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What the Bible Says, or Doesn’t Say, About Homosexuality
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Introduction

Within Christiancircles,the debateabouthomosexualityhasbeenat the forefront over the past
few decades.lt is notthatthis issuewasunheardf until recently,but thatit wasnotthe focusof

somuchattention. Much like the civil rights movementandthe womenOmovementtherewas
no problemaslong asthosein the GLBT communitykepttheir placewithin a heterosexistelig-

ioussystem. Only whenGLBT personsegarnto askfor equalrights did the churchmakeit such
a hot topic.

Thefodderfor manyof theargumentsagainsthomosexualitthasbeena handfulof biblical texts,
which havebeenmisinterpretedby modernscholarsascondemningpf sexualbehaviorbetween
two personof the samesex. In fact, someof the moremoderntranslationsof the bible contrib-
utedto the churchOanti-gayteachingge.g.,the New RevisedStandardversiontranslationof 1
Cor6:9 and1 Tim 1:10 usedthe word, Osodomites,0 translatea Greekword thathadno ety-
mologicalconnectiorto thetown and/orpeopleof Sodom). Most peoplecaughtup in the turmoil
overtheissuehavebeenlaity who reliedupontheir pastors/priest® instructthemon the biblical
stancetoward homosexuality Unfortunately,too many clergy haveeitherbeenignorantof the
factsor havenot presentedhe whole truth to their congregants.For example manypersonsn
the churcharesstill unawarethat thereis no word for Ohomosexualityi@ Hebrew, Aramaic, or
Greek,the threeoriginal language®f the bible. In fact, the word did not appearin the English
languageuntil the late 19th century. Neitherthe ancientlsraelitesnor their later descendants
within 1stcenturyJudaismandthe early churchhadany conceptof sexualorientation,whichis a
relatively new concept for us today.

Understandinghe historical,sociological,andideologicalbackgrouncof biblical textsis essen-
tial in determiningboth an original meaningaswell asa meaningfor the modernfaith commnu-

nity. Particularlywithin the communitythat wrote and passediown the textsof the 1st Test-

ment,the primary concernfor AncientlIsraelwasfor survival. The dangersof life in thosetimes
meantthattheir peoplewereconstantlyon the vergeof extinction. Many childrendid not survive
pastthe ageof 2 or 3, andlife expectancywasvery short,especiallyfor women,who oftendied

in childbirth. Procreatiorwasof the utmostimportance. Anything thatendangerethe possibil-
ity for children (e.g., masturbationnon-intercoursesexualactivities, etc.) was a threatto the

whole community.

During the writing of the New Testamentthe early churchwas also a minority group, but its
greatesthreatcamefrom the Greekculture,especiallytheir religions,andthe threatof assimila
tion. In trying to provetheir legitimacyandcarveouttheiridentity, early churchleaderssuchas
Paul,tried to emphasizahe sins of Greekreligion, especiallytheir incorporationof sexualbe-
haviorwithin their rituals. Anything evencloselyresemblingheir behavior(e.g.,templeprostt
tutes, fertility rituals, etc.) was strictly prohibited for the new Christian community.

Giventhis backdropfor the readingandinterpretationof the biblical materials,storiesand pas-
sageoncethoughtto condemrmanythings,homosexualitypeingone,areseenin a muchdiffer-
entlight. Thethreatsthatexistedfor AncientlIsraelandthe early churcharenot whatthreatens
todayOworld andchurch. We facepossibleextinctionnot dueto lack of procreatiorbut because
of over population. The Christianfaith is no longera minority voice, especiallyin the United
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States. Justasthe biblical textswerewritten in certainhistorical contexts,so mustwe interpret
them today within our own contemporary world.

