
1. Introductory remarks.

The scope and purpose of this document:

This document presents an overview of the general theological mores that have been presented through responses to the DEWCOM same sex discussion document, and then goes on to suggest a possible format for the DEWCOM ‘position paper’ to Conference 2005.  The primary intent of this document is to:

· Give DEWCOM members an understanding of the broad theological themes that became evident from submissions received from individuals, societies, circuits and districts, relating to the same sex discussion document fit.  

· Make some suggestions of a way forward, and what could some of the DEWCOM report to Conference 2005.  

As you read through the document you will see that an attempt is made not to make any definitive doctrinal or moral statements with regards to the issue of same sex relationships.  However, some critique is offered concerning the different theological that presented themselves from the submissions.  The aim of this approach is to point out and briefly discuss the theological positions that have become evident from submissions to DEWCOM, and discussion in other forums (most notably the ‘Methlist’ electronic discussion forum and the New Dimension newspaper) so that DEWCOM members have a background against which to consider the suggested ‘position’ that should be presented to Conference 2005.

Please note that this document does not constitute the final report for Conference.  That report will be compiled by a working group and circulated for final approval by a date decided upon at this meeting.  

The formation of the working group:

The abovementioned working group has been established to try and represent varying perspectives, thus it includes female and male theologians of varying ages, races and cultural backgrounds.  The working group comprises persons who have agreed to either work on the document itself, or critically evaluate it.  At this point the following persons have been approached to assist on the working group:

Rev Dion Forster

Rev Madika Sibeko

Rev Phidian Metsepe

Rev Wessel Bentley

Rev Lynita Conradie

Rev Gregory Andrews

Naturally members of DEWCOM form an integral part of the process, in particular Rev Roger Scholtz and Prof Neville Richardson will be kept closely aligned to any developments.

Some glossary comments on submissions received:

Some measure of criticism was levelled against DEWCOM, and the same sex discussion document (2003), for being partisan.  I am of the mind that it was necessary to present a document that was well researched and presented a theological approach that displayed integrity in the use of theological sources.  However, many of the submissions have read the document as presenting a position in favour of the acceptance (qualified, or full) of same sex relationships within the MCSA.  As you can well assume, many of these responses are defensive and reactionary and do not necessarily present a well reasoned understanding of either the content or purpose of the same sex discussion document.  However, these are the sentiments of a large number of submissions.  

I am of the mind that it was essential to release to the Connexion a document in the form of the same sex discussion document of 2003.  It has generated invaluable discussion and interaction within societies, circuits and districts.  To a large extent a conservative, non-inclusive, non-affirming, theological perspectives dominated discussions before the release of the document, and these positions were uncritically accepted in many sectors of the MCSA.  In the interest of creating a balanced platform for creative interaction it was important to present a clearly reasoned and sensitively presented summary of positions that are more reasonable, in line with critical readings of scripture, and the generally affirming values and mores that run throughout the Christian scriptures and the Christian faith.

Some comments about language:

In the discussion below have deliberately attempted to avoid using language that contains any form of bias either in favour or in opposition to some form of acceptance and openness towards persons of a same sex orientation.  Rather, I have chosen to use language that is much more expressive of generally accepted Christian values and virtues.  An example of such a linguistic shift would be that I have tried not to use words such as tolerance or acceptance, since they convey a meaning that would cause more conservative Christians to become defensive, rather than allowing for an open interaction with the process.  Such words have been replaced with more generic terms such as hospitality, generosity, gift, variety etc.  The words seem to less stringently tied to the ‘issue’ of Christianity and same sex relationships and are far more generically expressive of Christian virtues which are applicable in a the wider context of Christian living.

A concern about our mandate to present a ‘position paper’:

I have a great concern.  The MCSA Conference of 2003 instructed DEWCOM to refer the document Christians and Same-sex Relationships: a Discussion Guide for the Methodist People of Southern Africa to all circuits and districts for discussion, and further mandated DEWCOM to “receive the responses and develop a formal position paper for presentation to and consideration by Conference 2005”.  This is a perilous and extremely sensitive task!

My stated bias is that the most valuable contribution that we could make to our Church is not to seek to arrive at a statement or confession of ‘doctrinal truth’ about Christianity and persons in same sex relationships.  Rather, it would be much more valuable to broker an active engagement between persons and differing theological perspectives in this regard.  I have come to realise that any ‘statement’ or ‘position paper’ that offers acceptance or rejection of person in same sex relationships will cause a great deal of division and strife within the Church.  One need only look at the furore caused by the statement of the recent Lambeth conference that started out as a ‘process engagement’ and ended up as a statement rejecting persons in same sex relationships.  

