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Mandate

The Study Committee on the Bible and Life-long Same Sex Relationships is requested to
examine and summarize the biblical/theological support currently offered by Christian
proponents of gay marriage. How and where does this understanding of the texts in question
differ from the biblical/theological perspective that served as the basis of the Report on
Homosexuality of 1973? How and where does the 1973 report provide a common
biblical/theological perspective? How can we as congregations, and as a classis, navigate these
turbulent waters?

In the course of its work the study committee also is requested to identify and summarize some
of the following things:

* Common affirmations (commitment to the bible/creeds, commitment to life-long fidelity,
shared concern over damaging effects of promiscuity/infidelity, etc.)

* Points of contention (hermeneutical approach to Scripture, contextualized understanding
of specific passages, departures from creedal/confessional understandings of Scripture,
etc.)

* Recent scientific literature on sexual orientation that should be considered in the
discussion

* Pastoral approaches for dealing with same sex unions within our congregations and
communities and available resources for assisting the churches

Classis Grand Rapids East
Adopted May 15, 2014
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Report Summary

Background

The official position of the Christian Reformed Church of North America (CRC) is that
any homosexual practice—even within life-long committed relationships—is incompatible with
Scripture and in all cases to be considered sin. The CRC calls same-sex attracted individuals to
life-long celibacy. The basis for this position is the report to Synod 1973 of the Committee to
Study Homosexuality. The report’s first three pastoral guidelines summarized: “(1)
Homosexuality (male and female) is a condition of disordered sexuality which reflects the
brokenness of our sinful world and for which the homosexual may himself bear only a minimal
responsibility. (2) The homosexual may not, on the sole ground of his sexual disorder, be denied
community acceptance, and, if he is a Christian, he is to be whole-heartedly received by the
church as a person for whom Christ died. (3) Homosexualism—as explicit homosexual
practice—must be condemned as incompatible with obedience to the will of God as revealed in
Holy Scripture.”

There has been significant theological consideration of these issues since 1973, both in
the Reformed tradition and in the wider Christian church. Scientific understanding of same-sex
attraction has grown during that time. In recent years, the social and legal landscape has changed
considerably, with same-sex marriage becoming legal in Canada in 2005 and in the U.S. in 2015.
The CRC’s latest official statement regarding biblical teachings on this issue is now more than
forty years old. Classis Grand Rapids East has on two recent occasions unsuccessfully asked
Synod for a re-examination of the biblical/theological arguments in the Synod 1973 report. In
January 2014, in response to an overture from Sherman Street CRC citing these factors, Classis
Grand Rapids East appointed this study committee.

The mandate of this committee is to examine and summarize the biblical/theological
support currently offered by Christian proponents of same-sex marriage. This committee also
was asked to summarize how and where this biblical/theological understanding agrees with, and
differs from, the Synod 1973 report. The committee was also asked to summarize recent
scientific literature on sexual orientation, and to recommend pastoral approaches and available
resources for dealing with same-sex unions within our congregations and communities.

This committee was not asked to write a report giving “equal time” to two or more
contrasting views. This committee found that arguments made by current scholars who oppose
same-sex marriage on biblical/theological grounds essentially follow the analysis of the Synod
1973 report on homosexuality. This report addresses the 1973 report, and arguments by current
scholars opposed to same-sex marriage, in various places. However, because of this committee’s
mandate, the analysis of the 1973 report is not duplicated in this report. If churches wish to
discuss pros and cons of multiple views on this topic, this report can stand alongside the 1973
report as the basis for such a discussion.



Summary of arguments made by Christian proponents of same-sex marriage

When arguments in favor of same-sex marriage focus exclusively on the life experiences
of individuals with same-sex attraction, as powerful as those stories might be, they often fail to
convince Christians who hold traditional views because those with traditional views believe that
the Bible clearly teaches against same-sex marriage. When the debate is framed this way, it can
seem like Christians face an over-simplified choice between obedience to God’s law versus
compassion for individuals with same-sex attraction. This is a false choice. Individuals on each
side can be compassionate. Individuals on each side believe that their position is biblically sound
and obedient to God’s will.

When arguments in favor of same-sex marriage focus exclusively on alternative
interpretations of particular biblical passages, as plausible as those alternative interpretations
might be, they often fail to convince Christians who hold traditional interpretations of those
passages. This is because it appears to them that those alternative interpretations allowing for
same-sex marriage, taken only by themselves, are not preferable or conclusive compared with
the traditional interpretations that oppose same-sex marriage.

The most convincing arguments made by Christian proponents of same-sex marriage
come from weaving together multiple strands. The strength of the overall argument comes from
how these different strands reinforce each other. Ten such strands are summarized in this Report
Summary and discussed in greater length report sections. The final section of this report provides
advice on maintaining unity within churches.

Our tradition, historically, has attended to the natural and social sciences and to other
means the Holy Spirit sometimes uses to prompt and to guide reinterpretations of Scripture.
Therefore, Section 1 discusses the Holy Spirit and the reinterpretation of Scripture throughout
history, while Sections 2-3 summarize improving understandings about gender and sexual
identity from the natural and social sciences. Sections 1-3 create space and theological
motivation for considering possible reinterpretations of Scripture on this issue.

Sections 4-6 of this report directly address interpretation of Scripture. Section 4
summarizes Reformed hermeneutical principles, and Section 5 summarizes areas of scholarly
agreement and disagreement and analyzes biblical passages referring to gender differentiation
and same-sex intercourse. The reinterpretations of these biblical passages offered by proponents
of same-sex marriage might not, in themselves, be convincing and compelling to Christians who
hold traditional interpretations opposing same-sex marriage. However, a case is made that
Christian proponents of same-sex marriage can uphold the inspiration and authority of Scripture
and follow good hermeneutical principles for discerning the teaching of Scripture. Section 6
provides more samples of writings of scholars on several sides of this issue and references for
further reading.

Sections 7-9 argue that a reinterpretation of Scripture that allows for same-sex marriage,
if the reinterpretation is biblically sound, will also promote human flourishing. Section 7
discusses the theology of marriage. Section 8 discusses the social goods enabled by marriage.
Section 9 examines the psychological impacts of the church position on individual members.
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Section 10 includes brief personal stories of several Christian LGBT individuals. The report
closes with Section 11, which offers additional pastoral advice on maintaining unity within
churches.

Below is a brief summary of each of the eleven sections of the report. We encourage the
reader not to rely on this summary but to closely review the detail provided in each section.

Section 1: Guidance of the Holy Spirit and the reinterpretation of Scripture. At
various times in history, the Holy Spirit prompted and guided the church into reinterpretation of
some parts of Scripture through a variety of means. The early church saw the gifts of the Holy
Spirit given to Gentile believers without requiring them to obey the Law of Moses (Acts 11:15-
18; Acts 15:12-15). The church saw the suffering caused by social evils such as anti-Semitism,
slavery, and racism. The church saw the good that came out of social innovations such as
democracy and allowing banks to loan money at modest interest rates. The church saw advances
in science such as Galileo’s discoveries. Through these various means, the church was led to
better interpretations of parts of Scripture. Comparing the issue of same-sex marriage to these
other historical cases suggests that this might be another occasion in church history when the
Holy Spirit is prompting a re-examination of Scripture.

Section 2: Advances in scientific understandings of sex and gender, intersex and
transgender. The science of sexual orientation and gender has proliferated since the Synod 1973
report. While early research focused on whether homosexuality was inborn or environmentally
influenced, most of the current science acknowledges that sexual orientation and gender identity
are influenced by a complex and indeterminable number of biological and social factors that are
often intertwined. Further, science informs us that while most people are unambiguously male or
female biologically and psychologically and are heterosexually attracted, not everyone is. Some
individuals are born anatomically and hormonally intersex, due to chromosomal or genetic
factors. Some are transgender, biologically one gender but psychologically identifying with the
other gender, involving a variety of neuronal and hormonal factors. The fields of neuroscience,
endocrinology, and genetics have discovered some of the factors that influence biological sex
and gender identity, but there is still much to learn. Attempts to assign intersex and transgender
individuals to be unambiguously male or female—through medical intervention, therapy, or
social pressure—often lead to destructive results. The fact that male and female exist on a
spectrum, rather than as a dichotomy, has profound implications for our understanding and
definitions of same-sex marriage.

Section 3: Same-sex attraction and gender variance: disorder versus creational
variance. Because of various genetic and hormonal influences, biological sex is not a simple
binary but exists on a spectrum among humans and other animals. As with other congenital
features which exist on a spectrum (e.g. height, eyesight acuity, eye color, handedness),
identifying what constitutes a “genetic defect” as opposed to “normal variation” is problematic
and historically contingent. These variants arise naturally in human and animal populations by
the ordinary operation of genetic and other biological processes. Theologians of disability, who
reflect on the experiences of individuals who are part of a marginalized minority because of a
condition that the majority find undesirable, offer helpful perspectives for this discussion. Some
Christians who are congenitally deaf or otherwise “disabled” embrace their difference and do not
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consider it a mistake or misfortune, but as fundamental to their identity and part of the diversity
which God created within humanity. Many Christian sexual minorities experience their identities
the same way. Numerous advances in science over the last few decades lead us to reconsider
whether various forms of same-sex attraction and intersex conditions should be seen as
“creational variants.”

Section 4: Guidelines for interpreting Scripture according to a reformed
hermeneutic. Reformed hermeneutics, affirming the inspiration and authority of Scripture, seeks
the best interpretation of Scripture by taking into account the literary, linguistic, historical, and
cultural context of passages, using knowledge gained from the study of God’s general revelation,
acknowledging God’s accommodation to human limitations, taking into account Scripture’s
progressive revelation, and remembering Scripture’s overall purpose, which is the redemptive
revelation of God in Jesus Christ.