First/Old Testament Texts
1. Gen 1-2 B OGod Created Adam and Eve, not Adam and SteveO

Thosewho are opposedo the acceptancef GLBT personsand relationshipsoften quotethe
abovestatement.Referringbackto the two creationstoriesfoundin Genesisl and2, this argu-
mentclaimsthat heterosexualityvas divinely ordainedfrom the beginningof time. This inter-
pretationof the text fails to take into accountboth the literary andlogical aspectof storiesof
creation. First, onemustrealizethatthe point of any goodstoryis to getfrom onepoint to the
nextassmoothlyaspossible. The creationstoriesare attemptingto explainhow all of creation
cameto be,especiallyhumanity. Basedon their understandin@f procreationthe ancientwriters
knewthat, to go from two persongo manypeoplesGod hadto startwith a femaleanda male.
More specifically,both storiesdescribethe creationof two sexesut not of sexualorientation. In
Gen2, God understandshatthe first humancreatures lonely. Out of a concernfor the human
creatureQOseedfor companionshipGod divides Oadannto two parts. The Divine affirms that
we all needto bein relationships. Thus,our lives areaboutfinding that which completesus b
male or female.

2. Gen 19 B The Origin of the Word, OSodomite/SodomyO

The sin of Sodom and Gomorrah was inhospitality, not homosexuality. Hospitality was a primary
obligationfor personsgn ancientcultures,especiallylsrael. The way thatthe peopleof Sodom
treatedthe two angelicguestsshowedtheir lack of hospitality andtheir hostility to thosewho
weredifferentfrom them. Most of the biblical translationsof Gen19 fail to acknowledgehatit
wasthe whole communityPmaleandfemale,youngandold Bwho cameto LotOouseandde-
mandedthat Lot turn his guestsover to them. If anything,the citizensof Sodomintendedto
commitgangrape. Whenthereaderrealizeshatit wasnotjust a groupof menwho demandedo
Oknow(@he malevisitors, thenthe possibility of seeingthe story asbeingabouthomosexuabe-
havior disappears.Interpretationof the story for centurieshasbeenthat their downfall was:
greed,inhospitality, pride, injustice,idolatry, etc (cf, Isa 1:9, 10; 3:9; 13:19;Jer23:14,49:18;
50:40;Ezek16:46,48,49,53,55,56; Matt 10:15;11:23-24;Mark 6:11;andLuke 10:12;17:29).
Oneearlyrabbiniclegendtells of two girls in Sodom. Thefirst girl wasstarving,sothe second
girl gavehersomeflower for makingbread. Whenthe peopleof Sodomfound out aboutthis act
of generositythey burnedthe compassionatgirl alive. Only with Augustinein the 4th and5th
centuriesC.E. did the sin becomddentified assolely Ohomosexualé@havior. The Christiantra-
ditionOsinderstandingf homosexualitthasbeenmostinfluencedby his views, while the Jewish
tradition hascontinuedto understandhe primary sin of Sodomand Gomorrahasbeinginhosp-
tality.

3. Lev 18:22; 20:13 B OAbominationsO
18:22 You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination.

20:131If a manlies with a male aswith a woman, both of them have committedan
abomination; they shall be put to death; their blood is upon them.

The laws of Leviticus wereintendedonly for Israel. Primaryconcernwasfor Israelto remain
holy andidentifiable from other cultures/faiths. Both texts speakof a manlying with another
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manaswith awoman. No mentionof lesbianism. Why not? Again, the concernis for procre-
tion. Male-malesexualrelationsOwastedeed@s did Omasturbation.Gemale-femalesexual
relationsdid not. Also, theseare menwho the text assumesre naturally heterosexualgdoing
somethingagainsttheir Onature@atherthanan expressiorof love in a mutualrelationship. An-
otherpossibility is thatthe disgraceherewould be that one of the menwould haveto Oplaythe
part of a woman,O which was the greatest humiliation for males in a patriarchal culture.

Much ado hasbeenmadeaboutthe labeling of male-malesexualactivity asan Oabomination.O
The Hebrewword is fo ’ebah, andit usuallyhasto do with ritual impurity or with idolatry. Pa-
hapsit wasrelatedto the prohibition of participationin fertility cults of othercultures. To keep
this label in perspectivejt is importantto considerwhat other behaviorsare called toOebah:
wearingpolyester/cottorgarmentor eatingfoodsthatcontainbothmeatanddairy products(e.g.,
cheeseburger).

