abstract principles from :  sh : ' ;
S 1ay the texts function to shape the symbolic world within which human sexuality i
W I ;

is to i ive j ¢

lerstood. If Romans 1-—the key text—is to inform nonmative ]udgnlleults a1>l()u_

hor i : i i i ing bare the truth about hu-

ity, it liagnostic tool, laying bare

homosexuality, it must function as a ! Acconding

ind’s di able “¢ 2" of the natural for the unnatural. (

mankind’s dishonorable “exchange” o . patugal, Accordng

relati et they may be interpreted (or ra ‘

Paul, homosexual relations, however d (c . ol =
Rom. 1:32) by fallen and confused creatures, represent a tragic distortion of the

" N i
ated order. If we accept the authority of the New Testament on this subject, we wi
be taught to perceive homosexuality accordingly.

(Obviously, such a judgment

leaves open many questions about how best to deal with the probl@n ]?st;)regi};;)t
Still before us, however, is the problem of how the witness of the New Testamen
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relates to other moral

perspectives on this issue. Do we grant the normative force of
Paul’s analysis?

(B) OTHER AUT

HORITIES  Having recognized the New Testament’s diagnosis
of homosexual activ

ity as a sign of human alienation from God’s design, we must
still consider how this teaching is to be weighted in re]

moral wisdom. An adequate discussion of this problem w.
For the present, I offer only some brief reflections
Far more emphaticall

ation to other sources of
ould be very long indeed.
as places to start the discussion.

y than Scripture itself, the moral teaching tradition of the
Christian church has for more than nineteen hundred

behavior to be contrary to the will of God. As Boswell’s s
mainstream of Christian ethical teaching has
sexual practice.” Only within the past twenty y
raised about the church’s universal prohibitior
difficult to find in the tradition any firm point
ment on this issue. If anything,

years declared homosexual
tudy amply documents, the
been relentlessly hostile to homo.
ears has any serious question been
1 of such conduct. It is extremely
of leverage against the New Testa-

3 passage such as Romans 1 might serve to moderate
- tradition’s harsh judgment of homosexuals as specially despicable sinners. (John
. Chrysostom, for example, an influential fourth-century bishop and theologian, de-

clared that homosexual intercourse was a sin w
than murder.” Surely the biblical passages give n

-¢ase, it is impossible to construct an argument for acceptance of homosexuality by
juxtaposing the authority of tradition and the authority of Scripture. The result of
the juxtaposition is to strengthen the Bible’s prohibitions,

With regard to reason and scientific evidence, the picture is cloudy. A large
‘body of modern psycholo

gical and scientific studies demonstrate the widespread

- incidence of homosexual activity. Some studies have claimed that as much as 10
percent of the population is inclined to same-sex erotic preference, and some theo-
tists hold that homosexual orientation is innate (or formed by a very early age) and
unchangeable. This is the opinion espoused by most advocates of ful] aceeptance
of homosexuality in the church: jf homosexual orientation is a genetically deter-
‘mined trait, so the argument goes, then any disapproval of it is a form of diserimina-
on analogous to racism. Others, however, regard homosexual orientation as a form

orse than fornication, worse even
0 support to such a claim.) In any

develop a heterosexual
Hentation; others challenge such claims. The convention:

erapeutic intervention can only impose behavior modi
hange in a person’s underlying sexual orientation,
There are, however, reasons to question the essenti
ave an innate sexual orientation. A major cross-cultural
reenberg, professor of sociology at New York University, contends that homosex-
wal identity is socially constructed. According to Greenberg, different cultures have
constructed different conventions for same-sex erotic behavior, and the notion of

fication; it cannot effect

alist view that individuals
study published by David
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homosexual “orientation” as a lifelong innate characteristic of some individuals is a
relatively modern innovation. Of course, even if Greenberg’s point is granted, it
proves nothirig one way or the other about whether some individuals have a genetic
predisposition toward homosexuality.