Section 5: Interpretation of biblical passages referring to gender differentiation and
same-sex intercourse. Some scholars for a “traditional” interpretation see the creation of male
and female as associated with the creation of humanity in God’s image, indicating that gender
differentiation gives a complete picture of the image of God. Some traditional scholars believe
procreation is fundamental to the governance of creation to which humanity is called, and gender
differentiation is a necessity for marriage. Some scholars for a same-sex “affirming”
interpretation question whether gender differentiation can be seen as necessary for the full
bearing of God’s image. Affirming scholars also reject procreation as a requirement for fulfilling
God’s mandate to govern creation, since not all people who carry out this mandate reproduce.
Affirming scholars interpret the Old Testament usage of words and phrases related to “bone of
my bones and flesh of my flesh” as signifying kinship bonds rather than gender differentiation.
Biblical references to “male and female” were a common way of speaking in the culture of the
original authors and audiences. They refer to the biological norms necessary for reproduction but
do not prescriptively teach that each individual must be in one of those two categories. In
addition, ancient cultures commonly believed in a hierarchy of genders (males above females not
only socially, but also biologically and spiritually) that we no longer believe today. These
passages are not intended to teach “gender polarity” or “gender essentialism,” in which each
gender is assigned different essential characteristics or social roles. Therefore, a marriage of one
man and one woman will be the most common creational pattern but need not be considered a
prescriptive creational norm. Same-sex practices in ancient cultures typically involved pagan
temple prostitution, pederasty, or high-status males using their power to convince or coerce low-
status males (youth, poor, slaves, war prisoners, etc.) into submitting to exploitative sex. These
practices constitute sinful disobedience to God and a disordering of the creational purposes for
sex. The idea of life-long same-sex unions of equal partners was rare in ancient times: biblical
writers assumed gender hierarchies and did not have the benefits of modern scientific
understandings of the biological factors associated with sexual orientation. For those reasons,
when biblical writers justly condemned same-sex practices of their times, they were teaching
against, or motivated by, the common practices with which they were familiar and had no way of
considering the possibility or the potential benefits of life-long same-sex unions of equal partners
who are innately same-sex attracted.
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Section 6: Quotations of contemporary authors on biblical passages related to
gender differentiation and same-sex intercourse. We have compiled a collection of direct
quotations from biblical scholars and other authors on contested passages of Scripture that
address gender and same-sex intercourse, and a bibliography of references that our committee
has found useful.

Section 7: Historical, biblical, and theological foundations for marriage. In our
tradition, marriage is an earthly ordinance intended to promote human flourishing. Two
individuals leave their birth families and form a new family, creating a “kinship bond” with all of
the mutuality and obligations that implies. For many married couples, marriage is the correct
setting for procreating and raising children. But marriage is not limited only to couples who can
procreate, and raising children well is not limited only to such families. Besides procreation and
raising children, marriage promotes many other benefits to the married individuals and to society.
Genesis 1 and 2 should not be understood as a lesson in science. References to male and female
were a descriptive way of speaking, not prescriptive or technical. The creation account is a
proclamation of God’s love for and commitment to all of creation and a call to live in grace-
filled fellowship in all relationships. Scripture’s allusions to husband-wife relationships to
describe God’s relationship to his people and Christ’s relationship to the church made use of
common imagery with which people were familiar, but these allusions were not intended to be
prescriptive. Across history, people of faith have changed assumptions about marriage several
times (e.g. from favoring arranged marriages to expecting romantic choice, from allowing
polygamy to mandating monogamy, from viewing marriage as inferior to celibacy to seeing it as
an equal calling, from shunning interracial marriage to accepting it). Allowing same-sex
individuals to share the benefits of marriage with same-sex partners could be another such
occasion of changing biblical assumptions about marriage.

Section 8: Social and psychological goods typically enabled by marriage. For many
married individuals, the marriage relationship is the source of many psychological, physical,
social, and spiritual benefits. In addition, our society organizes many social goods ordinarily (but
not exclusively) through marriage. Some of these include care for spouses, care for children, care
for members of their extended families, financial support and stability, emotional support,
sharing of insurance, sharing of economic costs like housing and transportation, legal support,
sharing of inheritance, tax benefits, shared property ownership, power of attorney, and many
more. While most of these goods can be obtained with greater difficulty without marriage, and
while legal marriages without sexual intimacy are possible, it is still the case—for a variety of
biological, psychological, and sociological reasons—that life-long committed relationships
which include sexual intimacy are the means by which most of these creational goods are
obtained by most people most of the time. Forbidding same-sex marriage denies an entire group
of people the ordinary means to these creational goods.

Section 9: Psychological issues involved in considering full inclusion versus non-
inclusion. The church’s current treatment of LGBT Christians, including rejection of same-sex
marriage, has caused suffering. Research shows that sexual orientation is beyond the individual’s
control and, in all but a few cases, cannot be altered by anguished prayer, will, or intervention.
Given that gays and lesbians have the same emotional, intimacy, and social needs as
heterosexuals, many experience great psychological harm from enforced lifetime celibacy, which
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denies them any possibility of the flourishing that is enjoyed by heterosexuals in relationship
with a loving, affirming spouse and supported by the church. Depression and suicidal ideation is
a consequence of feeling rejected by God, the church, family, society, and friends while being
forbidden a cherishing partner. Non-inclusion has produced some bad fruits. Empathy for those
who are suffering has led the church to reinterpret Scripture in the past. Some conservative,
evangelical, and Reformed church leaders (e.g., Brownson, Smedes, Wilson, Gushee, Johnson,
Pauw, etc.) are beginning to step forward, many of them after their conscience demanded they
acknowledge the pain suffered by LGBT Christians at the hands of the church, to reexamine
Scripture, and they find it does not condemn Christian gays in committed relationships.

Section 10: Personal stories of LGBT Christians. The church’s traditional treatment of
same-sex attracted, transgender, and intersex individuals has caused a great deal of pain. Some of
these individuals share that when they saw their gender identity as a variation which God created
rather than a disorder, and when in some cases they entered into a life-long committed
relationship, this brought about flourishing in their lives and enabled them to better use their
spiritual gifts for God’s kingdom. These stories add weight and urgency to the other arguments.

Section 11: Additional pastoral advice on maintaining unity. There is a range of views
within the CRC on this topic. Concern and love for the CRC runs deep in many of us, and none
of us wants this debate to create differences such that we cannot listen to and dialogue with one
another with the care and respect that is due to brothers and sisters in Christ. To be reformed
means to be constantly reforming, and yet we must always be true to God’s Word, which never
changes. Unity in our diversity may well need to arise from much prayer, listening, storytelling,
and study, all in the context of grace, mercy, and respect. It may well be that the outcome will
not be a baseline level of agreement, but rather a broader perspective and understanding that
relates to the image of God, God’s grace and mercy, genuine pastoral care, acceptance, and
embracing of differences. This may be a situation where all continue to grow and learn, but
where full agreement at a foundational level will not be achieved this side of heaven. And,
perhaps, our loving God, who knows we do not know all things, will extend grace to us in our
uncertain knowledge of God’s will in this matter.

Suggestions for using this report and pastoral recommendations

This committee is willing for this report to be shared with the CRC synod and with
member churches of Classis Grand Rapids East. The committee would like to see this report,
along with the Synod 1973 report and other resources referenced in this report, used as a
resource for discussion of this topic within member churches.

A CRC synodically-appointed Committee to Provide Pastoral Guidance re: Same-sex
Marriage has submitted their report for consideration at Synod 2016. That committee was
specifically instructed not to revisit the theological/biblical basis for the CRC’s current stance on
same-sex marriage. We see this classis report as complementing that denominational report.
Because the denominational report focuses on pastoral recommendations, this report does not
wish to duplicate their work. However, we believe we should offer a few recommendations in
this report.
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Recommendations for reflection and discussion of this material:

Pray together for wisdom, discernment, and the mind of Christ as you study and discuss
this most difficult issue for the church.

Remember that we discern with our head, our heart, and through our experience.

Listen well for God’s leading and guidance through the words of others; listen twice
before speaking once.

Encourage each person to share one’s personal thoughts and reflections throughout your
discussion.

Share stories of your personal experiences that have influenced your thinking about this
issue.

Remember that God has created us with different personalities, styles, and experiences in
life but that we share one faith in a God who leads and guides.

Accept that this will be a journey of discernment without easy answers, but that the Holy
Spirit will provide insight and understanding to enrich the ministry of the church.

There are many useful resources listed in this report to help congregations and

denominations navigate this issue. This committee recommends in particular these words of
Wendy VanderWal Gritter: “With our best faith attempt—with our prayerful, fasting, scholarly,
informed, searching of scriptures—we all need to have the humility to say, ‘These are my deep
convictions ...” or ‘These are my uncertainties and my questions, but I could be wrong. And
because I could be wrong, I can come to the table with you, my sibling in Christ. And we can
reason together—not with some weird superficial tolerance where every view is equal—but
because at the end of the day there is something greater than our disagreement. And that is our
unity in Christ, who has already defeated all that would separate us from God.”"

! Gritter, W. (2015, April 8). Generous Spaciousness: Responding to Gay Christians in the Church. Lecture
presented at Calvin College, Grand Rapids, Michigan. Retrieved from https://vimeo.com/124479537 at 44:20.
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Section 1: Guidance of the Holy Spirit in the
Reinterpretation of Scripture

Reformed theology emphasizes God’s sovereignty in all things. The Holy Spirit guides
our interpretation of Scripture. At times, the Holy Spirit prompts and guides the church in a
reinterpretation of parts of Scripture. On those occasions in church history when scientific
discoveries or social developments prompted the church to reinterpret parts of Scripture—when
those new interpretations proved theologically sound—ultimately, this was the work of the Holy
Spirit.

Christian proponents of same-sex marriage believe that we are in the midst of another
such occasion in church history. They acknowledge that interpreting Scripture as not prohibiting
life-long same-sex unions would mean changing some traditional interpretations. They argue that
this issue is similar, in many significant ways, to other Sprit-prompted, Spirit-led
reinterpretations of Scripture throughout history.

This argument includes

1. summarizing some historical examples of Spirit-prompted reinterpretations of Scripture,

2. summarizing some common themes of Spirit-prompted reinterpretations of Scripture
passages,

3. considering ways in which this issue is similar to other historical examples, and

4. thinking about how we will discern the Spirit’s leading going forward.

Some historical examples of Spirit-prompted reinterpretations of Scripture

It is prudent to start with a note of caution. Simply because a proposed reinterpretation of
Scripture has numerous advocates who are motivated and articulate does not guarantee that it is a
good reinterpretation of Scripture. Church history includes a long list of reinterpretations of
Scripture that were strongly advocated by some Christians for a time, but which the church
ultimately decided were bad reinterpretations. For example, the early church battled many forms
of Gnosticism for centuries. Likewise Arianism, the concept that Christ is a creation of God
rather than the Son of God who always existed with the Father, is a heresy that has recurred in
the history of the church. Throughout church history various sects have proposed that the
universal love proclaimed in the Bible should permit libertine sexual ethics. In modern times,
various forms of “prosperity theology” have popularized the idea that Christian faith provides a
formula to guarantee health and wealth. Extreme forms of liberation theology put so much
emphasis on helping the poor and politically oppressed in this world that they lose sight of Jesus
Christ as the one who restores our relationship with God and who redeems us through
forgiveness of our sins. Examples like these should make us cautious about too quickly
embracing a proposed reinterpretation of Scripture.

Church history also gives us numerous positive examples in which the Holy Spirit
prompted and guided the church into better understandings of Scripture.