Besides] eviticuswasnot a pick andchoosdegal buffet. Onemustfollow all the lawsor none
of them. Interestingly Christiansclaim thatthelawsof Leviticusarenolongerbinding,but those
who espouseanti-gayteachingsefuseto let go of thesetwo, eventhoughthey do not adhereto
the other 600+ biblical laws.

New Testament Texts
1. Romans 1:26-27 B Ounnatural relationsO

ForthisreasonGodgavethemup to degradingpassionsTheir womenexchangedhatural
intercourseor unnatural, " andin the sameway alsothe men, giving up naturalinter-
coursewith women, were consumedwith passionfor one another.Men committed
shamelesactswith menandreceivedn their own personghe duepenaltyfor their error.

[NRSV, italics added]

This text is confusingall the way around. Paulis describingwhat happendo personsof faith

whoturnto idols andfollow otherreligions. He describesneresultof this unfaithfulnessn the
aboveverses. The Greekphrase(seeitalicizedword), para physin, is bettertranslatecasOuncon
ventional®r Ounusual@aulusessamephrasen 1 Cor 11:14in referringto menwith long hair,

somethingthattodaywe probablydo not seeasbeing Osinful.OThe behaviorsdescribedn this

text(i.e., sexualorgies,etc.) probablywereconnectedo practicesby Greekreligions,which Paul
deemedOpagan.(dhesepeoplewereguilty of idolatry, andthustheir behaviorbecameuncon

scionable:adultery,orgies,envy, gossip,etc. Again, this refersto heterosexualgoing against
their naturalorientationdueto their worshipof idols. It hasnothingto do with the naturalphys-

cal expressions of love and intimacy by GLBT persons.

2.1 Cor 6:9-10 b Sin Inventory
°Do you not know that wrongdoerswill notinherit the kingdomof God?Do not be de-
ceived! Fornicators,idolaters,adulterersmale prostitutes,sodomites, *° thieves, the
greedy,drunkards,revilers, robbers--none of thesewill inherit the kingdom of God.
[NRSV, italics added]
| Tim 1:9-10 B Another Sin Inventory

*This meansunderstandinghatthe law is laid down not for theinnocentbut for the law-
lessanddisobedientfor the godlessandsinful, for the unholy andprofane for thosewho
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kill their fatheror mother,for murderers® fornicators,sodomites, slavetradersiars,
perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to the sound teaching. [NRSV, italics added]

The word translatedn both passageas, Osodomites i the Greekword, arsenokoitaiwhich is
hardto translate. Linguistically, the word possiblymeansOmaleébedsO It is mostoften usedto
meanOmaleprostitute.OAgain, Paulis concernedvith paganreligious practices. Many of the
mostrecenttranslationof the bible haveusedOhomosexuals® Osodomites.@venthe NRSV,
consideredby manydenominationgo be the mostaccurateranslationto date,usesOsodomitesO
for thisword. The previousRSV usedOsexugberverts.OClearly, Paulis not referringto arela
tionship between two consenting adults, whose attraction is to someone of their same sex.

3. Jude 7 B OStrange FleshO

Likewise, Sodomand Gomorrahandthe surroundingcities, which, in the samemannerasthey,
indulgedin sexualimmorality and pursuedunnaturallust, serveasan exampleby undergoinga
punishment of eternal fire.

Giventhe previousinterpretatiorof the sin of SodomandGomorrahasinhospitality,displayedn
gangrape,this would certainlybe consideredgexualimmorality, which is referredto in this text.
Thereis nothingsaidaboutmaleshavingsexwith males,nor aboutfemaleshaving sexwith fe-
males. In thetime of the writing of Jude,sexualimmorality wasa broadtopic, asit still is today.
However, there is no reason to equate this description with homosexual behavior.