In one sense, however, the etiology of homosexual orientation is not a significant
factor for the formation of normative Christian ethics. We need not take sides in the
debate of nature versus culture. Even if it could be shown that same-sex preference is
somehow genetically programmed, that would not necessarily make homosexual
behavior morally appropriate.” Surely Christian ethics does not want to hold that
all inborn trajts are good and desirable. The analogy of alcoholism, while only an
analogy, is perhaps helpful: a considerable body of evidence suggests that some
people are born with a predisposition to alcoholism. Once exposed to alcohol, they
experience an attraction so powerful that it can be counteracted only by careful
counseling, community support, and total abstinence. We now conventionally speak
of alcoholism as a “disease” and carefully distinguish our disapproval of the behav-

ior associated with it from our loving support of the person afflicted by it. Perhaps
homoerotic attraction should be treated similarly.*

The argument from statistical incidence of homosexual behavior is even less
useful in normative ethical deliberation. Fiven if 10 percent of the people in the
United States should declare themselves to be of homosexual orientation (and that
figure is a doubtful one),” that would not settle the normative issue; it is impossible
to argue simply from an “is” to an “ought.” If Paul were shown the poll results, he
would reply sadly, “Indeed, the power of sin is rampant in the world.”

The advocates of homosexuality in the church have their most serious case
when they appeal to the authority of experience. There are individuals who live in
stable, loving homosexual relationships and claim to experience the grace—rather

than the wrath—of God therein. How are such claims to be assessed? Was Paul
wrong? Or are such experiential claims simply another manifestation of the self--

deception that he describes? Or, beside these irreconcilable alternatives, should w

entertain the possible emergence of new realities that Paul could not have antici

pated? Does the practice that Paul condemns correspond exactly to the experienc
of homosexual relations that exists in the present time? Scroggs, for example, a
gues that the New Testament's condemnation of homosexuality applies only to

certain “model” of exploitative pederasty that was common in Hellenistic culture;

hence, it is not applicable to the modem world’s experience of mutual, loving he
mosexual relationships.® Scroggs’s position, in my judgment, fails to reckon ade
quately with Romans 1, where the relations are not described as pederastic an
where Paul’s disapproval has nothing to do with exploitation.

But the fact remains that there are numerous homosexual Christians —like m
friend Gary and some of my ablest theological students—whose lives show signso
the presence of God, whose work in ministry is genuine and effective. How is suc
expericntial evidence to be assessed? Should we, ike the earliest Jewish Christian
who hesitated to accept “unclean” Gentiles into the community of faith, acknow.

- Gentiles) to worship Israel’s God. That is, for example, wh

him an‘d does what is right is acceptable to him.” Onl

~Jet—been taken by the advocates of hom

: stot?d as a fulfillment of God’s design for |
Seripture? In view of the content of the b
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Mecessary to let the univocal
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4. Living the Text: The Church As Community Suffering with the Creation
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with the gospel. Those who hold the offices of teaching
church should uphold the biblical standard and call all who hear to follow, This is
a tricky line to walk, but we do it on many issues. Can a racist be 2 member of the
church? Probably so, but we hope and pray that the church will become a commu-
nity of moral formation that will enable him or her to change. Can a soldier be a
Christian? Probably so, but my understanding of the gospe] 1
that person to renounce the way of violence
refusal of violence as a means to justice (se

and preaching in the

equires me to urge
and to follow Jesus in the way of costly
¢ Chapter 14). My theological position
~ on violence is a minority position both in the U.S. church at present and with re-
- spect to the church’s historic mainstream position. | cannot excommunicate my
militarist brothers and sisters, and I do not expect them to excommunicate me. Byt

« I'do expect that there will be vigorous moral debate in which we try to persnade
each other whether Christians can ever rightly take up the s
nious Christians who in good conscience believe in just
serious Christians who in good conscience believe that s
consonant with God’s will. For the reasons set forth in th
groups are wrong, but in both cases the questions ar
ceive one another as brothers and sisters in Christ
our differences through reflecting together on the wi
() Is it Christianly appropriate for Christians wh

ing a homosexual orientation to continue to partici
‘No. The only one who was entitled to cast a stone instead charged the recipient of
his mercy to “go and sin no more.” It is no more appropriate for homosexual Chris-

tians to persist in homosexual activity than it would be for heterosexual Christians
+to persist in fornication or adultery. (Insofar as the church
about heterosexual chastity outside of

word, Just as there arc se-
war theory, so there are
ame-sex erotic activity s
is book, I think that hoth
¢ so difficult that we should re-
and work toward adjudicating
tness of Scripture.

0 experience themselves as hay-
pate in same-sex_erotic dactivity?

fails to teach clearly
marriage, its disapproval of homosexual cou-
pling will appear arbitrary and biased.) Unless they are able to change their orienta-
tion and enter a heterosexual marriage relationship, homosexual Christians should
seek to live lives of disciplined sexual abstinence.

