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unChristian: Is the Church Anti-Gay?
Acts 7:54-8:3

Sunday, January 31, 2010
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
Today we are continuing our series, “Is the Church Getting It Wrong,” where we are trying to understand why 40% of young adults ages 16-29 have opted out of Christianity and the church. And it’s not simply that they aren’t attending. In the 1980s 1 out of 10 young adults identified themselves as agnostic or atheist. That number has doubled. Today, 20% of young adults ages 16-29 identify themselves as agnostic or atheist. The other 20% might be religious or Christian but have chosen not to connect to a church, and we are trying to understand why.

I think it is important to understand that it is not a goal to survey young adults and do whatever they want us to do, and be whoever they want us to be, and hope that they will come back to church. Our goal is to listen and see if they really have something to teach us, to see if we are truly getting something wrong, where we have not been faithful to what Jesus calls us to be or to do, and so they are helping us become better Christians.

And in the process our hope is that when these young adults hear what Christianity is supposed to be all about, they might say, “I would be interested in following this Jesus you are talking about.”
Today we turn to the topic that is challenging not only for Christians, but for our society, and it is also most concerning for young adults. It has been a couple of years since I have preached on this subject and it is never easy, because there is a very broad and passionate understanding on homosexuality in Christendom. Now this church has dealt long and hard with it, and has come to the conclusion with overwhelming support that we need to be open and welcoming and affirming to all people, especially those of differing sexual orientations, because both society and the Christian church still find rationalization for distancing themselves from, if not outright discriminating against, homosexuals.

And so we developed a welcoming statement a couple of years ago that you will find every week in your bulletin. It says this:

As congregants of the First United Methodist Church of Ann Arbor, we welcome and affirm all persons. We are intentional in being inclusive of those of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender orientations, all genders, ethnicities, nationalities, and abilities. In modeling the ministry of Jesus Christ, we shall all journey together into full participation in the life of the United Methodist Church and a closer relationship with God.

Now just because we approved that statement with overwhelming support does not mean we are all in the same place on this issue. But what pleases me is the faith maturity of this church that recognizes that we are not the arbitrators of God’s grace. Rather, we are on a journey, and we would like to journey with all persons who wish to seek the deeper mysteries of God’s redeeming grace in Jesus Christ.

Now, most of you know that did not set well with some people, especially some outside of our congregation. You might remember that I, along with your other pastors at the time, was brought up on charges within the United Methodist Church for leading you to develop such an open and welcoming stance. Thankfully, outside of the inconvenience of having to move through the process that the bishop felt he needed to give it for due diligence, it went nowhere. I hear rumors that there are those who still want to challenge us on this.

But according to Kinnaman, and his book “unChristian: What a New Generation Thinks of Christianity and Why it Matters,” that’s what’s troubling the minds of young adults when they look at the Christian Church.

You might remember that Kinnaman and his group surveyed people about their perception of the Christians, by giving them 20 words or phrases that might describe a religion. 10 were positive and 10 were negative. In this young adult group that were considered outsiders, the positive images like compassionate, caring, trustworthy, relevant, never made it to the top five. The top five responses were all negative images with “homophobic” being the most pervasive understanding of Christians for this young adult demographic. When they think of the Christian Church, 91% think anti-homosexual. But not just “anti,” according to Kinnaman, these young people say that Christians show a special contempt for homosexuals; that we see things in such black and white terms we’ve lost the capacity to love people the way Jesus loved people.

Judgmental was the second highest response with 87%. So when this young demographic thinks of the church they think that we are homophobic and judgmental. For me, I guess, being anti-homosexual is just a specific form of being judgmental. From my experience, when I have been caught being judgmental, it’s usually because of my ignorance. I haven’t had a close enough experience to have a full understanding. I think that is largely true for our perceptions of homosexuality.

When I was growing up I didn’t know anyone who was gay. That doesn’t mean there wasn’t anyone. It just wasn’t talked about. Back then if you openly talked about having feelings that were different or being gay you would be diagnosed with a psychiatric disorder. And in junior high, the worst insult you could fling at another boy is to call him “gay” or “queer.” When I started getting serious about my faith and reading the Bible and came to that passage in Leviticus that talks about laying with someone of the same sex as an abomination, I didn’t know anyone who might have those feelings, so I thought that was probably right. I never had to wrestle with that.

You heard about my experience early in my ministry when a colleague of mine came out to me that he was gay. That is when I had to start wrestling with putting this issue in the context of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

But today’s young people have a different experience. They all know someone who is gay. They have friends who are gay. They talk with them. They hang out with them. They hear their stories, and they love their friends. It’s awfully hard for them to think of their friends as an abomination. And when they hear churches beat up on their friends, they are absolutely not interested.

And it’s not just the young people. We all know someone that is gay. You have neighbors and coworkers who are gay. You have family members and friends who are gay. How many of you have someone you care about that is gay? It’s different when you know someone. It is one thing to talk about this as a hypothetical. It is another thing to talk about this when it is someone you care about. And that is where this young generation is. And so it is important for the church to wrestle with these kinds of things, because some of these people are your kids, or your grandkids, or nieces and nephews. And if First United Methodist church is like the rest of society (and I think it is), then we can expect that at least 5% of our membership, including our children, are gay or lesbian. So how we look at this how we wrestle with this is a very important.