A. Through the giving of spiritual gifts. Acts 8:26-40 tells the story of Philip and the
Ethiopian eunuch who, by Old Testament tradition, was doubly excluded from the temple
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because he was a eunuch and a Gentile.” Yet the Spirit prompted Philip to preach the gospel to
him. The Spirit had also been working in the heart and mind of the Ethiopian prior to his
encounter with Philip to prepare him, and during the encounter, to prompt his desire to be
baptized. The church did not immediately take this incident as a sign to begin sharing the gospel
with all Gentiles. But decades later, this story was recorded and shared by believers as an early
example of the Spirit leading the church to change its traditional interpretation of Scripture
passages regarding who should be included in the fellowship.

Acts 11 tells the story of the apostle Peter and the centurion Cornelius. After Peter’s visit
to Cornelius, the other apostles criticized Peter for going into a Gentile’s house and breaking the
Law of Moses. Peter told them about his prophetic dream and then explained how the Holy Spirit
came upon Cornelius and his household even before they were baptized. This stopped the
argument (v. 19). Through the clear giving of spiritual gifts to many individuals, the Holy Spirit
led the church to understand that Jesus, the Messiah of the Jews, was also granting Gentiles
repentance of sins and new life in Christ.

Similarly, the Church Council in Jerusalem several years later was debating whether new
Gentile believers scattered all over the Roman Empire should follow the Law of Moses. We can
imagine the scriptural arguments made by both the traditionalists and the non-traditionalists.
That debate (described in Acts 15:12-15) was settled when Paul and Barnabas testified to the
miraculous works of God among the Gentiles. God gave the gifts of the Holy Spirit to Gentile
believers without their first having to obey the Law of Moses. This convinced the assembly that
Gentiles could be followers of Christ without following the Law of Moses. The church’s
interpretation of an extremely important theme throughout the Old Testament scriptures—the
importance of obeying the Law of Moses—changed to follow the leading of the Holy Spirit.

Throughout much of church history, some Christians interpreted Scripture as teaching
that women should not be allowed to have positions of serious authority over men in politics, in
business, in academics, or elsewhere. But over time and especially in the last century, many parts
of the church have changed their interpretation of those scripture passages by seeing that the
Holy Spirit has given many women gifts well suited to such leadership positions.

B. Through advances in science. In the fifth century, St. Augustine and other educated
people, both Christians and non-Christians, knew from the science of the time that there were not
oceans of water above the sky nor oceans of water beneath the earth. But some Christians of that
era, citing numerous passages in Scripture, believed that Scripture clearly taught about waters
above the sky and below the earth. These Christians derided the learning of the Greeks about the
natural world as pagan and opposed to Scripture. But St. Augustine and others eventually led the
church to a better interpretation of those Scripture verses, an interpretation that did not require
Christians to believe that there are bodies of water above the sky and below the earth.

The church’s errors with Copernicus and Galileo constituted a particularly painful
historical lesson, errors that continue to cost the church today as some non-Christians still point
to these examples to justify their belief that science and religion are incompatible. Theologians

% A few scholars argue that the Ethiopian’s status as Gentile or Jew is not clear (see Shauf, 2009).
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before Galileo understandably assumed that the earth was fixed and did not move based on
verses like Psalm 93:1. Galileo, because of scientific studies, contradicted the church’s belief and
argued that the earth moved around the sun. He was tried for heresy by the church, found guilty,
and sentenced to home imprisonment until his death ten years later. But scientific advances
eventually led the church, after decades, to rethink its interpretation of passages like Psalm 93:1.
As we look back today, we acknowledge that all truth, including scientific truth, ultimately
comes from God, so we now see this painful episode of church history as another example of the
Holy Spirit leading the church into a better reinterpretation of Scripture.

Throughout much of church history, Christians thought that the best approach to
wilderness was to “tame” it by chopping down forests, turning prairie into farmland,
straightening rivers, and filling in wetlands—thereby turning as much wilderness as possible into
cities and farms. This practice was supported by interpretations of Scripture such as Genesis 1:28.
But eventually, advances in science revealed some of the problems we created with this approach.
Water quality was reduced as wetlands were destroyed; many species went extinct through
hunting or habitat destruction. Water and air pollution became health problems. Now the church
sees the wisdom in preserving some wilderness, cleaning pollution, and keeping species from
going extinct. Now the church interprets Genesis 1:28 and other passages as calling us to wise
stewardship, which includes maintaining some wilderness.

C. Through the suffering caused by social evils. Repeatedly, for a variety of social
evils, the Holy Spirit used social and cultural change to speak to the church before Scripture was
reinterpreted and before suffering related to secular and religious persecution was rejected by the
church.

Consider the social evils of slavery. For centuries, many Christians quoted Scripture to
justify the practice of slavery (1 Peter 2:18, Eph. 6:5-6, 1 Tim. 6:1, Col. 3:22). But the Holy
Spirit confronted the church again and again with the suffering caused by slavery and forced the
church, in part through historical events that led to a U.S. civil war, to rethink its interpretation of
those passages.

Through most of church history, it was common practice for the church to actively
support anti-Semitism. Many Christians interpreted Scripture to support hatred of Jews (Matt.
27:25, 1 Thess. 2:14-16, John 8:44). It took the horrors of genocide in the twentieth century to
prompt many churches to rethink those interpretations.

For several centuries before and after the Reformation, some churches tortured and killed
people judged to be heretics. Some churches encouraged political leaders to use violence and
warfare to suppress theological disagreements. At that time, these practices were justified from
interpretations of Scripture. Secular lawmakers eventually put an end to the practice where the
church had not. Today, most Christians look back with abhorrence at the idea of using torture
and murder as means to maintain theological correctness within the church.

Over the same period, leaders of Christian countries denied the personhood of indigenous

peoples and cited biblical principles to justify the possession of land “discovered” by Christian
nations. The systematic dehumanization of Native inhabitants has resulted in grave injustices.
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Public scrutiny of those historical actions, the activism of those who have been victims of the
injustice, and legal reforms made on the behalf of those victims have made us more sensitive to
the wrongfulness of those actions.

Until a few decades ago, it was common for Christians to interpret Scripture to justify
racial segregation. Through the courageous action of those who opposed segregation, and
through witnessing the violence inflicted upon those who opposed segregation, many Christians
finally came to see the injustice and suffering caused by institutionalized racism. Discrimination
against racial minorities was declared illegal by secular lawmakers at a time when parts of the
church still supported it. While racism is still a problem in our societies, far fewer Christians
today try to interpret Scripture to justify it.

D. Through the good caused by some social innovations. For centuries, many
Christians justified monarchy as a divinely instituted means of government, and quoted Scripture
to support it. Yet reflection on the abuses of power that often occur under monarchy, and
reflection on the social goods which come with democracy, eventually led many Christians to
decide that democracy is a form of government more in line with what Scripture teaches about
human nature. Today, few Christians would say that monarchy is a more biblical form of
government than democracy.

Consider banking practices, specifically giving and receiving interest on loans. There are
several passages in the Bible that speak against charging interest on loans and no passages that
treat it favorably. For many centuries, the church argued that Scripture clearly teaches Christians
should never charge interest. But eventually the church saw that when banks are allowed to set
modest interest rates to attract savings and give out loans, social good could be generated by
allowing people to buy a home, get an education, start a business, save for old age, and so forth.
Today, very few Christians believe that Scripture teaches that banks should never be allowed to
give loans and receive savings at modest interest rates.

Interracial marriage was opposed for centuries by many Christians who interpreted
Scripture to support their views (Gen. 28:1, 2 Cor. 6:14). As the suffering caused by racism
became more visible to the church as a whole, simultaneously, Christians began to see more
examples of the good that came from interracial marriages—good within the families, good
within the churches, and good within society as a whole.

For much of church history, Christians who divorced—even those who bore little
responsibility for their divorce and who worked to prevent it—were told that they should not
remarry but should remain single and celibate until their former spouse died. Those who did
remarry were often marginalized or expelled from their churches as they were judged to be living
in adultery (Matt. 19:9, Matt. 5:31-32, Rom. 7:2-3, 1 Cor. 7:10-11). In recent decades, much of
the church has changed its views on remarriage. It is not that divorce is viewed as a good thing,
or even as a trivial thing. But the church has also seen the good that can emerge in the lives of
some individuals through remarriage—good for them as individuals, good for their children and
extended families, and good for their ability to serve God’s kingdom.
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Some common themes of Spirit-guided reinterpretations of Scripture

Each historical example of the church reinterpreting Scripture under the Spirit’s guidance
has unique aspects, and no historical example perfectly corresponds to our current debate over
same-sex marriage; however, some common themes recur.

A. The authority and inspiration of Scripture is not reduced but is maintained in the
reinterpretation. In each historical example, the scriptural passages in question were not
discarded or ignored. Rather, the church was led to a better interpretation that continues to affirm
scriptural authority and is more true to the redemptive story of Scripture.

B. Fundamental teachings at the core of these passages are maintained, even as some
aspects of the passages are reinterpreted. The following are some specific historical examples of
this principle: Gentiles need not obey the Law of Moses, but they should still strive to live as
Christ’s followers according to the spirit of the law, as Jesus taught in the Sermon on the Mount.
Psalm 93:1 does not teach that the earth is fixed in place, but Psalm 93:1 does continue to teach
about God’s power and faithfulness. Banks are not forbidden from giving and receiving loans at
modest interest, but the rich and powerful must not use social institutions to oppress and further
impoverish the poor. Slavery is wrong, but workers have an obligation to work honestly for their
employers, and supervisors have an obligation not to abuse their power. Divorce for trivial
reasons is still wrong because of the harm it causes, especially to those in the family who are
least powerful and most vulnerable; nevertheless, remarriage after divorce is good for some
people.

C. Scripture interprets scripture. A reinterpretation of some parts of Scripture must not
contradict what is clearly taught in other ways in other parts of Scripture. Rather, a case must be
made that the new interpretation fits with the themes and insights taught elsewhere in Scripture.
The following are some examples: Although many passages in the Old Testament talk about the
importance of obeying the Law of Moses, numerous prophetic passages talk about the deeper
importance of humility before God and foretold how one day Gentiles would be brought into
God’s kingdom. Several passages teach about Christ’s removal of ethnic divisions to make us
“all one body” (Eph. 4:4) in the church, and this should overflow in how we live together in the
rest of society. False teachings in the church must be opposed, and sin within the church must
not be ignored, but Christ’s way of opposing false teachings and calling sinners to repentance
does not include torture or death threats.