Despite the smooth illusions perpetrated by mass culture in the United States,

sexual gratification is not a sacred right, and celibacy is not a fate worse than death.
The Catholic tradition has semething to teach those of us raised in Protestant com-
unities. While mandatory priestly celibacy is unbiblical
n promote “good order and unhindered
Surely it is a matter of some interest for Ch
lived without sexual relationships. It is also
%40, commends celibacy as an option for
ordained leaders. Within the church, we sh
tity and value of the single life,
-+ My friend Gary, in his final letter to me, wrote urgently of the imperatives of
liscipleship: “Are homosexuals to be excluded from the community of faith? Cer-
‘ community should know that it is o place of

, and not merely a place to be comforted or
1at its members pursuc holiness, while it

, alife of sexual abstinence
devotion to the Lord” (1 Cor. 7:35).
ristian ethics that hoth Jesus and Paul
worth noting that 1 Corinthians 7:8-9,
everyone, not just for a special caste of
ould work diligently to recover the dig-

freezse
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> o
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i ile d celibacy as
i i g answer must be given. While Paul regarde
orientation? Here a nuanced answe o regacec sl e
i i fore suppose that those lacking the charis
a charisma, he did not there : fhe charisma were e
i i : i tside marriage. Heterosexually orie ] .
to indulge their sexual desires ou y orier rsone
also called to abstinence from sex unless they marry (1 Cor. 71.18 9): I“]t]edox e}rlsons‘ .
i a salic —in the case of homosexually oriented p :
ence —admittedly a salient one—ir omosexally oriented person
S ion of homosexual “marriage.” So w ‘
that they do not have the option o “mar o whete does 40
em i iscly the same situation as the hete :
leave them? It leaves them in precise , e
i : . t find an appropriate partner (and /
would like to marry but canno [  pa o e e
a di It, costly obedience, while “groaning lemp-
such): summoned to a difficult, s desintor
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tion of our bodies” (Rom. 8:23). e s
i isti: istence has never struggled seriously wi
of authentic Christian existence | seriously Imper
tives of the gospel, which challenge and frustrate our “natural” impulses in

will be a life of disciplined abstinen
standard would apply for unmarri
seems to be the spiritual condition

ce, free from obsessive lust. (Exactly the same
ed persons of heterosexual orientation.) That
Gary reached near the end of his life:

Since All Saints Day I have felt myself being transformed. 1 no longer consider myself
homosexual. Many would say, big deal, you're forty-two—and are dying of AIDS. Big sac-
rifice. No, T didn’t do this of my will, of an effort to improve mysclf, to make myself ac-
ceptable to God. No, he did this for me. I feel a great weight has been lifted off me, 1
have not turncd “straight.” I guess I'm like St. Paul’s phrase, a eunuch for Christ »

(g) Should persons of homosexual orientation be ordained?  save this question de-

iberately for last, where it belongs. It is unfortunate that the battle line has been

to articulate a single set of moral norms that
-apply to all Jesus’ followers. Strictures against homosexuality belong in the church’s
‘moral catechesis, not in its ordination requirements, It is arbitrary to single out homo-
exuality as a special sin that precludes

ordination. (Certainly, the New Testament
oes not do this.) The church has no an

alogous special rules to exclude from ordina-
ton the greedy or the self-righteous. Such matters are left to the discernment of the

odies charged with examining candidates for ordination; these bodies must deter-
ine whether the individual candidate has the gifts and graces requisite for ministry.
any event, a person of homosexual orientation seeking to live a life of disciplined
abstinence would clearly be an appropriate candidate for ordination,

eSS ways. ' .
e 1‘\N/hzlch of the contemporary debate tumns on this last point. Many of the advo-

