Pre-General Board/Biennial Reflections and Resources 

on the Issue that Threatens to Divide Us

Vic Gordon

Since the issue of homosexuality has emerged in crisis form in the ABC and will be confronting all General Board members (as well as Biennial delegates) when we meet in Denver in June, several have asked for my recommendations for good resources to help prepare us for those discussions and debates. I am glad to do so, and also felt led to append to the list of resources a brief comment on the nature of the debate engulfing the ABC. The following are the resources I have found most helpful. (This list provides what I deem to be most helpful, but is by no means exhaustive. The most important works on both sides of the issue are found in the long footnote in Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice, pp. 38-9.) 

Busbee, Phil; Campolo, Tony; Sanders, Cheryl; Yates, John. “Same–Sex Marriage: What Can I Say?” Leadership, vol. XXV, no. 3, Summer, 2004, pp. 54-60.

Helpful pastoral discussion by four pastors, two of whom (Busbee and Campolo) are American Baptists. Campolo, certainly no right-wing conservative, has an eminently sensible and helpful statement in the article: “The church has unanimously, for 2000 years, rejected same-sex marriage. I am not arrogant enough to call them all wrong.” (p. 57) 

Gagnon, Robert. The Bible and Homosexual Practice. Nashville; Abingdon Press, 

   520 pp., 2001.

Gagnon, Robert & Via, Dan. Homosexuality and the Bible: Two Views. Minneapolis;  

   Fortress Press, 117 pp., 2003. 

Gagnon has emerged as the biblical/theological authority on homosexuality. The Bible and Homosexual Practice has become the definitive exegetical and hermeneutical treatment of these issues. This 500 page opus is the most important book on the subject, and Gagnon has successfully accomplished his purpose of showing that “the Bible speaks unequivocally and forcefully to the issue of homosexuality” (p. 33). However, if you can only read one book on the issue, I recommend the much shorter and more accessible book by Gagnon and Via. Here 

you get the essentials of Gagnon’s case as well as the opposing case expressed by 

Via and interaction between the two in a readable, succinct presentation in a little over 100 pages. Quite a package! Gagnon also provides an amazing website where many other articles that he has written on the subject can be found (www.robgagnon.net).

Grenz, Stanley. Welcoming But Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to 

   Homosexuality. Kentucky; Westminster John Knox Press, 210 pp., 1998.

A helpful book by a leading Baptist theologian, the title of which expresses what our stance towards practicing homosexuals should be in contrast to fundamentalism on the right (some other Baptist groups) and to cultural accommodation on the left (UCC, AWAB). We should be pursuing a third, better, balanced, biblical way, welcoming homosexual persons into our congregations and offering them, along with the rest of us sinners, the transformation available to all through the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Hays, Richard B. The Moral Vision of the New Testament: A Contemporary Introduction 

   to New Testament Ethics. San Francisco; Harper, pp. 379-406, 1996. 

Excellent work by one of today’s leading New Testament scholars (from Duke).

Jones, Stanton & Yarhouse, Mark. Homosexuality: The Use of Scientific Research in the 

   Church’s Moral Debate. Downers Grove; InterVarsity Press, 189 pp., 2000.

Petty, Michael. “We’re in a Mell of a Hess: Does the Episcopal Church   

   Really Understand the Gospel?” Pro Ecclesia, Summer, 2004, vol. XIII, no. 3, 

   pp. 323-36.

A powerful piece, reflecting on the debacle in the American Episcopalian church, and clearly exposing the myth that Jesus was a radical inclusivist who invited anyone along and was immune to calling people to transformed lifestyles.

Schmidt, Thomas. Straight & Narrow?: Compassion & Clarity in the Homosexuality 

   Debate. Downers Grove; InterVarsity Press, 236 pp., 1995. 

If I could recommend a third book to read, this would be it. Schmidt is a respected New Testament scholar and provides an excellent look at Scripture, plus a broad, helpful look at many of the contemporary issues around homosexuality. He models what we all should pursue in this debate: compassion and clarity. 

Stott, John. Same-Sex Partnerships?: A Christian Perspective. Grand Rapids; Fleming H.  

   Revell, 93 pp. 1998. 

My recommendation is that along with Gagnon and Via, this would be the second book to read if you can only read two. This is the shortest and clearest of any of my recommendations. Anglican Stott is always so biblical, so wise, so compassionate and so helpful. He is worth listening to on any issue, and he does not disappoint on this one. 

Swartley, Willard. Homosexuality: Biblical Interpretation and Moral Discernment.   

   Pennsylvania; Herald Press, 247 pp., 2003.

Webb, William. Slaves, Women & Homosexuals: Exploring the Hermeneutics of Cultural 

   Analysis. Downers Grove; InterVarsity Press, 301 pp., 2001. 

