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Before becoming an Open and Affirming congregation in November 2000, our
congregation participatedinan educational and spiritual development programintendedto
help usdiscernthevoiceof the Spirit of God. Wewereled by ateam of church members,
who began meeting in 1998 to plan aprocess by which acongregation of 200 or so
Minnesotanscoul d get together and talk about. .. youknow... homosexuality (inchurch!).

“TheBibleBullets’ wasprepared for presentationand circul ationamong our church
members. Thiswas oneinaseriesof adult study sessionsoffered inthe program designed by
the Open and Affirming Task Force, towhom | am grateful.

Thislatest versionwasedited for publication on our churchwebsite. Only afew
adjustmentswere made, mainly because | just wanted to make things as clear aspossible.
Previously unpublished thoughtsare highlighted in the blue boxes.

Theblessing of congregational polity isthat each congregation canrespondtothe
movement of the Spirit asrevealed to each congregationin its particular place and time. Not
every congregation of the United Church of ChristisOpenand Affirming, but each year more
churches are added to theroll.

Throughaprocessof study, prayer, and discernment, themembersof First
Congregational United Church of Christ in Brainerd cameto thisconclusion: “We celebrate
thediversity of human natureand humanrel ationships. Werecognize sexual ity and sexual
orientation as gifts of God. We seek to support relationships and families based on the
Christian principlesof love, justice, fidelity, trust, and mutual care”

--Rev. Deborah G Celley
June 18, 2007

“Biblebullets’ arethebible verses, excised from their literary context, which are
used asverbal assault weapons. | first noticed theterm used by Mel Whitein Stranger at
the Gate: To Be Gay and Christian in America. | am not sureif it isanew term, but | am
certainitisnot anew practice. Biblebullets have been used for centuriesto justify
davery (Ephesians6:5) and child abuse (Proverbs 23:12-14), and to exclude women from
church leadership (1 Corinthians 14:34-35). What followsis astudy of some of the most
common bible bulletsfired at peoplewho are homosexual and at parents, friendsand
allies of homosexual people.

Butfirst, anoteabout biblical interpretation. Socially and politically conservative
Christiansandliberal Christiansall claimthebibleasan authoritative sourceof Christian

faith. Butwediffer significantly onmattersof interpretation. Fundamentalist Christians
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espousethedoctrineof biblical inerrancy, whichistheclaimthat the bible containsthe
literal wordsof God. Such adoctrinediscouragescritical study. One doesn’t argue with
the literal words of God.

Christianswho do not ascribeto biblical inerrancy believethat thebibleasa
wholereveasthe“Word of God,” but that it doesnot contain, literally, thewordsof God.
Thebibleis of human origin. People of faith throughout ages havefound it to be divinely
inspired andinspiring, and al so exceedingly complex, and at pointscontradictory. Over
the centuries, people of the synagogue and the church devel oped methods of
interpretation, in an attempt to find the Word that is greater than the sum of thewords.
TheUnited Church of Christingeneral, and First Congregational UCCinBrainerd
specifically, arepart of atradition that encouragesstudy andinterpretation, whichis, as
we seeit, loving God with our heart and soul and mind.

Oneof our “Pilgrim Fathers,” Edward Winslow reported that onthe eveof their
departurefromHolland, Pastor John Robinson assured thedeparting membersof his
congregation that “the Lord hath yet morelight and truth to break forth from hisholy

Word.” Inthefollowing study, | hopeto shinemorelight onthesedifficult texts.

Genesis19: 1-13
The Rescue of Lot

Thesin of Sodom hasbeen so commonly identified ashomosexuality that the
Oxford English Dictionary defines* sodomy” as*“homosexual activity between males.”
But what isreally going onin this story?