i erati ith a sim
cates of unqualified acceptance of homosexuality seem todbe] opciratmg :]Vlt ;logy :
\ ‘ ever i t be good: they have a the
istic z logy that assuimes whatever is mus o
A in and ion. F'urthermore, they have a realize
i and redemption. Furthermore, :
creation but no theology of sinand r 4 e
equates personal fulfillment with sexual fu
eschatology that equates persona _ ! pec
sexual “sﬁ\}:ation” now. The Pauline portrayal of human beings as fallenlc]reu i
\ < i< } ) ) S
in bondage to sin and yet set free in Christ for the obedience ;)f faith would ; Eﬁ g
it 1 i ; > resurrection ¢
ifferent assessme - sexuality, looking to the future resu ’
a rather different assessment of our se ’ ture eotor
the locus of bodily fulfillment. Thus, eschatology looms as th‘e crucial que
divides the traditional position from those who vx;ould rte]v1§:: ;:l mtations This ot
' > [ Christians expect to change thei tion:
(f) Should homosexua o ek rleniation? s o
i : e ; ered in the critical framework of New Te: :
uestion must also be answerec : New Testament et
?o]ogy On the one hand, the transforming power of the S%)m’; 1.’((132111)/1 ltS pr:forme
i 7 i ave been healed and tran
i fest ies of those who claim to have been heale o
our midst: the testimonies o e e A
i : ientation should be taken seriously. They ,
into a heterosexual orientation s > take o
words of the Charles Wesley hymn, that God “breaks the ]IJO\ive: 1of cancz - J
‘ ' [ ine ive wi at hope, w )
; i  free.”™ If we do not continue to live with that h
He sets the prisoner free.” ; ] T
hoping for too little from God. On the other hand, the “not yet” looms larg
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confessing that God’s grace claims us out of confusion

making us whole. We live knowing that wholeness re-

mains a hope rather than an attainment in this life. The homosexu

aur midst may teach us something about our true condition as P
cen the cross and the final redemption of our hodies.

In the midst of a culture that worships self-gratification, and in a church that
often preaches a f:

alse Jesus who panders to our desires, those who seek the narrow
2y of obedience have a powerful word to speak. As Paul saw in pagan homosexual-
4 vivid symbol of human fallenness, so I saw conversely in
other homosexual friends and colleagues,
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isted world, and he t
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ary, as I have seen
a symbol of God's power made perfect
- Gary knew through experience the bitter power of sin in
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tings of this present time” of which Paul speaks in Roma
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e ot e this g ag without thinking of the Genesis creation story. (2) I*.urthcnnor::, e e
e o Fu!]igu(-l?lc ves Gen 1-2(7—28? “They exchanged the glory of the nnmor'ta] Gaod or“cs.w
qscd in RO“‘_" 123 ?-\]b];c:; )tl(:[:ikr;m],of ;1 1'm>rtn\ liuman being or of birds or fo.ur-footcd .?Illlnalst:::c?ﬁ.lz,wév‘
Y(Z:Z vsq[:’sll(im!?:::::ln]ljn.ldmx;'Ic(]: in the image and likeness of God, is givciq clct)nnr::::rz:/i(g Itl;ea ;:‘r::'nof th.c: howes

 Roms ‘ hei it I ¢ divine image and instead s catute
. R"““_‘“S 1\'“““3“ bCl‘1g‘llf(()_‘;lf:3‘(=(::§lﬁlc‘)’1:}';’lf"‘ll:-lj'(:’]:‘tfu'm ‘\f:;orship i an ironic ilWlCl'SiOl'l oi}lilw creialt;::n
o ('O('l . ﬁ""e'l‘ that Rom, 1:18-32 cannot be read as an account of the universal fa c;‘ colqt(su b
b ('3) oo C'Om‘;-]ason‘l‘ to th: .s:pirit‘.ual condition of Gentiles, not of Jews. At l‘h)c ﬁr:st and m;t ;;E'R
humantly ])CFH-“SC . T.C us A izlcorrcct but it fails to reckon with the larger scope of Paul’s ar;%u;n ]fo,]ds
- ICVCIL - nlﬁ(:;lz(il;\l/::llio;ml ]cwi%i1 polemic against Gentile immo]ralily, h:',t a]s t:n.::]z:rg(;:l}:z:c]ufxﬂddm;
T e astically : e the anti-Gentile polemic— finds him- 5 :
reader—who may have enthusiastically applauded t

