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“Hot Button Issues:  Same-sex Marriage” 9/28/14 

 There has been a rapid shift in our culture’s view of homosexuality.  

In 1987, 87% of Americans believed that homosexual behavior was wrong.  

Today, that number is only 50%.  Many TV dramas and comedies contain 

gay or lesbian characters, including the very popular “Modern Family,” 

which devoted two episodes last year to the wedding of Mitch and Cam, a 

likeable gay couple.  The Presbyterian Church has been split on this issue 

for some time.  In response to that split, the last two General Assemblies 

have dispensed with any kind of national standard on the matter, allowing 

local churches and Presbyteries to decide whether or not to ordain 

homosexuals or conduct weddings for same-sex partners.  Reacting to 

those decisions, many congregations have opted to leave the 

denomination, including 3 from our Presbytery, with 3 more considering 

leaving.  In addition, many individuals have left the Presbyterian Church 

over this issue, including a few of our own members. 

 One of our members wrote me a nice letter following this year’s 

General Assembly.  He said that since the G.A. has left it up to individual 

churches and pastors regarding whether or not to perform same-sex 

weddings, he wanted to know where I stood!  I think that’s a fair question, 

and I will attempt to answer it.  But first, I think it’s important to look at how 

devout Christians have come to different conclusions on this matter. 
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 Those who believe that homosexual behavior is wrong, whom I will 

call conservatives or traditionalists, begin with the Bible.  They note that 

there are a half dozen or so direct references to homosexuality in the Bible, 

and that in each case, homosexuality is condemned in the strongest 

possible language.  One such passage is found in Romans 1.  In the 

beginning of his letter, Paul is making the case that all people- God’s 

chosen people as well as pagan Gentiles- have fallen into sin.  Here, he is 

speaking about Gentiles:  

Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the 

degrading of their bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the 

truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than 

the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen. For this reason God gave them 

up to degrading passions. Their women exchanged natural intercourse for 

unnatural, and in the same way also the men, giving up natural intercourse 

with women, were consumed with passion for one another. Men committed 

shameless acts with men and received in their own persons the due 

penalty for their error.  (Rom. 1:24-27) 

 Conservatives find here a straightforward condemnation of 

homosexuality.  They also note that the Christian church has interpreted 

the Bible as condemning homosexual behavior for 2000 years.  They point 

out that Jesus affirmed the idea that God created marriage for a man and 

woman in Mark 10.  Jesus said,  
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But from the beginning of creation, ‘God made them male and female.’‘For 

this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his 

wife, and the two shall become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two, but 

one flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate.”  

(Mark 10:6-9)  Traditionalists believe that the biblical pattern of marriage as 

being between one man and one woman is rooted in God’s created order.  

We have no right to change what God has created. 

 On the other hand, those who favor same-sex marriage, whom I will 

call progressives or liberals, have a more complex argument.  They point 

out that not everything in the Bible is regarded as binding today, including 

kosher laws, restrictive roles for women, and harsh penalties for certain 

sins.  They believe that the ancient prohibitions regarding homosexuality do 

not apply to us today for two reasons. 

 First, they believe that homosexuality was condemned in the Bible 

because of its connections to other sins.  In the Old Testament, it was 

closely linked to pagan cults, which provided homosexual prostitutes as 

part of their religious practice.  Therefore, the Hebrews were forbidden to 

engage in homosexuality because of its association with those cults.  In 

New Testament times homosexuality was widely practiced in Greek and 

Roman societies in the context of prostitution or man-boy relationships.  

Again, progressives say, it is prostitution and sexual exploitation that are 

being condemned, not homosexuality itself. 
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 In fact, they say, monogamous, life-long, same-sex relationships 

were unknown to the biblical writers.  Therefore, what they write about 

homosexuality does not apply to this kind of relationship.  In fact, the 

biblical writers knew nothing of what we call “sexual orientation.”  They 

assumed that everyone had an attraction to the opposite sex, and that 

homosexual activity was a rejection of one’s normal attraction and a turn 

toward something else, as we read in Romans.  We now know that a 

certain percentage of the population, probably 3-5%, finds themselves 

attracted to members of the same sex through no choice of their own.  

“Can it be right to deny such persons the comfort and fulfillment of 

marriage?” they ask. 