D. God inspired Scripture in a way that accommodated the original audience’s language,
culture, and general level of understanding. A case for reinterpreting Scripture often is made by
saying that the new interpretation maintains the fundamental teaching of Scripture, while
discarding deductions which were made on the basis of God’s accommodations to the original
author and audience’s cultural beliefs. For example, God accommodated ancient cultural beliefs
about a flat, fixed earth to teach through poetry a theological truth about God’s power and
faithfulness. Prior to Christ, God accommodated the practical need for Israelites to live
separately and not intermarry with members of surrounding cultures to teach them that worship
of God is not to be mixed with idolatry. In Old and New Testament times, God accommodated
ancient practices of slavery to teach that ultimately we are all dependent on God and responsible
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to God for how we act, and that our relationship to God should determine how we treat each
other.

E. Slippery-slope concerns are addressed appropriately. When Scripture is reinterpreted,
questions are often raised about how far such reinterpretations will ultimately shift from
traditional interpretations. “Slippery slope” arguments are often logical fallacies and by
themselves should not carry much weight; however, they often do point to legitimate concerns,
which must be addressed. Consider the following examples: The church’s decision that Gentiles
do not need to obey the Law of Moses did not lead to a slippery slope where any sin was
tolerated; rather, the church continued to teach that all Christians should obey God’s moral law
and follow Christ’s example in obedience to God’s will. The church’s decision that Psalm 93:1
does not teach that the earth is fixed in place did not lead to an undermining of the authority of
Scripture or a situation in which science dictates our interpretation of Scripture; rather, the
church came to realize that Scripture passages like these reflect God’s accommodation to the
ancient author’s and audience’s pre-scientific beliefs about the natural world. When the church
decided that part of our God-ordained dominion over the natural world includes preserving some
wilderness and keeping species from going extinct, it did not lead down a slippery slope to
nature-worship or for prioritizing the care of creation over the care for people; rather, the church
realized that caring for creation is done out of obedience to God and thankfulness to God, and in
addition to being a good thing in its own right, is one means by which we care for people.

F. The gospel of Jesus Christ advances through the reinterpretation. Christ’s kingdom is
advanced when the church is the welcoming channel of God’s love and mercy. For example,
Gentiles are welcomed into the fellowship of believers; intellectual barriers to the gospel—such
as claims that Scripture teaches things that are scientifically false—are removed; and social
barriers to the gospel, such as racial divides, are reduced.

G. Human flourishing increases through the reinterpretation. When the church is God’s
voice for love, for justice, for truth, for reconciliation, his image bearers thrive. The multi-
cultural fellowship of believers grows as Gentiles are welcomed. Science advances. Human
suffering decreases. Political freedom and economic opportunities increase.

Same-sex marriage and the reinterpretation of Scripture

Christian supporters of same-sex marriage believe that their proposed reinterpretation of
Scripture has the hallmarks of historic Spirit-prompted reinterpretations.

A. Social goods. The institution of marriage enables many social goods in the lives of
individuals and families and in society as a whole. Marriage partners support each other
psychologically, socially, medically, financially, legally, and in many other ways. Often they
care for children together; often they help care for each other’s parents, siblings, and extended
families. Together they pay taxes, support schools and charities, and participate in their church.
By allowing same-sex marriage, the number of individuals who can share in these benefits
increases, and society is strengthened.
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B. Science: Our scientific understanding of human nature, sexual attraction, and gender
identification has advanced in recent decades. Medical science shows us that some humans are
born intersex, with a biology that cannot be sorted into one of two sexes. Medical science is
starting to help us understand the genetic, neuronal, and hormonal causes of many different types
of intersex and transgender conditions. Likewise, same-sex attraction in individuals who are not
intersex or transgender also appears to have genetic, neuronal, hormonal, and possibly early
environmental causes. Neuroscience, developmental biology, and social sciences are showing
how deeply same-sex attraction is rooted in the biology of some individuals at very early ages.
Animal studies show varieties of same-sex behaviors are not uncommon among many species,
pointing to deep biological causes for same-sex attractions. From these scientific studies, it now
appears that various forms of intersex conditions, transgender conditions, and same-sex
attraction in individuals who are neither intersex nor transgender arise from a collection of
causes, many of them purely biological, which science is still in the process of understanding.
The Synod 1973 report raised the question of whether same-sex attraction was a “creational
variant” or a “result of the Fall,” and argued for the latter. But numerous advances in science
over the last few decades lead us to reconsider whether various forms of same-sex attraction and
intersex conditions should be seen as “creational variants.”

C. Suffering and social evils: Historically, the church’s collective treatment of individuals
with same-sex attraction has caused a great deal of suffering. The Synod 1973 report
acknowledges this. Its call for churches to do better in their treatment of same-sex attracted
individuals, while at the same time calling for their lifelong celibacy, unintentionally resulted in
a continuation of their suffering. The report to Synod 2002 of the Committee to Give Direction
about and for Pastoral Care for Homosexual Members also acknowledges the pain suffered by
same-sex attracted Christians because the church has not been compassionate toward them.
Advocates of same-sex unions believe that this suffering will continue as long as their
fundamental sexual identity is perceived as a “result of the Fall,” and as long as they are denied
access to the many social goods of marriage.

D. Spiritual gifts: Many married heterosexual individuals find that their marriage
facilitates the exercise of their spiritual gifts. Some Christians who are in life-long same-sex
unions have been given spiritual gifts for church leadership. They also experience their life-long
same-sex unions as an important support for them to use those spiritual gifts on behalf of the
church.

Christian advocates of same-sex marriage also believe that their proposed reinterpretation
of Scripture has the hallmarks of historic Spirit-guided reinterpretations.

A. The authority of Scripture is upheld. In proposed reinterpretations, the authority and
inspiration of Scripture is still affirmed.

B. Fundamental teachings are maintained. Fundamental teachings at the core of these
passages are affirmed, even as some aspects of the passages are reinterpreted. In this case, the
passages in question still teach that sexual relationships that are casual and libertine, or part of
pagan religious practices, or indulgent and exploitative expressions of social power of one
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individual over another, are forbidden. Sexual relationships should occur in committed, mutually
beneficial, life-long partnerships (i.e., marriage), which form the core of new families.

C. Scripture interprets scripture. A reinterpretation of some parts of Scripture must not
flatly contradict what is clearly taught in other ways in other parts of Scripture. Rather, a case
must be made that the reinterpretation fits with the themes and insights taught elsewhere in
Scripture. Those who argue for same-sex covenantal relationships still teach that sexual
relationships should occur within marriage. Marriage is an earthly ordinance, a social convention,
and a covenant between individuals that creates a new family within society in which partners
care for each other, their children, and members of each other’s extended families. In marriage,
self-sacrificing love is practiced and honored over a lifetime. All of these things are possible with
same-sex marriages.

D. God inspired Scripture in a way that accommodated the original audience’s language,
culture, and general level of understanding. The case for reinterpretation is made by noting that
the new interpretation maintains the fundamental teaching of Scripture while discarding
deductions that were made on the basis of those accommodations. In this case, we understand
that when the Holy Spirit inspired these passages, the Spirit accommodated ancient beliefs about
gender essentialism (a belief which modern science does not support) and cultural practices at
that time, while teaching that sexual relations should be restricted to committed, loving life-long
relationships, and teaching about how marriage partners should treat each other with love and
self-sacrifice.

E. Slippery-slope concerns are addressed appropriately. In regard to same-sex marriage,
two concerns often raised are whether such a reinterpretation would lead to slippery slopes
justifying sexual promiscuity or polygamy. In this case, arguments in favor of same-sex marriage
do not justify sexual promiscuity. The arguments for reinterpretation summarized here simply
support the idea that the social, psychological, physical, and spiritual benefits of heterosexual
marriage should be made available to individuals who, because of their biology and psychology,
could not obtain such benefits from a heterosexual marriage but could obtain such benefits from
a same-sex marriage. Also in this case, the arguments in favor of life-long monogamous same-
sex unions do not justify polygamy. Historically, while some individuals who have been in
polygamous marriages might have benefited from such relationships, collectively, the practice of
polygamy in cultures has been shown repeatedly to have numerous harmful effects, to many
individuals in such marriages, and harmful effects to societies as a whole. The reinterpretation
arguments summarized here only support extending the social, psychological, physical, and
spiritual benefits of monogamous marriages to same-sex attracted individuals.

F. The gospel of Jesus Christ advances through the reinterpretation. In this case, same-
sex attracted individuals will be allowed to participate more fully in the life of the church, and
some who do not feel welcome in the church now will again feel welcomed. The church will be
enriched and God’s kingdom will be advanced through the diverse gifts of these individuals. The
public witness of the church to gracious acceptance will be advanced in society rather than a
reputation for condemnation.
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G. Human flourishing increases through the reinterpretation. In this case, same-sex
attracted individuals will be allowed to participate fully in the life of the society, and the social
goods of marriage will be made available to those who have been denied it in the past.

Discerning the Spirit’s leading on this topic

The church collectively must seek the leading of the Holy Spirit to determine whether or
not this proposed reinterpretation of Scripture is Spirit prompted and Spirit led. The scriptural
arguments—both for the traditional view calling same-sex attracted individuals to life-long
celibacy and the proposed reinterpretation allowing for same-sex marriage—will need to be
examined and discussed carefully. It might be the case, as has happened in the past on other
issues, that Christians who uphold the inspiration and authority of Scripture and who use sound
hermeneutical methods can make strong arguments for both positions.

While Christians are examining and discussing scriptural issues, they should
simultaneously be seeking the answers to other important questions. What is the latest science
telling us about this issue? What social goods are enabled by each position? What social evils
might be entailed or avoided by each position? Where do we see evidence of the Holy Spirit at
work? These are all ways by which the Spirit might guide and direct us as we seek the best
understanding of Scripture.
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Section 2: Advances in Scientific Understandings of Sex and Gender,
Intersex and Transgender

The Science of Homosexuality since 1973

Scientific understandings of same-sex attraction, sexuality, and gender have progressed
significantly over the last forty years alongside sociological research related to LGBT individuals.
The terminology used today to discuss and research sex and gender only began to take shape
over the last century. The English term “homosexual” was first introduced at the end of the
nineteenth century concurrent with the rise of the medicalization of sex,” when “medicine and
psychiatry were effectively competing with religion and the law for jurisdiction over sexuality”
(Herek, 2012). Homosexuality was first classified as a medical/psychological pathology in the
early twentieth century; this classification was considered by some a progressive step “because a
sick person was less blameful than a sinner or criminal” (Herek, 2012). Some early twentieth-
century theorists believed homosexuality was innate (Ellis, 1901; Herek, 2012) while others
thought it was a result of parental relationships and social conditioning (Freud, 1905; Herek,
2012). Throughout the twentieth century, theories about the nature of homosexuality were in flux,
but the psychiatric and psychological communities classified it as a mental disorder until the
1970s. By contrast, most churches continued to categorize homosexuality as immoral, although
evidence of the medical community’s influence can be seen when, in 1946, Bible translators
adopted the term “homosexuality” in their interpretations of passages of Scripture dealing with
male sexual behavior.*

By the 1970s, a number of shifts occurred. In 1973, the American Psychological Society
(APA), reviewing empirical research from the 1950s forward, removed homosexuality from their
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-II)(APA, 2003). In 1975, the APA
noted, “Homosexuality, per se, implies no impairment in judgment, stability, reliability, or
general social and vocational capabilities” (Conger, 1975, 633). Theories holding that
homosexuality results from family dynamics began to be challenged, and research into possible
biological determiners increased. “Ego-dystonic homosexuality,” a term used to describe
psychological distress associated with unwanted homosexual desires, was included in the DSM-
III (1980) but was dropped from the DSM-IV (Bayer, 1987). Since the 1980s, the psychological
community has focused on de-stigmatizing homosexuality and aiding individuals who have
suffered from such stigmatization and related discrimination (Smith et al., 2008).