“Inr eir foolish and wicked thoughts,
the Egyptian plagues in these terins, see Wisdom 11:15-10, 12::':,5:l In |c|.1.1mlfc); (t)l\\lc; ‘l:(;(:‘;on i wicked Hougns
el them ip irrational serpents and worthless animals, you se : dee
ich led them astray to worship irrational serpen mals, e
vac.h lcld }h(':]::xrm ;cz’pnniﬁh them, so that they might leam that ene is punished by th:c:;cﬂ):mugﬁ t],)éir "
e sine LKd’l"hc;cforc‘t-lm‘;c who lived unrighteously, in a life of folly, you tormen
one sins. ... s

the universal fall of
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by the same word of judgment: all, including Jews, are “without apology” (2:1); all, Jews and Gentiles alike, are
“under the power of sin” {3:9). Thus, the conventional attack on Gentile idolatry tnrs out to be also 2 descrip-
tion of the universal human condition. This claim is fundamental to the whole logic of the letter's argument,

22 Tor the following examples and others, see Furnish 1985, 58-67; Scroges 1983, 59~60. For cxample, the
Stoic-Cynic preacher Dio Chrysostom, after charging that brothel-keeping dishonors the goddess Aphradite,
intercourse and union of the male and female,” goes on to

“whose name stands for the natural [kata physin)
cading to the still more

suggest that a saciety that permits such practices will soon find jis unecontrolled lusts 1
deplorable practice of pederasty;

Is there any possibility that this lecherons class would refrain from dishonoring
making their clear and sufficient limit that set by natire [physis)? Or will it not,
women in every conceivable way, find itself grown weary of this pleasure,
and more lawless form of wantonness? . .. The man whose
turn his assault against the male quarters, cager to hefoul th
indges and generals, believing that in them he will find a ki
[Discourse 5.133, 151-152],

and corrupting the males,
while it satisfies jts lust for
and then seck some other worse
appetite is insatiate in such things. .. will

¢ youth who will very soon be magislrates and

nd of pleastire difficult and hard to procure

Likewise, Plutarch has Daphnacus, one of the speakers in his Dialogue on Love, disparage “union ¢
nature with males” (hz para physin homilia pros aménas), as contrasted to “the love between men and women,”
which is characterized as “natural” (2 physei). A few sentences later, Paphnacus complains that those who
“consort with males” willingly are guilty of “weakness and effeminacy,” becanse, “contrary to nature” (patra
physin). they “allow themselves in Plato’s words ‘o be covered and mounted like cattle” (Dialogue on Love
751G, B). Plutarch’s reference to Plato demonstrates the point that Paul did not originate the application of the
kata physin/para physin dichotomy to heterosexual and homosexu

al hehavior, Its common appearance
writings of the Hellenistic moral philosophers is testimony to 1 convention that ¢

8 Plato (Laws 1636C), almost invariably in contexts where negative
or propricty of the “unnatural” homosexual relations.

23. Josephus, Ap. 2.199, Loeb translation corrected; the allusion, of caurse, is to Lev. 2ou3; of. Lev. 18:22, 2¢,
Elsewhere in the same work, Josephus deplores “intercourse with mules” as para physin and accuses the
Greeks of inventing stories about homaosexual behavior among the gods as “an excuse for the monstrous and
unnatwal [parg physin] pleasures in which they themselves indulged” (Ap, 2.273, 275). Paul’s contemporary
Philo uses similar language in a long passage branding pederasty as “an unnahural pleasure” (¢en para physin

Eonzn) (De spec. leg, 3-37—42). Philo’s distaste for homosexuality receives its most elaborate expression in his
Tetelling of the Sodom story (De Abr. 133-141); he charges that the inhabitants of Sodom “threw off from their
fiecks the law of nature [ton t2s physetis nomon] and applied themselves to deep drinking of strong liquor and
dainty feeding and forbidden forms of intercourse, Not only in their mad Just for women did they violate the
marriages of their neighbors, but also men mounted males. .. ” After 4 Turid description of the homasexual

practices of the people of Sodom, he leads into the conclusion of the tale with an account of God’s judgment
of the matter:

onlrary to

in the
an be traced back at least as far
judgment is pronounced on the morality

But God, moved by pity for mankind whose Savior and Lover He was, gave increase in the
ble degree to the imions which men and women naturally [kata physin] make for beg,
abominated and extinguished this unnatural and forbidden intercourse, and those
He cast forth and chastised with punishments.

greatest possi-
etting children, but
who lusted for such

#4. As comrectly noted by Kisemann 1980, 47; Scroges 1983, no.
:25. This point is overlooked by C. L. Porter 1994, who defends the remarkable thesis that “Paul opposes and
"gues against Rom. 11832 throughout

Romans” (p. 221)
. See my comment on this passage in Hays 1989, o7.
27, I have

altered the final word of this translation from the NRSV's “patience.” In English, to say “we wait for

ith patience” suggests a docile contentment that is foreign both fo the sense of Hie Greek word hypomone
e”) and to the whole sense of Rom. 8:18~25: those who wait are said to “groan inwardly,” suffering

an unredeemed creation.

