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When I was fresh out of seminary in my first church I received a phone call to ask if I would be willing to counsel at a choir camp at Bayshore Church Camp. They promised me that I didn’t need talent in singing, I just needed to be a warm body to help corral a bunch of middle school boys.

Paul was the dean of the camp. Paul was a United Methodist clergy person in our conference who had a beautiful voice and obvious experience in leading choirs. I have to admit that when I first met Paul I was a little nervous. I had just graduated from Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary with all my radical ideas of ministry (you see some consider Garrett a bastion of liberalism). Paul was a graduate of Asbury Seminary (or what many consider in United Methodist circles the bastion of conservative theology). I didn’t know how well we would get along. I was thinking that maybe we would just have to avoid the subject of religion — at this church camp.

What I found was that Paul was every bit as conservative in his theology as I thought he might be, but he was also gracious, open, and we had many good discussions which greatly helped me to articulate my core beliefs. My hope is that he thought the same of me.

Maybe he did. Maybe that is why he called me a few months after camp to see if we could talk. What we talked about absolutely confused me. He told me that he was living a lie and he couldn’t do it anymore. He was gay. He had a wife and three beautiful little children. He loved God and his family with all of his heart, but that didn’t change who he was as a gay man, and he just couldn’t hold this lie together anymore. He knew how it would rip apart his family, friends, and his church. He knew that his call to ministry would be in jeopardy in the United Methodist Church, but the dichotomy for him between who he was and who he was pretending to be was becoming just too much to hold together. He tried so hard to be “normal.” But it wasn’t who he was. By the time he opened up with me, he had worked through quite a bit himself. He had been angry with God, asking questions like how could God call him to ministry as a gay man. He was angry at himself for trying to be something he wasn’t and putting his wife through this grief. He had to come to terms with his conservative upbringing and interpretation of scripture. He helped me to understand that as Christians we need to interpret Scripture through the heart of Jesus, not through the cultic laws of Leviticus — which is interesting because there was another Paul who tried to help us with that same issue — Apostle Paul.

The following year was not easy for Paul, his family, or the church. Paul could no longer remain a pastor. A couple of years later Karla and I attended the union of Paul and his partner Len. That’s another story I would love to tell you, but I have no time here. Suffice it to say that I was both nervous and wonderfully surprised at the openness, graciousness, and love of that event. 

The last I heard from Paul was about seven years ago when I became a District Superintendent. His partner, Len, had died. He thought maybe through me and the district I was serving he could find an avenue back into the ministry with the United Methodist Church that reared him and that he loved. I told him that it would be possible if he were willing to be celibate, since that is the rule in the United Methodist Church for any gay or lesbian person to be a minister — they must not be practicing. He didn’t seem to think there would be much joy in life without being able to share it with a partner if the opportunity of love ever came to him again. It is the last I have heard from Paul. I believe we have lost from ministry a gifted, God-called individual. And he is not the only one.

Friends, today there are United Methodist Churches and ministries around this country who are celebrating Reconciling Sunday. A Reconciling Church or ministry is one that seeks to enable full participation of people of all sexual orientations and gender identities in the life of the United Methodist Church, both in policy and practice. The Wesley Foundation here is a designated Reconciling Ministry. A Reconciling Church or ministry is one that is open to all persons who seek to grow in their relationship with Jesus Christ. And quite honestly, I don’t think there is any other way to be the church of Jesus Christ.

Now let me be clear, there are many good Christians who are trying to live their lives as faithful disciples of Jesus Christ who will disagree with me on this point. And I am not here today to try to argue you into or out of your feelings. No one should do that to another. I am also very aware of the bully pulpit syndrome and the inadequacy of a monologue-like preaching when dealing with issues for which there are passionate people on all sides. I would like this to be the beginning of a conversation, not contention. And whether or not you agree with what I say is not nearly as important as that you know what I believe. 

What I believe, is that if we are to be the church of Jesus Christ, then we need to be an open, welcoming, safe community for all people — but for our purposes today, especially welcoming to those of differing sexual orientations. I mean not only to be tolerated, but beloved and valued as children of God, fully participating in all our ministries. And I think I can safely say this is the stance of Marsha, Tim, and Greg as well.

Why do I believe that? Well, first of all The Discipline of the United Methodist Church (the rule book of our denomination) tells us to be. You know a sermon is getting tenuous when it starts quoting the Discipline, but I beg of you to indulge me.

First, Underlying all other positions of the denomination is the constitutional principle of “Inclusiveness of the Church,” stated in Paragraph 4 of the Book of Discipline: 

The United Methodist Church is a part of the church universal, which is one Body in Christ. Therefore all persons shall be eligible to attend its worship services, to participate in its programs, and, when they take the appropriate vows, to be admitted into its membership in any local church in the connection.
Regarding equal rights, the Book of Discipline states:

Certain basic human rights and civil liberties are due all persons. We are committed to supporting those rights and liberties for homosexual persons. We see a clear issue of simple justice in protecting their rightful claims where they have shared material resources, pensions, guardian relationships, mutual powers of attorney, and other such lawful claims typically attendant to contractual relationships that involve shared contributions, responsibilities, and liabilities, and equal protection before the law. Moreover, we support efforts to stop violence and other forms of coercion against gays and lesbians.