Concerns about possible negative influences of gay and lesbian persons on families and
children led to several studies in this area showing these fears to be misplaced. These studies
have found that children raised by lesbian and gay parents are similar to children of heterosexual
parents in psychological development, general socialization, and relationships with peers
(Patterson, 1995; Golombok et al., 1983; Green, 1978; Green et al., 1986). Children of LGB
parents are just as likely to be heterosexual as homosexual (Bailey et al., 1995; Huggins, 1989).

3 “Medicalization” describes the changes that have come about in our understanding of biological and psychological
conditions as a result of the influence of modern medical interventions.

* Many Bible translators conflate the Greek words malakoi and arsenokoitai in 1 Cor. 6:9 as “homosexual” despite
the fact that the English definition applies to male and female whereas the Greek terms refer to males only and
describe two different roles.
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These findings are complemented by the research that shows same-sex couples are similar to
heterosexual couples. Same-sex couples reflect similar measures of psychological health as
heterosexual couples and report similar levels of satisfaction in their marriage (Cabaj & Stein,
1996; Gonsiorek, 1991; Lehmiller & Agnew, 2006). Studies of same-sex couples who have been
in relationships for a considerable period of time confirm that levels of commitment, love,
satisfaction, challenges and conflict are similar to those of heterosexual couples (Peplau &
Spalding, 2000; Kurdek, 2004; Peplau & Beals, 2004; Lehmiller & Agnew, 2006). One
difference noted is that same-sex relationships reflect higher levels of equality in power sharing,
conflict resolution, and decision making (Kurdek, 1998; Gottman, et al, 2003).

Research since 1973 also documents discrimination faced by LGBT+ individuals. The
majority of lesbian, gay, and bisexual people have been victimized because of their sexual
orientation at individual, institutional, and sociocultural levels (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2001).
These individuals “have a higher prevalence of mental disorders than heterosexuals” due to
“stigma, prejudice, and discrimination [which] create a hostile and stressful social environment”
(Meyer, 2003, 674). The stresses associated with such discrimination include “the experience of
prejudice events, expectations of rejection, hiding and concealing, internalized homophobia, and
ameliorative coping processes” and have been classified as a type of “minority stress”
experienced by other cultural minorities (Meyer, 2003, 674). LGBT youth are particularly
vulnerable to these stresses. According to a study by the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force,
“familial conflict over a youth’s sexual orientation or gender identity is a significant factor that
leads to homelessness or the need for out-of-home care” (Ray, 2006, 2). LGBT youth experience
much higher rates of homelessness, rejection by families, discrimination by faith communities
and faith-based ministries, poverty, drug use, mental health disorders, and risky sexual behaviors
(APA, 2016; Cochran et al., 2002).

As noted, the last several decades have seen a plethora of research into possible
biological and environmental origins of homosexuality. To date, the evidence suggests that
biology and, to a lesser extent, social conditioning can play roles in sexual orientation but that in
the majority of cases, sexual orientation is well established at puberty and rarely changes.
Demographic data show that women’s sexual orientation seems to be more fluid, but researchers
note the dearth of studies into possible etiology.’ The consensus of researchers is that sexual
orientation, gender identity, and gender role behavior are influenced by a complex and
indeterminable number of biological and social factors that are often intertwined. The
innumerable possible permutations from the interaction of these factors make it impossible to
identify any single determinants contributing to sexual orientation or gender identity (Hines,
2005; Hershberger, 2001; Rahman, & Wilson, 2008). Researchers concur, however, that while
“biological influences are important for both men and women, they are probably more important
in influencing male sexual orientation” (Hershberger, 2001; Rahman & Wilson, 2008).

A number of studies have documented various differences in biological characteristics of
gays and lesbians, as compared to heterosexuals, that cannot be attributed to environmental
factors. A variety of differences between gays and lesbians compared to heterosexuals have been
found in various regions of the brain (Roughgarden, 2004; Swaab & Hofman, 1990; Swaab et al.,

> The paucity of study in the area of women’s sexual orientation is yet another example of the historical
prioritization of male over female sexuality corresponding with the cultural-historical devaluation of women.
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1995; Safron et al., 2007; Savic and Lindstrom, 2008). Other differences include a higher
incidence (50%) of left-handedness among gay men and women (Lippa 2003). Scientific
research continues apace on various physiological differences between homosexual men and
women and their heterosexual counterparts; but leading researchers emphasize how
“homosexuality is part of a collection of gender-atypical traits, just as heterosexuality is part of a
collection of gender-typical traits” (LeVay, 2016, vii).

Subtle cognitive differences are also reported between gay and straight people as to how
they process certain kinds of data. Lower rates of spatial cognition are reported among gay males
and correspondingly higher rates among lesbians (Hershberger, 2001, and Rahman et al., 2003b),
and gay men receive higher scores than non-gay men on tests of object location memory
(Rahman et al., 2003b). Gay men and lesbians may be more verbally fluent than heterosexuals of
the same sex (Rahman et al., 2003).

Research into the biological etiology of sexual orientation focuses on neurohormonal and
genetic factors. “The neurohormonal approach is based on the hypothesis that sexual orientation
depends on the early sexual differentiation of hypothalamic brain structures” (Hershberger, 2001,
28), and research focuses on the hormonal environment during critical periods of brain
development (Hines, 2005, 85). Studies show that androgen presence or absence affects
masculinization and feminization, respectively, and can affect core gender identity and sexual
orientation. Genetic studies hypothesize that genes may play direct or indirect roles in variations
in sexual orientation and gender identity. Family and twin studies have found probable genetic
components to sexual orientation (Wilson & Rahman, 2005; Langstrom et al., 2010), and
markers have been identified on X chromosomes in concordance with homosexuality that may
explain the higher rate of older male siblings among homosexual males (Wilson & Rahman,
2005; Bocklandt, 2006). Indirectly, genes can affect personality traits and hormonal mechanisms
that may influence sexual orientation and gender identity (Hines, 2005). While identical twins
have a significantly higher concordance rate of homosexuality than the larger public, a little less
than 50% share a sexual orientation. Researchers hypothesize that “some of the remaining
variation could be determined by hormone levels during early development” (Hines, 2005, 106).

Social environmental factors may play a role in sexual orientation and gender identity in
early years, but no research has identified specific factors that may be involved (Wilson &
Rahman, 2005). There are cases of individuals born with ambiguous genitalia who are assigned a
sex that is later determined to be inconsistent with their chromosomal and/or hormonal makeup
and who, nevertheless, acquire a sexual orientation typical for their assigned sex (Hines, 2005,
91). While this is not always the outcome (see the discussion of intersex below), such cases
suggest socialization may play a role in sexual orientation. The same researchers are careful to
point out, however, there is no evidence that social (or hormonal) factors have any influence in
adulthood on sexual orientation. This supports the findings that no empirical evidence exists to
suggest that “reparative” or “conversion therapies” (attempts to change sexual orientation) are
effective (Stein, 1996). The American Psychological Association’s 2008 summary of the
research showed “that sexual orientation (i.e., erotic attractions and sexual arousal oriented to
one sex or the other, or both) was unlikely to change due to efforts designed for this purpose”;
and “[b]elief in the hope of sexual orientation change followed by the failure of the treatment
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was identified as a significant cause of distress and negative self-image (Anton, 2010, 30).°
Some psychologists formerly involved in “conversion therapy” have disavowed and/or
discontinued such counseling and instead offer counseling to individuals who experience
psychological distress over their homosexual orientation, which has been endorsed by APA
representatives (see Sexual Identity Therapy). While stories exist, particularly within the church,
of individuals who have experienced a change from a homosexual orientation to a heterosexual
orientation, such cases are extremely rare. Many of these stories describe a change from
promiscuity to chastity—a spiritual healing, indeed, for both heterosexual and homosexual
persons. Some such cases may also involve bisexual individuals who choose monogamous
heterosexual relationships they find fulfilling and rewarding.

Regarding gender identity and gender role behaviors, no determinants have been
identified although most researchers agree that hormonal contributions correlate with “play
preferences, personality traits, including aggression, dominance, and nurturance, and even
patterns of cognitive abilities” (Hines, 2005, 108). Additionally, homosexuality is often
associated with childhood gender nonconformity. Variations, however, are multitudinous among
individuals, and ultimately, determinants cannot be isolated. This is no surprise, considering that
neurobiologists remind us that the brains of “few, if any, individuals correspond to the modal
[typical] male pattern or the modal female pattern. Variation within each sex is great, with males
and females near the top and bottom of the distributions for every characteristic. ... In fact,
although most of us appear to be either clearly male or clearly female, we are each complex
mosaics of male and female characteristics” (Hines, 2005, 18-19; LeVay, 2016).

Male and Female, Intersex and Transgender

Scientific understandings of sex and gender identity have tremendous repercussions for
discussions of same-sex relationships. Our discussion of homosexuality and same-sex marriage
is generally premised on an understanding of sex as dichotomous: God “made them male and
female.” Certainly this is the typical situation and a necessity for the perpetuation of human life.
But many people do not fit into the simple categories of male and female, man and woman,
masculine and feminine. While the science in this area is relatively recent, historical records,
including sacred texts, reveal that definitions of male and female have varied over time and
across cultures. Modern science—biology, psychology, and sociology—confirm that sex and
gender are not absolute but exist on spectrums. In the context of our study about same-sex
marriage, then, scientific understandings of gender and sex posit serious challenges to our
definitions and beliefs about marriage in the church. The lives of intersex and transgender
persons—people who do not fall into our male/female or man/woman cultural categories—
deconstruct our understandings at their most basic level.