I have to credit my father-in-law, Keith Pohl, for my jump start in ministry. He was very patient with me as he shared his learning of the finer nuances of ministry. He was very interested in Christian ethics, and as a writer and editor of Christian Magazines, it was very important to him to understand and then present, fairly, the different sides of an issue. He shared with me early on that most differences and controversy that arise in the church come from how we interpret Scripture. That probably sounds like a no-brainer to most of us until you stop to realize that for some you actually have to convince we do interpret Scripture. It doesn’t stand alone.

You may have seen the bumper sticker, “The Bible says it; I believe it; that settles it.” That works until you actually start seriously reading the Bible. You will soon find that approach to Scriptural understanding is just too simplistic for the reality of the text. 
And it’s not just the Old Testament. Matthew 19 says, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.” How many of you have an IRA? Of course you do. It’s smart and prudent. But how do you choose to interpret Jesus’ words in order to justify storing up for yourselves treasures on earth?
Mathew 18:8 says, “If your hand or your foot causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life maimed or crippled than to have two hands or two feet and be thrown into eternal fire.” Does anyone take that passage literally? Those of you who take it literally would you please raise your stumps? How do we choose to interpret Jesus’ words so we are relieved from self amputation? Of course we don’t take it literally. It is a metaphor to help understand how damaging our sin can be to ourselves and to those around us.
Scripture is complicated when you take it seriously, and we need to bring an interpretive lens to it. That doesn’t make Scripture a second-class citizen in our faith. It is still the book that molds and shapes who we are as Christians. But it’s complicated. And it was written in certain times, under certain circumstances, with certain understandings of the world and the universe. We owe it to ourselves and others to bring all that we know and understand to its interpretation: our science, history, psychology. What I’m saying is when you read Scripture, I’m inviting you not to take an overly simplistic approach that turns the Bible into a weapon that hurts people.

Our scripture is lesson prefect example of what can go wrong when we fervently act on the simple understanding of scripture. Saul of Tarsus, whom we have come to know as Paul, was a Pharisee among Pharisees. He was fervent in the 613 laws of the Torah because he wanted to be Holy. Yet the first time we meet Saul is at the stoning of Stephen -- killed for preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ -- the first martyr of Christendom.

I’m not sure what it was about Christians, but they really ticked Saul off. And our lesson says that Saul was there consenting to Stephen’s death when the great scourge began. Saul went from house to house dragging out Christians and sending them to prison. It’s a scary scene. It brings visions of what happened to the Jews in Nazi Germany, or what happened to the religious in the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia.

All that changed a couple of chapters later when Saul, on his way to Damascus to continue his purge, was confronted mystically by Jesus in a blinding light. It doesn’t take Saul long to change his ways. Perhaps that is what happens when one is confronted by Truth, with a capital T. And it wasn’t that Saul threw out the Law. But it did take a back seat to love and relationship. That is, Saul began to see the Law through the lens of Jesus.

We read in the Gospel of John that in the beginning was the Word in whom there is life and light. And the Word became flesh. Who is the infleshed Word? Jesus. Do you know that in the Bible you often read, “And the word of the lord came to…” It is almost never talking about a written book. It usually has to do with the movement of the Spirit of God. So when we pull out our Bible and begin judging others by the words that are written there, it is a bit disingenuous unless we interpret it through the lens of the Word that became flesh. That’s what Saul discovered. 
What this does for me is it allows me to bring questions to the text.

When I get to Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 where we learn that same sex activity is an abomination to God and those who participate should be put to death, I am able to ask the question, does that accurately capture the will and heart of God for all times, or does that capture how people thought 3,200 years ago? Obviously we have already dealt with that to some degree or we would be stoning homosexuals today.

Or Romans 1:26-27 where Paul says men and women committed shameless acts with one another in participating in same sex encounters, and that this was unnatural. We can ask the question, was Paul talking about the Jewish understanding of what was natural and unnatural at the time, or was he talking perhaps about how homosexual prostitution was being practiced in the temple, or was he telling us the our children and grandchildren are considered shameful in the eyes of God? Was he describing God’s eternal heart and character toward these children?
I believe that when we interpret these passages through the lens of “the Word become flesh” sexual orientation is not an abomination, nor deserving of a death penalty. Jesus had this way of putting people before rules. He always did it. Jesus loved people that other people wouldn’t love, and he reached out to them. What shall we do if we call ourselves Christ followers?
My mother called me this last week. Her Sunday school class is studying the Minor Prophets in the Old Testament. This week they are studying both Micah and Nahum. She and her sister (my aunt) are responsible for presenting. I can remember as a child my mother describing Micah as one of her favorite books in the Bible. So when she and her sister were deciding who would take what she assumed that she would be responsible for Micah. But her older sister jumped in and took it. See, even when you are in your eighties sibling rivalry exists, and again it is usually the oldest that gets their way (this is my perception as the youngest in the family). So mother called me to see if I knew anything about Nahum that could help her.

Micah has always been my mother’s favorite for this passage in 6:8: “And what does the Lord require of you, but to do justice; love kindness (mercy), and walk humbly with your God.” I think when we do that, there’s no room for being judgmental. We have enough issues of our own to deal with. I don’t think we have to point anyone else’s out. When we do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with God we won’t have room to be judgmental. What we will have room for is Mercy. And when we are merciful, full of mercy, people see Christ in us.

Thank you for being the kind of church who will set aside judgmentalism and walk in faith with our gay and lesbian brothers and sisters. It is what a young generation is looking for.

unchristian:


Sunday, January 31, 2010, Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

is the church ANTI-GAY?




First United Methodist Church of Ann Arbor


Page 2