‘MeNeill 1995, 132-139. CF, the argument of van 'Tilborg (1993) that the portayal of Jesus’ rel

¢ Beloved Disciple in the Fourth

ntiquity.

L.T. Johnson 183, 95-97 Siker 19g4b.

Boswell 1980. In 1994, Boswell published a study claiming to demonstrate that Christian charches in pre-

odern Enrope had established liturgical forms for the blessing of “samc-sex unions.” The book briefly created

minor sensation: its thesis was even reported by Garry ‘Trudcau in his “Dooneshury” comic strip. Serious

ationship to
Gospel is modeled on the pattern of same-sex love relationships in Hellenis-
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academic reviewers, however, have heen withering in their criticism of the book. Sec., €, Young 1994: Shz.\w
1994. The ceremany of adelphopoiesis that Boswell has “discovered” is well known to hturglca] sch(I)]ar.s as arite
celebrating adoption or special bonds of friendship, but its purpose was certainly not to give ecclesiastical sanc-
tion to “gay marriages,” as Boswell sceks to suggest, _ .

3L Ch?ysnstom: “Commentary on Romans, Homily 4,” In Epistolam ad Romanos; cited in Boswell 1980,
360-361,

2. Greenberg 198g. ‘ ) N .

3%3. Here recall the argument above that actions do not necessarily have to be “voluntary” in order to be sinful
before God. For a nuanced and helpful discussion of the scientific and social-scientific evidence and the rela-
tion of such evidence to normative issues, see Van Leeuwen (forthcoming).

2 : ejecti is analogy, sec Siker 1gg4b.
4. For an argument rejecting this analogy, > Sik

35. See the study by Laumann ct al. 1994, indicating that only 1.4 percent of women and 2.8 percent of men
are of homosexual or bisexual orientation,

6. Scroggs 1983. ' ‘

27 Oncgcgannot help recalling Arlo Guthric’s song “Alice’s Restaurant,” in which the sergeant at ﬂ:n‘c .dralft in-
duction center expresses dismay at discovering that Arlo had previously been arrested for llftcrmg. Kid, uivc
you rchabilitated yourself?” he asks. “Are you moral enough to kill people?” See the provoc’?t.xve essay of Stanley
Hauerwas, “Why Gays (as a Group) Are Morally Superior to Christians {as a Group),” in Hauerwas 1994,
153-156. ' ‘ N

2?3 éharles Wesley, “O For a Thousand ‘Tongues to Sing,” United Methodist Hymnal (Nashville: United
Methodist Publishing Housc, 1989), 57. . '

39. Actually, Gary's phrase rather elegantly conflates 1 Cor. g:10 with Matt. 1g:12.

(% Chapter 17

Anti-Judaism and
Ethnic Conflict

The Christian stance toward Jews and Judaism is rarcly dealt with in books on New
Testament ethics. This unfortunate omission is symptomatic of a blind spot in
Christian theology that has—as our century has taught us all too well — contributed
0 tragic results in history. The standard New Testament ethics texts, insofar as they

offer normative discussions of ethical issues, deal with sexual ethics, divorce, pos-

sessions, obedience to government, violence and nonviolence—important topics

“all, but none so central to the self.definition of early Christian communities s the

question of the relation of the emergent church to Israel. Perhaps the oversight oc-
curs because the New Testament appears to contain little directly hortatory mater-
ial on the subject of anti-Judaism or other forms of ethnic bias. As I have contended
throughout this book, however, the study of ethics can be restricted neither to pas-
sages that give explicit moral exhortation nor to matters of individual moral deci-
sion; rather, the study of New Testament ethics must consider the fundamental

symbols of communal identity and the way in which those symbols shape the ethos

of particular communities.* Thus, the question of how Christians should regard Is-
racl and treat Jews should be a central issue for any account of the ethics of the

New Testament. The church’s relation to Israel is an ethical issue that will never go

away—as long as church and synagogue endure— hecause the church’s identity as
the people of God is rooted in the witness of early Christian communities that
struggled bitterly with this problem,