To someextent, our interpretation depends on the meaning of theverb “to know”
(in Hebrew, yd'). Itisoccasionally used in the bible asaeuphemismfor sexual
intercourse (Genesis4:1, for example). But most of thetimeit meanswhat it means: to
know, tolearn about, to becomeacquai nted with, to study. A ccording to Peter Gomes,
theverb*toknow” isused 943 timesinthe Old Testament, andin only teninstancesdoes
thisclearly refer to sexual intercourse (The Good Book, p. 152). When atrandationisin
doubt, studentsof scripture areadvised to adopt the most common reading.

Lot, thenew guy intown (v. 9, “thisfellow camehereasan alien”), was seen

bringing two strangersinto hishouseinthe evening. Themen of thetown assembled
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outside L ot’ sdoor and ordered: “ Bring them out to us, that we might know them.”
Interrogation, to determinewhether or not these men were scoutsfrom anenemy raiding
party, may have been their mission.

Setting asidethetextual questionfor amoment, let’ slook tothelarger canonical
context of the story. Sodom was doomed by the end of the preceding chapter. Whatever
happened (or did not happen) at Lot’ sdoor, it was of little or no consequence, the Lord
who spoketo A braham had al ready decided that Sodomwould bedestroyed. Thevisitors
wereon amissionto destroy thecity becauseof the* outcry” againstit (18:20). When
God hearsan outcry, what God hearsisapeopl e oppressed (Exodus 3:7, for example).

Why was Sodom condemned? The prophetsinterpret thesinsof Sodominthis
way: Sodom’ ssinwaslack of justice(Isaiah 1:10; 3:9), adultery, lying, and aiding
evildoersand being unwilling to repent (Jeremiah 23:14); and the most compl ete
condemnation of all, inthewords of Ezekiel:

Behold, thiswastheguilt of your sister Sodom: sheand her daughtershad

pride, excessof food, and prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and

needy. (16:49)

The overwhelming evidence of scriptureisthat Sodom was condemned for itslack of
justice, mercy and compassion.

Thestory of Lot srescueisnot about homosexuality. Itisabout God, and how
God condemnsthosewho mistreat others, but rescuesthosewho show compassionfor
strangers. Just like hisuncle Abrahaminthe previous chapter, Lot begsthe strangersto
stop with him awhile, so they can eat and wash up and rest. Lot riskshisown lifefor the
strangers. Therefore, God rescues him from destruction.

(Lot also offershisown daughtersto the mob, but apparently, God isOK with
that. “ Gender biasand misogyny in the scriptures’ isatopic for another Bible study.)

It meltsdown to this: thesin of Sodomisnot unrestrained homosexual lust, itis
blindness. The people of Sodom were blind to the needs of the poor, even though they
had more than enough to sustain life. The men of Sodom were blind to the val ue of

hospitality and kindness, and they were struck blind and prevented from seeing Lot’s

door (19:11), making their metaphorical blindnessphysical.
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This story offers usinsight on how we ought to treat people who are deemed
“strangers’ inour society. Ironically, thosewhofirethisBiblebullet havemorein

common with theresidents of Sodom than those at whom the bullet isfired.

Leviticus18:22 and L eviticus20:13
TheHoliness Code

You shall not lie with a man aswith a woman; it is an abomination. (18:22)

If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have committed an

abomination; they shall be put to death; their blood is upon them. (20:13)

Theintent of the book of Leviticus can be summed upin 20:26, “Y ou shall be
holy tome; for | theLord am holy, and | have separated you from the other peoplesto be
mine.” TheLevitical material datesfromthetimeof therestoration of Israel, after the
Persian emperor Cyrusdefeated the Babylonian empire. Cyrus’ foreign policy wasthus:
itisbetter togrant religiousfreedom and gainaloyal vassal statethantorisk anuprising.
Cyrusencouraged theexilesto returnto I srael and reestablishtheir religion.

Babylon had only carried off the best. The exileswerethe educated, ruling-class,
eliteminority. Whenthey returnedto I srael, they found amess. The peoplewho
remai ned behind were poor and dirty, they had intermarried with gentiles, and they were
practicing thereligions of their gentile in-laws. The holiness code was established to
distinguish Jew fromgentile, to assert aJewishidentity. Inessence, tosay, “ Thisiswho
weare. God has separated usfrom all the other nationsand thisishow we demonstrate
that we belong to God.”