 Progressives also point to the broader teaching of the Scripture 

regarding justice, for example, this famous verse from the prophet Micah,  

“He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of 

you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your 

God?” (Micah 6:8).  They believe that it is unjust to deny certain people 

legitimacy in their relationships, just because are naturally attracted to the 

same sex.  A compassionate, Christian response would be to bless such 

unions just as we do for heterosexuals. 

 Liberals are also deeply concerned about the abuse that society has 

often inflicted on gay and lesbian people.  They point out that gay young 
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people have a much higher suicide rate than hetero young people.  They 

believe that the church should be a safe place for all people, not just some. 

 So, where does that leave us?  Where does that leave gay and 

lesbian members of this congregation?  Where does that leave parents with 

gay children, or grandchildren, or nieces and nephews?  And, where does 

that leave me, as your pastor? 

 I’ll be very honest with you and say that I am still working on this 

issue.  I find the biblical arguments of conservatives to be compelling, 

especially the idea that maleness and femaleness are rooted in the very 

order of God’s creation, and we ought to be very careful in messing with 

that.  But I also believe that the arguments of progressives are persuasive, 

especially the argument that the biblical writers knew nothing of 

monogamous same-sex, lifetime relationships.  That is no doubt true.  

However, I find it somewhat speculative to conclude that, therefore, same-

sex marriage is morally acceptable. 

 I also am not persuaded by the argument that because most gay and 

lesbian people do not choose their same-sex attraction, that therefore it 

must be God’s will for some people.  Some people are predisposed toward 

a bad temper, or alcoholism or a sexual desire for children.  No one would 

suggest that those “natural” inclinations are good and should be acted 

upon.  Just because something exists apart from human choosing does not 

mean that it is God’s intention for us. 
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 On the other hand, I am deeply concerned about gay-bashing and 

the bullying of homosexual young people.  Christians should have no part 

in such things.  We should stand against it when we see it, and seek to 

make the church and our homes a safe place for all young people. 

 Again, I’m really conflicted about this.  I have gay and lesbian friends, 

colleagues in ministry, and family members.  I wish only the best for them.  

Some of them are deeply committed Christians, whose faith I admire 

greatly.   

 So here’s where I am, and here’s what I suggest we do to go forward 

from here.  In spite of my deep concerns for justice for all people, because 

of the biblical teaching I outlined before and because of my knowledge that 

we as a congregation are conflicted on this, at this point, I would not 

perform a same-sex wedding.  It would certainly grieve me to refuse to do a 

wedding for a son or daughter of this church, who would like the blessing of 

God and the church on their marriage, but I don’t feel free to do that.  God 

may change my mind at some point in the future, as God has changed my 

mind on a number of other matters, but that’s where I am today. 

 Going forward, here are a couple of thoughts.  I understand that 

some people may leave us over this issue.  I am deeply saddened by that.  

I don’t believe this matter rises to the level of heresy or a matter of such 

importance that we can no longer fellowship together as Christians.  I think 

that’s why the G.A. has allowed (not mandated) that churches and pastors 
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may perform same-sex marriages where they are legal.  It is a recognition 

that Christians of good conscience are divided on this.  I hope you’ll hang in 

with us regardless of where you are at on this issue as we continue to work 

through it. 

 I also believe that folks on both sides of this issue would benefit from 

seeking humility.  Given the almost 50-50 split among Presbyterians, we 

ought to be listening to one another, rather than labeling conservatives as 

homophobic Neanderthals or charging progressives with throwing out the 

whole Bible and all Christian morality.  I would remind you that in the 

Romans passage we looked at earlier, Paul follows his strong 

condemnation of homosexuality with a list of other sins that illustrate how 

we all fail to be the people God wants us to be.  The list includes 

covetousness, strife, deceit, gossip, slander, boasting, pride, hard-

heartedness, and disobedience to parents.  I’m guessing we all can find 

ourselves somewhere on that list!  We dare not judge our gay and lesbian 

brothers and sisters without judging our own conduct as well. 

 We’ve been involved in this debate for 20-30 years, and many of us 

are very tired of it, but it often takes a long time for the church to resolve 

complex issues.  Conflicts over women’s ordination took decades to 

resolve.  Conflicts over slavery took over a hundred years, and conflicts 

over the nature of the Trinity took centuries!  As Paul reminds us in I Cor. 
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13, “Now we see in a mirror dimly.”  Only when Christ returns will all things 

be made clear. 