Sex-Friendly Texts

Giventhedominantuseof biblical textsto condemrcertainsexualactivities,onemight wonderif
thereis any OgoochewsCaboutsexualityin the bible. Onemustconcedethattherearefew of
thesetextsin the New Testament.With the influenceof Hellenisticcultureandthe resultingdu-
alismpresentn Christianity,sexbecamesomethingunholy, necessarynaybe,but not to be en-
couraged. It was equatedwith the flesh and thus was seenas being baseand not of a higher
spiritualquality. Luckily, though,the Ancientlsraelitesdid not sufferfrom suchdualismandthe
resultantseparatiorof bodyandspirit. Thehumanbeingwasseenasawhole. Godcreatedusas
OfleshyO beings, and thus the body could not be Obad.O

In the 1st Testamentsexis seenasa gift from Godandis literally commandedby God of human
beings. The wordsof the Creatorto the first humans Obdruitful andmultiply,Oarealsoinher
entlyacommando engagen sexualintimacy. An overwhelmingnumberof the storiesin the 1st
Testameninvolve sexin oneway or another;for sometextsit is the dominanttopic. Too many
times, the storiesinvolve unhealthy/abusiveexualactivity, suchasthe rapeof the LeviteOgson-
cubinein Judge<21 or the rapeof Bathshebdy King David in 2 Samuell1-12. Despiteall of
this, therearesomevaluabletextsin the 1st Testamenfor the celebratiorof sexuality,eventhat
of same-sex relationships. Only mention three texts will be presented.

1. Song of Songs

This bookis often shockingto the unsuspectingeader. The book consistsof nothingbut erotic
love poetry. No mentionis madeof God, Israel,covenantgtc. Early Christianbiblical interpre-
ersallegorizedthe text, claimingthatit describedherelationshipbetweenChristandthe Church
or betweerMary andGod. Eitherway, thereare somepretty risquZtextsthat onemustfit into
the allegory. Earlier Jewishandcontemporaryscholarshaveapproachedhetext aswhatit is, a
vivid descriptionof the love affair betweertwo unwedindividuals. While the couplein thepoem
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is heterosexualthe fact that their intimacy takesplaceoutsidethe bondsof marriageseemso

offer a parallelfor same-sexelationships.In addition,in afew placesthe Songof Songsindi-
catesthatthe couplehasto keeptheir relationshipsecretand often takerisks to be together be-
causetheir societydoesnot approveof their beingtogether. To manyGLBT personghis situa-

tion soundsall too familiar. They,too, havehadto keeptheir relationshipsecretandhavetaken

risks in order to be with their companion. People often ask why such a text as Song of Songs is in
the canon. It seemsvery plausiblethatits inclusionin the canonis dueto the Israelites@nde-
standingof the basicgoodnes®f a healthysexualrelationshipandrecognizedsodOgparticipa-

tion in that aspect of their lives as well.

2. Ruth and Naomi
How many of persons have been to a heterosexual wedding and heard these words read or sung:

ODonot pressmeto leaveyou or to turn backfrom following you! Whereyou go, | will
go; whereyou lodge, | will lodge;your peopleshall be my people,andyour God my
God. Whereyoudie, | will die--therewill | beburied.May the LORD dothusandsoto
me, and more as well, if even death parts me from you!O [Ruth 1:16-17, NRSV]