Some of the pagan religionsof that time used maleand female prostitutesintheir
fertility ritual (in Genesis 38:15, Judah mistakes hisdaughter-in-law for atemple
prostitute). Thereturning exilesimplored the peopleto put away all pagan practices. No
onewho belongsto the L ord God could also belong to another god. Participationin
ritualized sex wasforbidden, becauseit defiled abody that bel onged to God.
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Thistheol ogy of the body should inspire each of usto take better care of the God-
body entrusted to us. Before ordering lunch from adrive-up window, we should ask
ourselves, would | feed thisto God? Beforelighting up, weshould ask ourselves, what will
thisdoto God’ sheart and lungs? And, certainly before sharingintimately in God' sgift of
sex, we ought to consider whether the person to whom we are attracted isindeed the right
person for God.

Joking aside, | think that theway wetreat our bodies mattersto God. In the same
way that | want my children to seethemselvesasbeautiful, strong, andinno need of a
tattoo, | think God looks upon us and wantsthe best for our bodies. | do believe that God
rejoicesinour sexual relationshipswhen our relationshipsareloving, tender, faithful,and

uplifting.

Though | believetheholiness codewasmeant for Israel’ sprotection, and is meant
to be, in generdl, life-affirming for Isragl, itis, inthe specifics, deadly. Offences
punishableby death (accordingto L eviticus) includeadultery (boththemanandthe
woman must bekilled, 20:10), and cursing one’ s parents (20:9).

L eviticusal so contai nsprohibitionsagai nst sexual intercourseduringawoman’ s
menstrual cycle(18:19, 20:18), and declaresamanto beritually unclean after anocturnal
emission (15:15). Womenareritual ly unclean during menstruationand after childbirth—
for 33 daysafter giving birthto aboy, and for 66 daysafter giving birthtoagirl!

Clearly wedo not hold ourselvesto the specific laws of the holinesscodein other
mattersof sexual behavior, social behavior, or diet (thelaws prohibiting eating certain
kindsof food areinLeviticus). Theearly church struggled with the holinesscode, and
cametotheconclusionthat “What God hasmade clean, you must not call profane.” (Acts
10:15)

Peter’ svision (in Acts 10) clearly lifted the prohibition against eating the
“unclean” food. Peter immediately applied thisspiritual experiencetothequestion of
whether or not to wel comegentilesinto thecommunity of believers. Hebaptized

Corneliusand hiswhole household and did not requirethem first to be circumcised.
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Jesus, thefriend of tax collectorsand sinners(consult Mark 2:15-16; Matthew
9:10-11; Luke 5:29-30), Jesus, who was criticized for doing hishealing work onthe
Sabbath day (Mark 3:1-6; Matthew 12:9-14, Luke 6:6-11), Jesus, whose disciplesdidn’t
washtheir handsbeforemeals(Matthew 15:2, Luke 11:38), Jesusour L ord perceived that
the holiness code had becomeagresat burdento the people (Matthew 23:1-4, 13, 23-24;
Luke11:42, 46, 52). Jesusisthe onewho comestollift that burden, and to replace the
theology of “ holiness” withthetheol ogy of compassion.” “Beholy (separate) for Godis
holy,” isreplaced by “Beloving, for Godislove.”