Moreover, I realise that our role, as a Connexional committee, is not to propose legislation but to do theology.  The decision making bodies of the Church require of us balanced and accurate information from which informed decisions can be taken.  I would find it extremely difficult, and theologically compromising, if we simply presented a position paper based on the few submissions that came form the same sex discussion document.

As I indicated in the report to the Connexional Executive which met in the last quarter of 2004 (see General comments, point 10, page 4 of that report, and 3.10 below), the nature of the submissions received tended to be defensive and negative, mostly commenting on the DEWCOM document’s approach to, and use of, scripture, rather than an objective theological interaction with the issue of Christianity and persons in same sex relationships.  Hence the majority of submissions came from persons, circuits, and other groupings that felt a need to defend a position in opposition to the perceived bias of the DEWCOM same sex discussion document.  These submissions certainly do not comprise the theological mind of the Church on this matter (a factor that is borne out by correspondence on the Methlist and in the New Dimension.  Both forums seem to have had far more balanced and lively participation from both ‘sides’ of the theological divide, if one may employ such a language).

2. A summary of the process thus far and what is expected ahead.

Under the mandate of the Conference of the Methodist Church of Southern Africa (Pretoria, 2003), DEWCOM compiled and distributed a discussion document to all circuits and districts in the MCSA.  Submissions were received by DEWCOM.  All submissions were read, and with the exception of a few recent documents, have been catalogued.  A report on the findings of this process was given to the Connexional Executive in August 2004.  Since that report a number of submissions have been received and have been through the same process. 

In general these recent submission express similar notions to those received before 18 August 2004.  If DEWCOM so desires a report similar to that given to the Connexional Executive of August 2004 can be compiled.

According to the mandate given to DEWCOM, at the Conference of 2003, it is expected that we will develop a formal position paper for presentation to and consideration by Conference 2005.

I have given this mandate a great deal of thought.  My recommendation to DEWCOM is that the ‘position’ that we present to Conference is that what is required is not a definitive statement that will close the debate and end interaction and struggle, but rather, that we propose (and perhaps even compile) a process of further interaction and struggle.  Thus, our position is not a statement, but rather a process.

I have been greatly inspired in this position by a sermon delivered by Rev Dr Samuel Wells (the newly appointed Dean of Duke University Chapel – see the references at the end of this document).  He writes in the conclusion of his sermon:

… we are gathered here this morning, not because we find Christianity helpful or comforting, but because we believe it is true. And what we have to offer the world is not a book full of answers but a way of continuing a conversation with God and with one another. That way is a way that meets together, recognises our own sinfulness, shares joy, listens, seeks the truth, prays, seeks reconciliation, gives thanks, shares bread, receives blessing, and thus renews its mission. It is the eucharistic way, made possible by the truth and reconciliation found in Jesus. (2004:4).

The largest part of the theological reflection contained below has been influenced by this position of inclusion and engagement.

3. A brief overview and general theological analysis of responses to the DEWCOM Same Sex document.

As was mentioned in the introduction above, the submissions that have arrived since 18 August 2004 have not been significantly unique to warrant a major review of the comments that were offered to the Connexional Executive of August 2004.

As such, I will repeat those comments here (with some minor alterations to take cogniscience of recent submissions), and then seek to articulate the general theological categories that the submissions fall into.

General Comments:

1. The issue of same-sex relationships is clearly a matter of great concern for many Methodist people.  Many of the responses (particularly those that came from individuals and Societies) were extremely emotive.
2. It is clear that any conclusions with regard to this issue could lead to significant division and polarisation amongst Church members (cf. Report to CE 2004, Northern Free State and Lesotho and Circuit 623 as examples of the divided nature of some votes).
3. In spite of this many submissions commended the Church for tackling such a contentious issue.  Furthermore, almost all felt that further investigation was necessary.  A stance which would aid DEWCOM if we were to adopt the position of further engagement rather than doctrinal statements.
4. Most submissions expressed some concern about the perceived bias of the DEWCOM document.  Many felt that the document presented by DEWCOM was not balanced, but rather that it clearly favoured some form of ‘acceptance’ of persons with a same sex orientation.  A small number noted that such a response was necessary to counter the prevailing attitudes of prejudice that exist within churches towards people who have a same sex orientation.
5. Most significantly, as could be expected, responses were concerned about the contextual and non-literal reading of scripture.  Whilst the document aimed to suggest that consistency be applied to the reading and application of scripture in Christian living, many felt that the passages dealt with were not addressing contextual issues in the time when they were written, but rather that these passages carried an eternal moral validity that related directly to modern concepts of sexuality, and that these texts were an outright condemnation of homosexuality.  Unfortunately, such a view leads to a fragmented, and idiosyncratic, reading and application of portions of scripture.  The portions that are afforded eternal and unchanging meaning most often relate to whatever is socially and culturally acceptable at the time of their application (e.g. one would reject scripture’s view on slavery, but accept scripture’s perceived view on homosexuality).
6. Sadly, most responses got stuck on the approach to scripture.  Very few commented on the DEWCOM document’s submissions on reason, tradition and experience.  This could be due to the prevailing attitude within most popular theology that presumes a literal reading of the Bible to be the only valid source defining and developing Christian doctrine and ethics.  Fortunately Mr Wesley has presented us with a sound framework to guide us in doing the work of theology (this includes scripture, reason, tradition and experience).
7. Some submissions requested that a more balanced document be prepared by DEWCOM to aid discussion in preparation for Conference 2005 (by ‘balance’ I  understand that they are requesting a document that both presents views for and against the acceptance of people with a same-sex orientation).
8. A minority of submissions suggested that same sex relationships were far more a cultural than a biological or psychosocial phenomenon.  Some suggested that this was not an issue for ‘black’ societies, but rather something relating to ‘whites’.
9. Most submissions accepted points 5.1 – pastoral attitude towards homosexual persons (with qualification) and 5.2 – Church membership (without qualification).  However, almost all rejected 5.3 – blessing of same-sex relationships, 5.4 – Church leadership and 5.5 – ordained ministry (see Concluding Recommendations in the 2003 DEWCOM discussion document as a reference).
10. It is my view that submissions from Circuits and individuals represent only a portion of the whole picture.  Due to the perceived bias of the DEWCOM document, submissions tended to be defensive (i.e. many felt they needed to ‘counter’ the proposals of the document).  Hence the submissions tended to represent only the views of those who are opposed to same-sex relationships.
11. Most notable was the poor response to the request for submissions resulting from discussions of the same-sex document.  Whilst a small number of responses came in after the request for Bishops to encourage circuits and societies to engage this issue, in general ‘formal’ responses have been extremely poor.
The submissions, and lack of submissions, have offered a wealth of insight into the Methodist people’s feelings relating to this sensitive issue.  It will warrant some significant and careful study to come up with a document that is both useable for Conference 2005.

As I studied the submissions that came in I was able to see the emergence of a number of broad theological patterns.  These patterns will be discussed under the headings listed below.  Whilst the views below are categorised, many of the responses contained more than one view.  In fact, the most accurate statement to make is that each of these views is most likely to be found in most Methodist societies throughout Southern Africa.

a. The perversion approach – “homosexuality does not exist, only sexually perverted persons exist”

The first view is simply that there is no such thing as a ‘homosexual orientation’, rather, there are only sexually perverted persons.  Many of the submissions held this view and in some cases Pauline texts were quoted to support this understanding.  

Such views locate sexuality firmly within the locus of ‘natural law’.  A common comment was that same sex relationships are not ‘natural’ and that human persons were not created to be in relationship with persons of the same sex, hence any deviation from what is perceived to be the natural relational order of creation is rejected as a perversion of God’s natural law.  This view supports the notion that sexual orientation is always a matter of choice, and that heterosexual choices are God honouring, whilst homosexual choices are an abomination to God and God’s intent and design to be witnessed in nature.

The strength of this view is that it takes creation seriously and seeks to discover the will of God in both creation and scripture.  The weakness of this view is that it is based largely upon and understanding of nature and natural law which is no longer widely accepted in science or biology.  It also relies on interpretations of scripture that are not generally accepted as being integral approaches that take the context and purpose of the texts into account.  Furthermore, this approach seeks to make judgements based on what is ‘normal’.  Such norms are more often dictated by conservative societal norms whereas this view often relates such norm to the ‘perfect will of God’.

The nightmare of this view is an exclusive Church of self-righteous believers who set up their own standards in opposition to generally accepted norms in other disciplines and communities. 

b. The holiness approach – “the Bible is clear”.

A second, more common, approach was to reject persons of same sex orientation based on certain readings of scriptural texts.  In essence this approach seeks to foster holiness and purity through adherence to a certain understanding of what scripture says about sexuality.