Sometimes one hears the accusation that those of us who argue that homosexual practice is sin are planning, once that issue is settled, to move on to attack women in ministry and/or are racist. This book demonstrates that these three issues are drastically different exegetically, hermeneutically and theologically. Personally speaking, I seek to passionately oppose all forms of racism as one of the worst of sins and am a strong supporter of women in ministry. I arrive at positions on all three issues based on what I believe the Word of God in Scripture is clearly saying to the church today. 

Further Comments:

Of course, for Baptists who believe in the final authority of Scripture, the only question should be, “What is the meaning of the Word of God found in Scripture for our lives, churches and cultures today?” Baptist theology and polity both say, “If it ain’t biblical, it ain’t Baptist”.  Unfortunately, even if clarity emerges here, there is a strong contingent in our denomination which argues that individual “soul liberty” and local church “autonomy” trump the clear teaching of the Bible and allow individuals and congregations to believe and practice whatever they choose, i.e. they are a law unto themselves (the essence of autonomy!). Thus, even if we hear God speak through the text of Scripture by the leading of the Holy Spirit in the community of faith (understood both historically and geographically), we still may have folks in the ABC unwilling to go with us. So, my point is that even if we do hear God clearly in the Scripture, these strange and patently unbiblical polity beliefs (“soul liberty” and “autonomy” taken to extremes that were never intended) may keep and drive us apart. (Indeed, the most often cited ABC polity manual, A Baptist Manual of Polity and Practice by Norman H. Maring and Winthrop S. Hudson, [Judson Press, Valley Forge, 1991] has only one solitary reference to ‘soul liberty’, and that in fact is a devastating critique of its contemporary abuse [1991, p. 8].)

If we believe that homosexuality is a gospel issue (see Lev. 18:22; 20:13; Rom.1:16-32; 

1 Cor. 6:9-11; 1 Thess. 4:1-8 [?]; 1 Tim. 1:8-11), then we are faced with even deeper questions. Is the question of whether one sees homosexual practice as a sin calling for repentance or a behavior which can be affirmed as part of God’s good creation at the heart of the gospel? Biblically, homosexual practice is sin. But the bigger gospel question is, “Does the homosexual lifestyle endanger one’s salvation or disqualify one from eternal life?” The central focus of this debate should be on the tragedy of the church working directly against Kingdom principles. What I mean is stated numerous times in scripture but maybe most pointedly in 1 Cor. 6:9-11:

“Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? 

Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral (pornoi) nor idolaters nor 

adulterers nor male prostitutes (malakoi) nor homosexual offenders (arsenokoitai) nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. And that is what some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.”

I am convinced that three of these sins (with Greek terms in parentheses) refer to homosexual behavior (pornoi includes homosexual behavior among other sexual sins, while the other two terms refer explicitly to homosexual practices). This text is saying far more than that a lifestyle characterized by homosexual behavior is sinful. Far beyond that, Paul argues that persons with such a lifestyle disqualify themselves from entering the kingdom, i.e. from eternal life and salvation. He makes it clear that some of the Corinthians were in fact, before coming to Christ, living such lifestyles. However, their experience with Christ resulted in repentance, transformation and salvation. Here, we are faced with the ultimate issues of our existence and the nature of the good news of Jesus Christ. “Acceptance is not forgiveness. Affirmation is not transformation. And inclusion is not reconciliation” (Marion Soards).

Can we see the gravity of such biblical teaching? How can we affirm a person in a lifestyle that the Word of God says puts one in danger of eternal destruction? This is what we mean when we say that homosexual behavior is a gospel issue. “If we are to believe Scripture, the failure of the church to help the homosexual make the transition out of homosexual practice and into sexual wholeness will make the church an accomplice to the very form of behavior that God finds detestable. The church will become an enabler of the practicing homosexual’s loss of spiritual transformation and, possibly, salvation….An ill-informed love can be just as destructive as hatred” (Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice, pp. 489, 492). This is a debate about how to best love a homosexual person. Can we not sense that the burden of proof rests on one who would disagree with what Christians and Baptists both historically and globally (see the strong statement and stance of the BWA’s commitment to orthodoxy regarding homosexuality) have affirmed scripture to teach? This also leads us to the question, “Can we do mission together with such churches?” Are they not proclaiming another gospel, another religion and another god? This concern, too rarely talked about, is the true crux of the debate. Is this a gospel issue? If it is, we must stand firm and refuse to do mission with such churches. If it is not a gospel issue, we must never let it break us apart. We stand as American Baptists at a momentous crossroad. 

So, as we move toward Denver, we need to be in deep prayer that the living, triune God will intervene once more and deliver His people. Without Christ’s help I fear a sad and explosive fragmentation of the ABC. 

PAGE  
1