A Scattering of Bird Shot from Paul’ sEpistles
Romans 1:26-27; Romans 13:13; 1 Corinthians5:10-11; 6:9-10;
2 Corinthians 12: 20; Galatians 5:19-21; Colossians 3:5, 8

Thereare severa versesfrom variousepistlesthat are used to condemn
homosexual behavior. Paul, likethosewho formed theholinesscodeof L eviticus, was
most likely addressing pagan religious practices. One disadvantage of the epistlegenreis
thatitisvery muchlikelistening to onehalf of atelephone conversation. Thelettersthat
Paul wrote (or that hisdiscipleswrotein hisname) were addressed to specific churches,
in specific setting, addressing specific concerns. Wecan’t be certain what those concerns
were: no one saved and complied theletters to Paul fromthe churches. Our epistles, most
likely, represent only asmall collection of Paul’ swritings, hisletterswerecombined and
edited and copied and passed along. Thepotential for misinterpretationisenormous. We
should bewareof generalizing an admonition that may have appliedto aspecific person

or group of personsin aspecific situation.

In spite of the evidence that Paul might not have approved of my ministry (1
Corinthians 14:34-35), | like Paul alot. His over-arching themeis grace. Paul wroteto
the Christiansin Rome:

...l am surethat neither death nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor

things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor

anything elseinal creation will beableto separate usfrom thelove of
God in Christ Jesus our Lord (Romans 8:38- 39)

That isapowerful statement of faith. Nothing can separate usfrom thelove of God.
Nothing. Not our sins, not our perceived sins, not our ignorance, not our doubt. Nothing

can separate usfromthelove of God. Thosewho usethebiblebullets (or biblebird shot)
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ignorePaul’ sbroader themeof grace, andignorehispleastorefrain fromjudging others

(seeRomans 2:1, for example).

The Shield of Faith
| believecareful study of thescriptureinthelight of God’ sgraceisthebest bible

bullet proof shield. Itisimperativethat wereclaim our scripturesfromthosewhowould
wield them as weapons! Though theseare metaphorical bullets, they seemtoinspirereal
violence, asin thefollowing example:

In preparing for her novel The Drowning of Sephen Jones, based upon the
true story of ayoung gay man tossed from abridgeto his death by agroup
of young gay-bashers, author Bette Greeneinterviewed morethan four
hundred young meninjail for variousformsof gay-bashing. Few of them,
shenoted, showed any remorsefor their crimes. Few saw anything
morally wrong with their crimes, and more than afew of them told her

that they werejustified intheir opinionsand intheir actionsby the
religioustraditionsfromwhichthey came. Homosexuality waswrong, and
against the Bible. One of thoseinterviewed told her that the pastor of his
church had said that homosexual s represented Satan and the Devil. The
implication of thislogic wasclear: Who could possibly dowrongin

destroying Satan and all of hisworks?
-Gomes, p. 146

The gospel of Jesusisagospel of love. Jesusiscompassionintheflesh. Jesus
callsusnot tojudgeand condemn, Jesuscallsustolove. Jesushimself reached out to all
whowereoutcast. | commendto your study thestory of theman born blind, foundinthe
gospel of John, chapter 9.

The man’ s blindness was thought to be evidence of sin. But who wasit that
sinned, the discipleswondered. Wasit thisman, or wasit his parents, sincehewasborn
that way? The man wastouched by Jesusand hiseyeswere opened. And then Jesusexits
the story for atime.

The man was brought to the Pharisees. They could not believe that he had been
healed. Thismanwasborninsin, hecould not possibly havereceived amiraculouscure.
God could not possibly carefor onewho wasborn utterly insin. Instead of rejoicingwith
this man, the Phariseesargued with him. Then they called theman’ s parentsin and tried
to bully them. Finally, they grew tired of theman, and cast home out of the synagogue.
For good. They excommunicated him.
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At this point Jesus entersthe story again, to assure the man that he is not the one
whoisinsin. Jesusreprimandsthe Phariseessoundly: “1f youwereblind, youwould
have no guilt; but now that you say, ‘Wesee,” your guilt remains.”

Peopl e of homosexual orientation have been cast out of their religious
communitiesby religiousauthoritieswho cannot believethat the grace of God could
includesuch“sinners’ asthese. WhereisJesus, inthispresent struggle?1 believe Jesusis
the onewho meetsthe outcasts on the church steps, with the assurancethat they are not

the oneswho remainin sin.
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