Texts such as Leviticus 18:22; 20:13; Romans 1:18-32; 1 Corinthians 6:9-10; 1 Timothy 1:8-11 are employed.  The strength of this approach is that it acknowledges, according to Wells, “the need for discipline in the dynamic matter of sexual touch, and its respect for scriptural authority” (2004:1).  Of course it also has some significant weaknesses.  Its reliance on Levitical law compromises it, since in this instance the Levitical law is accepted, whilst in other instances Levitical law is no longer deemed socially acceptable.  Its reliance on New Testament texts creates the same tension, e.g. why are texts, which are seen to relate to homosexuality, applied inflexibly whilst those related to divorce of slavery are not?  Why isn’t the Church unambiguously pacifist, why is it not wholly committed to simplicity of life and having all things in common?  These are serious challenges to this approach.

However, the most serious challenge to this approach is a theological one.  Many submissions were prepared to accede that a same sex orientation is a matter of discovery, not just a matter of preference (i.e. that some people are created with same sex tendencies and desires).  However, this creates an untenable theological tension of why God would, in creation, bestow gifts upon people and then deliberately prevent them from flourishing?

Wells writes of this approach,

Underlying the holiness view is, I suspect, a sense that the world is getting out of control. It’s sometimes said the Church has lost the ability to speak about right and wrong: a stand has to be taken somewhere. That somewhere is often taken to be marriage. This is a view that carries widespread sympathy in the Church. But I would point out again that it is not unambiguously derived from the New Testament, which seems more concerned with singleness and the body of Christ than with marriage. There is meanwhile a profound irony that many of those who want to protect marriage seem prepared to split the Church. All the approaches have a nightmare vision: if the holiness approach were left to itself the nightmare vision would be of a Church self-righteous, legalistic, self-obsessed, constantly splitting, and dismissed by most progressive forces in society as hopelessly out of touch. The question I would want to ask the proponents of the holiness approach is, why has the issue of homosexuality become the issue? (2004:1-2).

c. The Kingdom approach – “can we talk about something else?”

The next category, under which submissions could be categorised, where those who believed that the reason for the existence of the Church is to continue to develop the primary thrusts of the mission and ministry of Jesus.  Many felt that the homosexuality debate was merely a distraction from other more important issues facing the world and the Church, such as war, poverty, wealth, evangelism etc.  The scriptural warrant for this view is often relegated to a mere word count.  Homosexuality is not mentioned in the Gospels and only has a few mentions in the rest of scripture, whereas some of the issues mentioned above are far more important in the ministry of Jesus, and as such should be far more important in the ministry of the Church.

Some gay persons who responded felt that their sexuality did not rank as highly as the other important ministry and mission tasks that face the Church.

The strength of this position is that it takes into account the broad picture of the mandate and ministry of the Church in relation to the message of scripture and the needs and concerns of the world.  The weakness of this argument is that it makes no positive contribution towards an understanding of same sex relationships and Christianity.  In essence this argument seems to encourage one to change the subject, and even to lay a burden of guilt that one is discussing the issue at all when there are far ‘greater’ issues that demand attention.  Sadly, it has to be recognised that if the Church is not willing to say anything constructive it has to be content to have the issue resolved in other spheres of society.  A further weakness of this view is that it seems to ignore certain sections of scripture that do not fit its simple message.  “It forgets that discipleship is about conforming one’s world to Scripture, not conforming Scripture to one’s world”  (Wells 2004:2).

The nightmare of this approach is that of a Church which is self important, out of touch with the trends and leading issues in society, seeking to impose a ministry model which may no longer match the needs of context of the world.

d. The pastoral approach – “can’t you see what the church is doing to people?”

The pastoral approach takes the road of seeking to be honest and operate the Church with integrity.  It recognises that the Church has always had homosexual persons both within the laity and the clergy, and that it is time that the Church recognises itself as it truly is, not just heterosexual, but both heterosexual and homosexual.  This view expressed a particular concern for individuals within the Church.  It is shocked by the way that gay people, who are already members, and ministers, in the Church are treated.  It aims to encourage the Church to act with integrity rather than hypocrisy.  This view is at time supported by notions of the common brokenness and sinfulness of all human persons (Romans 3:23) and the injunction that one should not judge (Matthew 7:1), that only persons without sin can judge those who are seen to be sinful (John 8:7), and the expectation that the Church should do for ‘the least’ as if doing so for Christ (Matthew 25:40).