Many peopleneverstopto think thattheseare the words Ruth spoketo Naomi, not thoseof a
woman to a man. It seems doubtful that this is something a woman would promise her mother-in-
law; no matterhow muchsheloved her husbandQsother. No, the useof theselinesin trad-
tional weddingsshowsthat the church(consciouslyor not) hasalwaysunderstoodhemto be
wordsof life commitment. Without thoughtto her own well-being, Ruth choseto go to Bethle-
hemwith Naomi. Oncethere,Ruthdid all shecouldto take careof her companion. Sheeven
risked her safetyto go andgleanin the fields alone,so Naomi could havebread. The society,
though,requiredthatthey havea male,sothatthe family land could beinherited. RuthOsdecision
to seduceBoazinto marryingherwasalsorisky. Shedid it out of herlove for Naomi; shewas
the birth motherfor a child thatwould be raisedby both of thewomen. By the endof the story,
afterhe haddonehis part, Boazdisappears.The scends of Naomi,the baby,andthe womenof
thetown, andwe canassumeRuth. Thewomen,in celebratiorof NaomiOgrandsonproclaimto
Naomi that Ruth Oyourdaughter-in-lawwho lovesyou, is more to you than sevensons.OA
similar statements madeby a manto his wife indicating his being Oworthmorethanten sonsO
(Elkanahto Hannahin | Samuell). Is it too muchto imaginethat Boazwascontentto own the
extraland,while RuthandNaomicontinuedto live togetherandraisetheir son? Thefact thatthe
compilersof the biblical canonincludedthis story of Ruth andNaomishowstheir comfortwith
portraying a positive picture of a committed relationship between two women.

3. David and Jonathon

The bible recordsthatKing David of Israelhad,amongotherthings,manywives/women. This
wasthe expectedbehaviorof a king, especiallyto insurea maleheir to the throne. DavidOsela-
tionshipswith women,though,wereoftentroubledandunhealthy. The bestrelationshiprecorded
for David is thatbetweerhim andJonathonsonof DavidOsrchenemy King Saul. Thetextsof
I andll Samdescriben greatdetailtheinteractionshetweerDavid andJonathon.Readthrough
non-heterosexistyes thisis astory of romance.The soulsof thetwo menaredescribedasbeing
Ojoinedogetherasone.OThey makea solemncovenaniof fidelity to eachother. Theykissed
andweptuponhavingto be parted. Jonathoris saidto haveloved David morethanhis own life.
Themostobvious,andmostdifficult to deny,statemenof the depthandnatureof thelove shared
betweenthesetwo menis foundin DavidOsamentover the deathsof SaulandJonathon.In his
grief, David states:Olam distressedor you, my brotherJonathangreatly belovedwereyou to
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me; your love to me waswonderful,passinghe love of womendll Samuell:26). Again, it ap-
pearsthat the biblical writers/editorswere not troubledby this presentatiorof a deeplove be-
tween two men, even with one of those men being the great King David.

Conclusions

More andmoreit seemghatthe debateaboutthe biblical passageandhomosexualityis a moot
point now. The mostcertainstatementhat canbe madeis that the bible doesnot addresghe
same-sexelationshipsencounteredn the churchtoday. Somemight evensaythatthe bible is
OsilentOn thisissue It is alsoobviousthatthereis no clearcondemnatiorf a caring,committed
relationshipbetweentwo personf the samesexwithin the bible. In fact, it appearghatthere
areatleasttwo exampleof positivedescription®f same-sexelationshipgi.e., RuthandNaomi,
David andJonathon).Thosewho still hold onto theideathattherearetextsthatcondemrhono-
sexuality,only needto be askedif they still supportslaveryor stoningsassychildren (both of
which are clearly sanctionedn the bible). Despitetheir claimsthatthey readscripturefor the
Oplairtruth,&they havehadto do someQinterpreting©f their own in the pastin orderto reject
other unjust treatment of human beings.

Anothersuggestions that Christiansspendmoretime readingthe textsof the 1st Testamenand
the gospelsratherthanthe Paulineletters. If they did, they would note that Jesusnevermen-
tioned homosexuality but he did speakaboutjudging othersandwelcomingall of GodOshil-
dren. With new eyes,personsanfind, within the 1st Testamentexts,a healthyunderstanding
andappreciatiorof sex. If GodrecognizesiwumanityOseedfor companionshipshouldit matter
if it is with someonef oneOswn sex? At the endof the creationparablein Gen1, the Creator
declares all of creation OVery Good!O Who are humans to disagree?

Religious Coalition for Equality