Gender historians and cultural anthropologists tell us that across time and cultures, sex
has not always been understood as binary. Historical records of people who do not fit neatly into
a biological male or female category and transgender people and/or performances go back as far
as 1500 B.C. with references in ancient plays, epic poetry, mythology, and sacred texts (Bolich,
2007). Prior to the medicalization of sex in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, most cultures

% Additional research in this area is reported in Section 9 on psychological issues.
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followed a “one-sex” model (always hierarchical) in which male and female were considered
variations of a common type, and gender was determined by behavior as much as by anatomy
(Laqueur, 1990; Dreger, 1998; Fausto-Sterling, 2000). Cultural attitudes toward people who fall
in the middle of the spectrum have also varied widely across time and cultures—from reverence
to acceptance to acknowledgment to denial to rejection. Some cultures acknowledge them as a
third gender, thus creating a cultural space for them. In most cultures, including Western, people
who do not fit into cultural categories or who fall on the borders have historically been
marginalized and often feared, found repulsive, or rendered invisible by the majority. As Bouma
and Looy (2005) point out, “for thousands of years, human cultures have reacted with fear and
horror at the birth of a sexually ambiguous child” (171).

Oppression of the “other” is fueled by the understanding (conscious or unconscious) that
the other’s difference threatens the norms by which the majority understands itself, its values,
and its rules. Thus, where gender hierarchies are strongest, oppression of liminal persons is
greatest. Christianity teaches that Christ came to us as one of these marginalized people,
“despised and rejected by humankind.... Like one from whom people hide their faces, he was
despised, and we held him in low esteem... We considered him punished by God, stricken by
him, and afflicted” (Isaiah 53:3-4, NIV). Christ challenged many cultural hierarchies (“the last
shall be first”) and identified with those considered “punished,” “stricken,” and “afflicted.” We
ignore or dismiss “the least of these” at our spiritual peril (Matt. 25:40). What might the
marginalized—the feared, freakish, despised, rejected, discomforting, or invisible—in our
culture teach us about the way we understand gender and sexuality? How do we as the Church
understand our fellow image bearers of God who fall outside the norms, and what does that teach
us about how we have privileged those norms?

Most debates in the church around human sexuality—and by extension, marital unions—
are based on the assumption of sex as dichotomous: “male and female he created them” (Gen
1.27). But in Matthew 19, Jesus acknowledges those who do not fall into the gender binary as it
applied to marriage in his culture. He responds to the Pharisees’ test question about divorce
under Mosaic law by quoting the passage from Genesis, but his response does not stop there. He
continues with comments about eunuchs, acknowledging people who do not clearly fit the male-
female paradigm associated with traditional marriage in his culture, including those who are born
with sexual difference (v. 12). Other historical documents from various cultures similarly
mention such people using a variety of terms. In our era, biomedical science has identified
several variations in sex characteristics that make it impossible to classify certain individuals as
simply male or female; these variations are referred to as infersex conditions or disorders/
differences of sexual development (DSDs).” The field of psychology likewise recognizes
individuals whose psychological perception of their own gender does not correlate with their
biology; these individuals are referred to as transgender persons, and any discomfort they
experience because their gender identity does not correlate with their biology is called gender

7 Medical research refers to such conditions as Disorders of Sexual Development (DSDs), but other professionals,
international councils (World Health Org., Council of Europe), and individuals themselves prefer the term “intersex”
because they consider it a naturally occurring variation in humans and not a medical condition or “disorder”
necessarily requiring medical intervention. Still others are appropriating the acronym and redefining it as differences
in sexual development. It is with this latter understanding that DSD is used in this report.
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dysphoria. What does the reality of intersex and transgender persons mean for discussions about
human sexuality and marriage in a Christian context?

Intersex Persons
Consider the following stories of people who do not fit into our male/female binary:

Barbara was born and raised a girl, content and happy. However, by age 14, she
began to realize that something was wrong. She was not menstruating and her
breasts were not growing. To her amazement, her voice began to deepen, her
clitoris enlarged greatly, testes descended into her labia, and she started
experiencing sexual interest in girls. Gradually, Barbara realized that she was
turning into a boy. (Bouma & Looy 2005, 166).

“Barbara” learned that she was born with an intersex condition called 5-alpha reductase
deficiency and that she had XY (male) chromosomes. In another case, “Ms. C” sought
psychiatric help because she realized she was sexually attracted to women, which violated her
church’s position on homosexuality as sinful. She also realized her sense of herself was male
(Bostwick & Martin, 2007). She shared how, after a childhood of gender identity confusion, she
learned she had been born with ambiguous genitalia and underwent surgery at six months old. At
puberty she was given estrogen, which allowed her body to develop as a female, but she never
experienced menstruation. She married, but her relationship fell apart and she fell into
alcoholism. She then found solace and support in the church but still struggled with her sexual
attraction to women. Church counselors told her that celibacy was her only option. Her
psychiatrist recommended chromosomal testing, and Ms. C learned she had an intersex condition
with majority XY chromosomes.

Intersex individuals are people who cannot be biologically classified as male or female.
They have been referred to with various terminology throughout history. In the Western tradition,
they have been called androgynes or hermaphrodites (from the Greek myth of Hermaphroditus,
the two-sexed child of Hermes and Aphrodite). While these terms are still in use, they are
considered inexact and archaic. In biology, intersex refers to congenital variations in sex
characteristics (in people and animals) including chromosomes (non- XX or -XY), gonads,
genitals, and/or hormones that usually distinguish male and female. Some intersex conditions are
identified at birth by ambiguous genitalia (e.g., an undersized penis or an oversized clitoris).
Other conditions do not become apparent until puberty (e.g., an adolescent starts to develop
secondary characteristics of the “opposite” sex, like “Barbara’). Some might only be discovered
when an individual seeks help for medical or psychological problems (e.g., a person who is
[mis]assigned as female at birth but who feels male, like “Ms. C”). Still other intersex conditions
may be so minor that some may never be aware of their difference. Endocrinologist John
Achermann tells us that biological sex exists along a spectrum: “there is certainly an area of
overlap where some people can’t easily define themselves within the binary structure” (in
Ainsworth 2015). Intersex conditions further complicate societal understandings of gender
identity and definitions of homosexuality because there are no determinative correlations
between biological sex, gender identity, and sexual orientation.
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There are several atypical conditions® associated with each category of sex characteristics,
and many of them are not immediately identifiable or accurately diagnosed, so determining the
incidence of DSDs in the population is difficult. Adding to these difficulties, government
agencies do not gather statistics on DSDs; doctors do not always agree on what should be
classified as a DSD; and some physicians are reluctant to classify some conditions as intersex
because of the shame and stigma that attaches to a diagnosis (Delfondo, 2015; Preves, 2003).
Cases documented at birth are about 1 in 1500, but leading researchers, using the most inclusive
definitions, estimate that DSDs “occur in approximately one in 100 live births” (Arboleda, et. al,
2014, 684). This means that statistically, most churches include individuals on the intersex
spectrum.

Much is at stake in being assigned a gender at birth. Gender scholars remind us that
strictly defined gender roles are related to privilege and power in society, so gender polarities are
essential to maintaining a status quo in power relations (Fausto-Sterling, 2000; de Lauretis,
1987). In Western culture, gender and gender roles are tied to biology and anatomy,’ and thus,
medical professionals experience (with varying levels of awareness) considerable pressure to
assign sex at birth as either male or female. Doctors have traditionally declared the sex of
newborns based on observation of external genitalia. In cases of ambiguous genitalia, they can
now run tests to determine the chromosomes (XX, XY, XXX, XXY, XYY, or X) gonads
(ovaries or testicles), sex hormones, and internal reproductive anatomy.'® The criteria for
“ambiguous” genitalia, however, have been a matter of dispute over time. What constitutes
ambiguity? an undersized penis? an oversized clitoris? Who decides on appropriate size?
Historically, male genitalia have received more attention by medical professionals than female
genitalia, reflecting the greater concern with well-defined maleness than femaleness (Preves,
2003; Holmes, 2005)."

In the U.S., the medical profession has traditionally believed that a child needs a clear
male or female identity for psychological stability throughout life. Starting in the mid-twentieth
century, doctors recommended that infants and children with ambiguous genitalia and other
intersex conditions be surgically and/or hormonally treated to fit into cultural definitions of male
or female.'> Many “assumed that without surgery an intersex child is doomed to be a social
outcast” (Holmes, 2005, 161). Many parents, sharing this view, have sought to have their child’s
sex firmly established as soon as possible. Some of these medical interventions have had positive
outcomes, but others have resulted in complications that impaired a person’s sexual sensation
and/or functioning in adulthood (Azziz, 1994; Newman, 1991; Holmes, 2005). In still others, the

¥ The term “condition” is used here to define a state of being, not a medical disorder.
?In U.S. law, the legal standards for determining sex at birth have varied from state to state, but most have been
based on chromosomes.

10 A full description of the multitude of intersex conditions associated with chromosomes and hormonal conditions
would exceed the bounds of this report. See Intersex Society of North America for a list and discussion of the
difficulties of identifying the various conditions.

"' Dreger (1998) and Preves (2003) document the history of medical sex assignment in Western culture and the
changing criteria used to determine the perceived “adequacy” of genitalia. Holmes discusses the misogyny reflected
in sex assignment of intersex infants.

12 Megan DeFranza argues that sex assignment through medical intervention caused intersex conditions to become
relatively invisible in Western culture. Intersex persons were better known in previous cultures when surgery and
hormone treatments were not possible (2015b).
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sex that doctors and parents assigned to the child does not match the child’s gender identity later
in life, creating a host of difficulties, including an understanding of their sexual orientation.

The shame and stigma commonly experienced by intersex individuals lead to secrecy,
which adds to their psychological distress. Intersex adults share heartbreaking stories of “pain,
sorrow, bewilderment, and anger” (Preves, 2003, 60) and “report feeling deeply ashamed and
abused by their medical treatments” (Holmes, 2005, 169). Such experiences have led intersex
activists, health ethicists, and international organizations to advocate against surgical
intervention until the person has a cohesive gender identity and can participate in the decision-
making process (Hughes et al., 2006; Kessler, 1998; Wiesemann, 2010). As a result, increasingly
more young people in our society are raised with an intersex identity, exercise more influence
over their health decisions, are more open about their condition, and are more psychologically
stable than their counterparts who have hidden their identity (Cornwall, 2014).