The strengths of this view are that it emphasises compassion, realism and honesty.  It attempts to bring to the forefront the Christian notion of unconditional love.  The greatest weakness is that it tends to over identify with individual concerns without taking into account some of the larger issues expected of the Church, such as orthodoxy and obedience to God and scripture.

Another reason for such a view could be the growing sense of some in society, particularly young people, that large institutions are oppressive and inhuman and that true ethics and value are to be found on a personal level.

The nightmare of this view would be a Church that has no common vision or voice, a Church based not upon a common sense of community held together by common belief.  Rather this Church will hold to the motto “live and let live”, without anything to say about moral and religious purity.

e. The liberation approach – “this is just a straightforward issue of discrimination!” 

The next approach is an approach based upon human rights and justice.  This view sees the exclusion of gay persons as an abuse of human rights which is rooted in prejudice, ignorance and a misuse of authority and power.  Those who hold to this view are frustrated that society has long since changed to equally embrace people of different sexual persuasions, whilst the Church lags behind with a much lower standard of human rights.

With regards to scripture it would insist that it be read in the context of the time in which it was written e.g. that Paul was attacking temple prostitution and knew nothing of consenting and stable gay relationships based on mutual acceptance, love and trust.  Moreover, this view holds that the overarching message found in both the teaching of Paul and that of Jesus had to do with equality and justice (Galatians 3:28; Luke 4:18).  Some proponents of this view would maintain that since we are created in the image of God (Genesis 1:27) it is incumbent upon ever person to both embrace and celebrate the way in which they were created.  So, if one is created gay, that is God’s divine will and one should both celebrate and embrace one’s God given identity.

The strength of this view is that it places a great deal of emphasis on issues of justice and the fact that the lived message of Christianity must be good news to those it encounters.  Its weakness is that it relies very heavily on social and scientific research at the expense of traditionally accepted norms and values in Christian Theology.

Wells suspects that one of the underlying contributors to this view is a notion that the world of the bible is contextually and socially very different from that in which we live today.  It sees freedom as being at the centre of God’s will for creation (Wells 2004:3).

The nightmare of a Church in this view would be a one that is slowly falling behind and loosing touch with developments in society.  In its attempts to catch up with developments in the world it is also being alienated from the traditional values of Christianity.

f. The experimentation approach – “there is no such thing as a fixed sexual orientation, only experimentation of varying degrees”.

The final approach is based upon an understanding of human sexuality that is not fixed.  This position, like some of those mentioned above, does not believe that there are categories for human sexuality e.g. heterosexuals or homosexuals.  Rather, it maintains that persons who engage in same sex relationships are in the process of discovery and experimentation and may vacillate between such attractions and attractions to persons of the opposite sex.

Outside of the Church this view is fairly common among people who are traditionally seen as gay.  Within the Church it is not yet widely accepted, but will no doubt gain some prominence as changes in society’s acceptance of same sex relationships influences the views of the Church.

Some remarks about the approaches listed above.
Wells rightly points out that it is important for Christians to understand the varying approaches to gay persons in the Christian faith.  He remarks that it is “wrong to say that one is true to the Bible and the others are not” (2004:4).

Whilst some people will identify wholeheartedly with one of these approaches, most people will resonate with aspects of more than one.  What is certain is that all, or most, of these approaches will be found in just about every Methodist Church in Southern Africa, and possibly most Churches across the world.

In the light of the above it would be wrong to choose only one position as that of the Church, or that of the Bible, or that of the Christian faith.  A much healthier approach would be to find ways to live in true community with differing opinions.  

The danger, as Wells suggests, is that we can “settle for a polite tolerance, all head off into separate congregations with consistent opinions, and never have to meet someone we disagreed with”  (2004:4).  This is the inherent danger of legislation, it forces people to take sides rather than face each other and struggle to live the Christ life in true, broken, community.

Our gospel is that Christ has broken down the dividing wall of hostility (Ephesians 2.14). If we can’t all stay in the room and talk to each other we’re telling the world our gospel isn’t true. I’m not sure we can look to the wider Church to somehow settle this issue for us. We shall somehow have to settle it for ourselves. And the way we do so, in the power of the Spirit, as much as any answer we come to, will be our gospel, the truth we offer to our world today. (Wells 2004:4).

It would thus be my contention that the most responsible position that DEWCOM can present to Conference of 2005 is one that encourages engagement and understanding.  We will have added value to the Connexion of the MCSA if we can help people to understand and love one another, even though they may have differing theological opinions.

In the section that follows I give a rough guide of what a document could look like that could aid in achieving this purpose.
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