As part of a larger statement on “Human Sexuality” Paragraph 161g states: 

Homosexual persons no less than heterosexual persons are individuals of sacred worth. All persons need the ministry and guidance of the church in their struggles for human fulfillment, as well as the spiritual and emotional care of a fellowship that enables reconciling relationships with God, with others, and with self....We implore families and churches not to reject or condemn their lesbian and gay members and friends. We commit ourselves to be in ministry for and with all persons.

Now for a little truth in reporting. I left out one sentence in that last paragraph. After the Book of Discipline tells us that all persons of are sacred worth and need to be part of the church, and just before it states that we should not reject or condemn, it then states: Although we do not condone the practice of homosexuality and consider this practice incompatible with Christian teaching, we affirm that God’s grace is available to all.
There are other parts of the Discipline that tell me or any United Methodist clergy not to perform homosexual unions, or have them performed in this building; and that self-avowed practicing homosexuals may not be clergy. Do you see how confused we are as a denomination? Maybe that’s what happens when you try to write a book by a thousand member committee.

But quite honestly I believe the crux of the problem is that good Christian people, in their attempt to be faithful turn to that which is and should be the highest source of guidance and instruction in faith — the Bible. And doesn’t the Bible condemn homosexual activity? Well, it depends on how you choose to read the Bible. Biblical interpretation needs to be at the center of a Christian’s conversation about homosexuality. 

We don’t have time in this venue to consider the Scriptural detail. A better setting would be in a class where we can read together, pray together, question together. And if anyone is interested, I would be happy to lead one. There are several good studies about Scripture and homosexuality including one put together by Bob Schoenhals who is Greg’s predecessor at the Wesley Foundation here. For now, let me just summarize a few facts about Scripture and homosexuality.

First we need to understand that the Bible never talks about homosexuality — that is it never talks about a person’s sexual orientation. Secondly, out of the thousands of passages in the Bible, more than 31,000 only a handful — literally only a handful — speak to the issue of a what we might call homosexual activity. Thirdly, where scripture does refer to homosexual activity it usually is in reference to temple prostitution or some other abusive situation. It has been said, and I believe it, that anyone can support anything by proof-texting the Bible — that is finding that one phrase or sentence that lends favorable support to your argument in spite of the witness of the rest of the Bible. And we have all done it. I am guilty of it myself. But proof-texting is too simplistic of an approach to Biblical interpretation for the serious student, and often leads counter to the witness of Scripture as a whole.

When we take the Bible as a whole we get quite a different picture on what it means to be a welcoming and inclusive community.

When we read the Hebrew Scriptures, our Old Testament, we read about the love of God that by its nature must break forth in creativity and forms a relationship with the created. And as a whole it is a lovely story of how God will move, change, mend, and make ways to establish and stay in relationship with God’s created order. The Hebrew Scriptures deal specifically with one people, the Hebrews, whom God wants to raise as a blessing to the nations. One of the striking admonitions that God has for people is how to care for strangers — with kindness and acceptance, for God says, “...you were once a stranger.” You know what it feels like to be the outcast. So make sure you treat the strangers by welcoming them in.

That same theme is continued in the New Testament, and even more so. Jesus’ ministry was for all, but he specifically cared for and admonished his followers to care for the forgotten, the marginalized, the outcasts. And he saved his harshest judgment for the religious folks who sat in their religious piety and judged others. Jesus literally poured out his life that we might all come to understand and fall back into the love of God. With one simple statement, Jesus sets the parameter of our ministry when he says, “A new commandment I give you, that you love one another; even as I have loved you, that you also love one another.” Jesus asks us to love, not according our ability, but according to his ability.

That is why Paul, in Galatians admonishes us to make no distinctions among people. “For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”
Peter Meek has a wonderful statement on being an inclusive church when he says:

Being a church open to Gay and Lesbian people is not something to do because it’s a nice thing to do...it’s a matter of being faithful to the Gospel of Jesus Christ... What makes us Christians, all of us, irrespective of our own sexuality or anything else about us is, first of all, our baptism. We’re Christians because we’ve been baptized, and the church has never, for any reason, divided baptized persons into first- and second-class Christians. Second, we’re Christians because we have agreed together to follow Jesus. And that commits us to have a special care, as Jesus did, for the rejected, the despised, the fearful, the misunderstood. If churches are outposts of the kingdom of God, then churches have a special calling to offer, as does the kingdom itself, a safe haven, a loving home, to those who need it the most.
Friends, I love the United Methodist Church. I think for the last 200 years it has been a dynamic force calling people into a faithful relationship with Jesus Christ with open hearts, open minds, and open doors. But when it comes to homosexuality and sexual identity we give a very confused message at best. And again, let me say this, my purpose this morning is not to change minds. This is neither the venue nor do I have all the answers for the kind of give and take required for us to grow in our faithfulness, especially around this issue.

I would like to be very clear in this: I will work so that this congregation will be a safe, welcoming, open place, so that all persons, especially the most marginalized in our society like those of differing sexual orientation and identity, can fully participate in our ministry and grow in their relationship with Jesus Christ.

This is my prayer, and I invite you on the journey, that God might bless us and use us as a blessing, through Jesus Christ. Amen.