Transgender Persons

While intersex persons challenge our categories of biological sex (male and female),
transgender persons challenge our understanding of gender identity, roles, and expression (man
and woman, masculine and feminine, gay and straight). Consider the story of Halle:

When Halle was two years old, she refused to wear dresses and felt uncomfortable
playing with girls. At three, she asked her parents if God could turn her into a boy.
By the time she was six, she was depressed and suicidal. Her frantic parents took
her to a psychiatrist, who eventually told them that Halle was transgender. Halle

is convinced that she is really a boy, living in a girl’s body. (Van Heukelem, 2004,
in Bouma & Looy, 2005, 166)

Halle/Hal’s parents and church family supported his desire to live as a boy, but they faced
opposition by some friends and members of their extended family."* Mark Yarhouse (2015b), a
leading researcher on transgender Christians, tells the story of Sawyer, born a boy, who felt from
the age of five that she was a girl. Sawyer grew long hair, wore feminine attire, and expressed
stereotypically feminine behavior. Sawyer’s anxious parents took their son to several pastors and
mental health professionals for counseling. The professionals counseled them to give Sawyer
time—the majority of transgender children “grow out of it.” The pastors insisted that Sawyer’s
persistent identification as female was a “sign of willful disobedience” requiring strong
discipline, which the parents attempted. The distraught parents observed no change and blamed
themselves for failing their son, who by adolescence and young adulthood was experiencing
“excruciating distress” and had become suicidal. This distress curtailed when she fully
transitioned to a female identity and became “Sara.” In adulthood, she began hormone treatments
and eventually underwent surgery (Yarhouse, 2015b).

Transgender persons are those whose “gender identity, gender expression, or behavior
does not conform to that typically associated with the sex to which they were assigned at birth”

13 The pastor of the church, who fully supported the family, eventually was subject to church discipline related to
the outcome of this case and left the CRC.
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(American Psychological Association, 2014).'* There is no consensus in the scientific
community as to the cause of this phenomenon, and the wide diversity and fluidity of gender
expression, identity, and orientation among transgender individuals suggest there is no single
explanation. Many researchers believe that levels of hormones, especially androgens, during pre-
and post-natal brain development are connected to gender identity. Cases of individuals who
learned later in life about their intersex condition, like Ms. C, suggest the hormones related to
chromosomal makeup play a role in gender identity and sexual orientation. Other researchers
believe that socialization plays a role. Undeniably, environmental influence is significant: gender
expression is in large part societally determined, and gender roles, which vary over time and
cultures, may be more or less rigid. These understandings have led to a prevailing view that both
biology and socialization are significant factors in early development of gender identity and that
gender identity is relatively fixed by adulthood (Hines, 2005).

The distress experienced by many transgender persons (such as Sara) as a result of the
dissonance between their biology and their gender identity (gender dysphoria) also varies among
this group. As the professionals in Sara’s story pointed out, transgenderism in children is not
uncommon—their gender identities can be quite fluid. (Simona Giordano, in her study of
children with gender dysphoria, reminds us of the many fairy tales featuring characters who
experience dissonance with their bodies and transform to a truer identity, e.g., Pinocchio, the
Mermaid, the Ugly Ducking.) In the majority of cases, gender fluidity does not persist through
adolescence (Janssen & Erickson-Schroth, 2013, 996). Those in whom it persists usually go on
to identify as transgender adults (Byne et al., 2012), and among them, those who experience
gender dysphoria are most likely to undergo “gender affirming” surgery.

The prevalence of transgenderism, like intersex, is extremely difficult to determine in
large part because few national surveys include questions about gender identity (Stroumsa, 2014).
Estimates of the incidence of reported gender dysphoria range widely, between 0.3 and 5% of
the population (Stroumsa, 2014; Carroll et al., 2002; U.S. Dept. of Justice, 2014). Lower
estimates include only those who have sought help for gender dysphoria, not those transgender
individuals who do not experience discomfort with the lack of congruence between their gender
identity and their biological sex nor those who, because of socio-economic circumstances, do not
seek help. Transgender females (MTFs, males-to-females) outnumber transgender males (FTMs)
approximately three to one (Kaplan, 2015). Gender scholars speculate that this may be the case
because gender roles for females are much broader (consider the societal acceptance of tomboys)
whereas male gender roles are restrictive and rigidly defined (effeminacy is derogated). Similar
to the greater concern with biological markers of maleness, here we see a greater concern with
male gender expression than female. Most experts believe that transgenderism is underreported
because of the stigma and persecution that accompanies identification as transgender:
“transgender persons know only too well the consequences of straying from compliance with the
definition and appearance of what is considered ‘normal’ gender expression” (Carroll et al., 2002,
132).

14 . . . . . .

“Gender identity refers to a person’s internal sense of being male, female, or something else; gender expression
refers to the way a person communicates gender identity to others through behavior, clothing, hairstyles, voice, or
body characteristics” (APA).
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Transgender persons have a much higher-than-average rate of health and psychological
problems due to societal discrimination, including job loss, physical and emotional abuse
(including hate crimes), discrimination among health care providers, and substance abuse. The
suicide rate among this population is alarmingly high—41% (compared to 1.6% in the general
population), and is even higher among youth, ethnic minorities, and those participating in sex
work or drug use (Stroumsa, 2014). Transgender persons find themselves in an extremely
difficult position: they know that publicly affirming their gender identity can “alleviate the
shame, isolation, and secrecy that often accompany attempts to pass as a desired gender,” but
going public also opens them up to increased persecution (Carroll et al., 2002, 133).

Because no definitive biological marker exists to explain or predict transgenderism, it has
been treated with skepticism by much of the public. Sensational cases in the media elicit scorn
among people who dismiss them simply as unnatural, immoral, or perverse. Others acknowledge
the phenomenon but argue that it should not be “indulged.” A few psychologists believe that
those with “gender identity disorder” (GID) require treatment and therapy to help the patient
align their gender identity with their biological sex (this would not address intersex conditions).
The American Psychological Association has depathologized transgenderism in the current
DSM-5 and has replaced the term gender identity disorder with gender dysphoria to “better
indicate the distress that transpeople may experience when their gender identity feels incongruent
(Davy, 2015, 1165, emphasis added). Christian psychologist and researcher Mark Yarhouse in
Understanding Gender Dysphoria (2015a) documents his sixteen years of experience in working
with transgender Christians. He outlines several Christian perspectives and acknowledges that
even the most conservative practitioners do not agree on the best approach in working with
gender dysphoric children. He affirms, however, the persistence of transgender identity and the
difficulties it raises among Christian communities.

2

Transgender persons, like intersex individuals, challenge the premises of discussions of
sexual orientation and what determines “same-sex” behavior. Sexual orientation among
transgender persons varies widely, as it does in the wider population; gender identity is not a
definitive predictor of sexual orientation. Labels prove very problematic: “if using birth assigned
sex as the referent, then a female-to-male transgender man (FTM) who is attracted to males is
heterosexual, but if using gender identity as the referent, that FTM would be gay” (Meier et al.,
2013, 464), and vice versa for transgender women. The APA notes that transgender persons most
often define their orientation based on their gender identity: “a transgender woman, or a person
who is assigned male at birth and transitions to female, who is attracted to other women would
be identified as a lesbian or gay woman. Likewise, a transgender man, or a person who is
assigned female at birth and transitions to male, who is attracted to other men would be
identified as a gay man” (APA 2014). So if “Hal” (above) is sexually attracted to women, Hal
would perceive himself as “straight,” but those who do not accept Hal’s transgender identity
would see a same-sex relationship, whereas, if Hal is attracted to men, Hal would identify as gay
while others would perceive Hal as straight. How might we make moral judgments about “same-
sex” behavior in such situations?

While media coverage and popular culture might make it seem that the numbers of

intersex and transgender—or gender variant—persons has increased greatly over the last two to
three decades, scholars believe their numbers relative to the population have remained stable
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over time (Landin et al., 1996). As mentioned, gender variant persons have been noted frequently
throughout history. Greek mythology, in addition to Hermaphrodites, includes Iphis, Agdistis,
Salmacis, Caenis, Teiresias, and Amazons all defying gender categories. Several scholars
document the existence of gender variant historic personages in ancient civilizations (in Asia, the
Middle East, North Africa, Europe, and indigenous cultures) and in Western culture from
medieval times to the present (see Bolich, 2007; Feinberg, 1997; Stryker, 2006). Jewish,
Christian, and Muslim traditions address intersex and transgender phenomena, often conflating
them. Old Testament law condemns cross-dressing (Deut. 22:5) and prohibits eunuchs (those
with damaged testicles) from access to the temple and public worship (Lev. 21:20, Deut. 23:1).
Muslim tradition recognizes two types of transgender women: those who are born that way,
called “mukhannathun” (“effeminate ones” or “men who resemble women”), and those who act
like women for immoral purposes, e.g. prostitution. It condemns only the latter but in some cases
has required the former to be castrated, thus collapsing categories of transgenderism and
intersexuality. Roman culture distinguished between women’s and men’s (and children’s)
clothing and behavior, scorning a crossing of boundaries, although it was quite common (Bolich,
2007). Roman law distinguished between eunuchs by birth (or nature) and castrati, castrated
males (Wilson, 2014, 407, tn18). Brittany Wilson (2014) notes that under Mosaic law, eunuchs
fell into the latter category: they were “ritually unclean because they mixed boundaries and their
genitals did not meet the standards of bodily wholeness™ (410). St. Augustine discusses
“Androgyni, or Hermaphrodites™ in his City of God (Book 16, Chap. 8) and, as Megan DeFranza
notes, charitably suggests they be considered male, the “better sex” (2015b). Consistent with St.
Augustine, all of these historical examples privilege maleness and devalue femaleness.

Sexual Minorities and Christianity

Returning to Matthew 19, Jesus makes reference to those who are “born eunuchs,” which
would describe intersex individuals—and arguably other sexual minorities, including
homosexual and transgender persons—who did not fall into a male/female classification
associated with marriage in his culture. After Jesus responds to the Pharisees’ questions with
strong words about divorce, his disciples respond to his difficult teaching: “If this is the situation
between a husband and wife, it is better not to marry” (Matt. 19:10, TNIV). Jesus responds with
comments about different types of eunuchs, presumably covering those who, in his culture, could
not or chose not to marry: “For there are eunuchs who were born that way, and there are eunuchs
who have been made eunuchs by others—and there are those who choose to live like eunuchs for
the sake of the kingdom of heaven...” (v. 12). Both Jewish tradition and Latin law made similar
reference to eunuchs at birth, those who did not clearly fit into a male or female category as it
was culturally defined, so one can safely assume Jesus includes this group here (see DeFranza
2015b). The second type, “eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by others,” were the castrati in
Greco-Roman culture who were drafted into different types of service. In Jesus’ era, these two
types of eunuchs were considered “effeminate, gender-liminal figures with ambiguous social and
sexual roles” (Wilson, 2014, 407). Male eunuchs appear in the literature of the period as
embodying “not only all that was unmanly, but also all that was non-elite and ‘foreign’” (Wilson,
2014, 407). The third category of eunuchs, those who choose to “live like eunuchs” for the
kingdom’s sake, refers to those who choose celibacy. This type of eunuch includes St. Paul (1
Cor. 7.7) and Jesus himself. Jesus’ inclusion of the third type of eunuch in this discussion seems
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quite radical: it places people like himself alongside sexual minorities who experienced cultural,
legal, and religious discrimination.'

Many scholars of eunuchs in the Bible note that this moment marks the beginning of a
shift in their status that was prophesied in Isaiah 56 and effected in Philip’s defiance of Old
Testament strictures when he rushes to share the gospel with the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8.
Wilson (2014), in her extensive study of eunuchs during Jesus’ era, notes that the moment Luke
(the writer) includes the Ethiopian eunuch as a “member of ‘the Way,’” he signals the
“eschatological in-breaking of God’s action in the world,” based on Isaiah 56:3-5 (411)."°

So how might intersex and transgender persons challenge our understanding of marriage?
The sexual orientations of intersex and transgender individuals vary, just like the larger
population, but society would be hard pressed to define their orientation and sexuality.'” Those
who believe marriage is restricted to a union between a man and a woman must face the question
raised by those people who do not fall neatly into cultural categories of male and female: “what
1s a man?” “what is a woman?” Must candidates for marriage in the church meet a chromosomal
or genital test, or must their gender identity be assessed to affirm their right to marry? Arguments
against same-sex marriage that focus on complementary anatomy of males and females, while at
the same time conceding that marriage and sex are not only for purposes of procreation, raise the
question, “Is it really genitalia ... in which similarity and difference most profoundly inhere and
on which a whole theology of marriage must rest?” (Cornwall, 2014, 26).

Many intersex and transgender persons have married and/or formed life-long unions with
supportive spouses. Some Christians live with their secret, but others are known to and enjoy the
support of their Christian communities.'® Intersex and transgender Christians have shared their
stories of the important role their sex/gender identities have played in their spiritual journeys and
their joy when embraced by the Christian community (Tanis, 2003; Mollenkott, 2001). Susannah
Cornwall (2014), from her interviews with intersex Christians, reports that “feelings of being
acknowledged as acceptable and non-pathological persons were central to their faith journeys”
(29). Intersex and transgender persons have formed support groups and have a rich online
community. Studies show that telling their stories and talking about their identities “significantly
increases [their] self-esteem and psychological well-being” (Cornwall, 2014, 29).

An increasing number of intersex and transgender people whose gender identities are
fluid are calling on majority culture to accept the tension and discomfort that challenges their

'3 Jesus moves from a discussion of married couples (the sexual majority) to eunuchs (sexual minorities) and then
goes on to advocate for children—*“let the children come to me.” Thus, in these verses he covers the entire human
family. No one is marginalized or elided.

1% One might note that this “eschatological” moment does not include a transformation of the eunuch’s physical
condition; rather, he is baptized as ke is into the family of God.

17 States that formerly disallowed same-sex marriage had to legally define what constitutes a person’s sex, leading
to some interesting outcomes. Texas, for example, determines sex by one’s chromosomes, so, prior to the
legalization of same-sex marriage, it could not prohibit the marriage of two women because one of them is
chromosomally a male.

18 Acceptance is most forthcoming when the couple present as “man” and “woman,” that is, if they look like a
heterosexual couple. This suggests societal anxiety is related to the discomfort of the majority, not to an objective
standard.
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definitions of the normal. Christians should be particularly sensitive to their appeal inasmuch as
we believe that every human being is an image bearer of God, and Jesus specifically identifies
with the “least of these.” Cornwall (2008) challenges Christians who enjoy the power and
privileges of majority culture to “empty themselves” of that privilege (kenosis) and of their
expectation that others be like them. And she cautions against the dangers of believing that any
of us fully understands the mind of God regarding the mysteries of gender and sex:

Phil. 2.5-11 counsels that humans are to emulate Jesus, who did not consider
equality with God something to be grasped; but to exploit, to cling to, or to grasp
at equality with God is exactly what is happening when humans decide that a
single present or historical reading of gender tells the whole story of God. (89)

If the privilege enjoyed by those in the majority, who seem to fall easily into a male-female
binary, tempts them to dismiss as mere exceptions those who fall outside these cultural
categories, we are reminded again that these are the very persons with whom Jesus identifies.

So how does the good news of the gospel of Jesus Christ help us to understand intersex
and transgender conditions theologically and, to bring us back to the focus of our study,
homosexuality and same-sex unions? How might we understand gender variance in theological
terms? Are such conditions disorders resulting from the Fall (the category the CRC reserves for
homosexuality), or might they be considered variances in the created order?
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Section 3: Same-Sex Attraction and Gender Variance:
Disorder versus Creational Variance

Christian theological interpretations of the origin and nature of homosexuality and gender
variance vary widely but are of critical importance to gay and gender variant Christians, their
families, and their church families. Most major denominations have clearly articulated views on
homosexuality and, while very few have official statements on transgender and intersex
conditions, individual cases suggest that churches’ views in these areas align with their views of
homosexuality. The most extreme view is that all gender variance, including same-sex
orientation, is unnatural, immoral, and represents deliberate rebellion against God, thus making it
both a disorder resulting from the Fall and a personal moral failing requiring repentance and
healing. This view, at its most charitable, calls Christians to “hate the sin but love the sinner.”

A more moderate view, which has also been characterized as “loving the sinner but
hating the sin,” draws a distinction between homosexual orientation and sexual practice. This
position, held by the CRCNA (Synod 1973), holds that homosexual orientation, while not sinful
in itself (as contrasted to same-sex sexual behavior), is not a part of God’s original design but
rather constitutes a postlapsarian disorder, part of the brokenness of the world. Many evangelical
churches take this position, as does the Catholic Church, which holds that the “inclination of the
homosexual person is not a sin,” but that the inclination itself “must be seen as an objective
disorder” (Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, 1986). This contemporary perspective of
homosexuality, which distinguishes between sexual orientation and sexual behavior, perhaps
arises from a twentieth-century understanding that homosexuality may have biological
components and/or that it may arise out of socialization beyond an individual’s control. Such is
the position of some gay, intersex, and transgender Christians who believe their gender/sexual
variance is not a part of God’s original design and that it will not be a part of the new age to
come. These Christians therefore feel called to life-long celibacy. Many further believe that, in
God’s pr?gcess of sanctification, their same-sex orientation can become an occasion for
blessing.

A third view, a modification of the previous position, holds that while homosexuality was
not part of God’s original design, covenantal life-long same-sex unions may be accommodated
as a “concession to brokenness” similar to the “redemptive accommodation” made for
remarriage after divorce (see Smedes, 1999; Brownson, 2005). This position perhaps arises from
an acknowledgment of the historic Church’s egregious mistreatment of same-sex oriented
persons and an understanding that mandatory celibacy may not be a reasonable or practical
option for many (it may be better for them “to marry than to burn with passion,” 1 Cor. 7:9). In
his comparison of remarriage after divorce and same-sex unions, Lewis Smedes (1999) argued
that “both divorced and remarried partners and homosexual partners are seeking to fulfill a
fundamental, God-implanted human need for a shared life of intimate, committed and exclusive
love with one other human being.” He believed that this is “not what the Creator originally
intended for his children,” but is “the only way available to them” to fulfill a “God-given human
need” while living as “followers of Christ within the supportive embrace of the Church” (Smedes,
1999). The original position of the CRC, based on Mark 10 and Matthew 19, that rejected

' Prominent gay spokespersons for this position include Eve Tushnet, Wesley Hill, and Ron Belgau, among others.
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remarriage after divorce gradually shifted over several decades, and many who hold an
accommodationist view on homosexuality believe that a similar concession may be a
compassionate response to same-sex Christians who want to marry. We note that over time,
neither of the primary spokespersons for this position—Lewis Smedes and James Brownson—
continued to hold this position. They joined others who believe covenantal same-sex
relationships can be fully acceptable and within the will of God.

An increasing number of Reformed Christians question the notion that gender variance
constitutes a disorder resulting from the Fall; rather, they posit that gender variance may be part
of the creation order. Many gay, intersex, and transgender Christians embrace their sexual/
gender identity and do not believe it mandates celibacy or medical or psychological intervention
of some kind. As committed Christians, they ask the church to hear their stories, consider their
perspective, and look for evidence of the fruit of the Spirit in their lives.”” What might we learn
from them? Could gender variance have been part of the created order? Those who believe so
point to the presence of gender variance, including intersex conditions and homosexuality, in
animals over the ages. Science tells us that variances in genetic development and biochemical
processes commonly occur in nature, and the geologic record documents such genetic variances
going back to eras before human life appeared.”’ What light does this knowledge shed on the
concept of “defects” or “disorders” that are a result of the Fall? How might this information fit
within a theological paradigm?

Identifying something as a type of congenital “defect,” “malfunction,” or inherent
disorder (as manifestations of a broken world) requires subjective reasoning around what
constitutes the normal, particularly if the condition does not involve extraordinary physical pain
or suffering. Because genetic variation is quite common throughout nature (e.g., green eyes
result from a genetic “malfunction”), at what point may those variations be considered defects
that will disappear in the new age? The case of intersex conditions provides a good example of
the difficulty involved in such determinations. Biological sex exists on a spectrum (among
humans and other animals), so identifying what constitutes a genetic defect along that spectrum
is problematic. As mentioned in the discussion of scientific advancements, endocrinologists tell
us that while some intersex conditions are obvious, many are difficult to identify: some people
born and raised female may actually be chromosomally male and vice versa. In many (perhaps
most) cases, intersexuality does not pose a health problem; a person’s suffering arises from
social discrimination and abuse, not their physical condition. As such, can one effectively argue
that differences in sexual development (DSDs) constitute postlapsarian disorders?

Might God have originally created more than (our understanding of) male and female? In
her discussion of intersex persons, evangelical theologian Megan DeFranza argues that they may

20 prominent gay spokepersons for this position include, among others, Matthew Vines, Justin Lee, and, recently,
Julie Rodgers.

2! Loren and Deborah Haarsma (2011) note that historical sciences like astronomy and geology inform us about how
the natural world behaved in the past, and these sciences tell us that the fundamental laws of nature did not radically
change at some point. “Whatever effects of the Fall on humanity, the study of nature tells us that the Fall did not
fundamentally alter how atoms and molecules and rocks and stars behave” (65-67). This suggests that biochemical
processes which cause genetic variance—including genetic variances that cause or contribute to intersex or
transgender conditions—follow natural laws which have not been altered since creation.
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be considered part of the good creation. She contends that Genesis should not be read as an
inclusive list of creation; many species (e.g., amphibians) and types of life (e.g., ethnic diversity)
in our world are not mentioned in Genesis, and yet we know definitively that the latter will be
part of the new age (Rev. 9). DeFranza continues, “We ask too much of Genesis 1, 2, and 3.
Genesis is the beginning, not a repository of all creation” (2015a). Determining whether an
aspect of a person’s biology, identity, and/or orientation constitutes a brokenness caused by
original sin seems fraught with difficulties and contradictions; and such determinations can be
devastating to those who fal