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Lecture Notes T-500

Gay Theology

Charles W. Allen

The Gospel:

In eccentricity and brokenness,

the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ

embraces each and every one of us just as we are

and draws us to embody that communion for all others,

now and always.

The Gospel and Other Truths’ Radical Claims

One more time, imagine yourself living much of your life being told, in effect, that you’re practically nobody, that you’re actually a defective human being. 

But something within, around, or beyond you rebels and insists that you’re somebody, that there may be things wrong with you, but they’re not the things other people say they are. You’re refusing to be put in your place.

As you struggle to find your own voice, with its own irreducible value, you become increasingly aware of some rendition of the Gospel, and you find it transfiguring your own efforts, providing you with new resources to insist that you’re somebody in community with others.

Now a new rendition of the Gospel emerges, shaped by your own struggle to be somebody, but also having shaped and continuing to shape your struggle.

That’s where I find myself, and where other peculiar Christians find themselves today.

I find myself summoned by the Gospel to speak truthfully of the complexity and elusiveness of all our desires, how their pursuit and restraint have at different times led to gracious moments that defy attempts to weave a seamless narrative, and how for the sake of the Gospel we might grant one another the space to discover together where this all might lead.

That God is, that God is not just any god but no less than the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ, that I am summoned to embody that communion in and through my same-sex attractions (not despite them) and to speak confidently of all the above at once—these are all truths that claim me most radically.  

Their claim on me is so radical that it outweighs any claim I could make on them.  And to recognize that frees me to face any questions, any unsettling ideas, any suspicions without defensiveness, since trying to protect such truths would rob them of their power to claim.

Theology for the Welcoming Church: One Theologian’s Agenda

I’m attempting to articulate my peculiar stance, without spending too much time on justifying why I should stand there. I’m starting in other words, with a few more truths that claim me most radically. So just sit back and listen for a while:

Gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered Christians have been called into God’s communion so that the Gospel can continue to find embodiments that resist idolatry and promote sacramentality.

Like our “straight” counterparts, we embody both eccentricity (the off-centeredness of God’s living and creating) and brokenness (the breaking of that communion to which all are welcomed). And, like everybody else, we embody both so intimately that we cannot easily disentangle one from the other.

We do embody brokenness. We desire our selves, and one another, apart from the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ. That is idolatrous, and it breaks communion. But we are guilty of this no more than anybody else. We are all redeemed sinners. And our brokenness needs mending.

But we believe that mending our brokenness does not lie in universally barring us from our most likely opportunities for intimacy-in-mutuality (of which sex is only one component, though a crucial one). 

However our peculiar desires entered the world, however broken we may have become, our eccentric forms of intimacy-in-mutuality can now be used for the greater glory of God. In them we can learn how to love God “in all things and above all things.”

We embody eccentricity in almost every sense of the term by the very fact that we are unlikely ever to be a majority. We will always exist on the margins of community life. And this can be of great benefit for all. 

There can be no genuine communion without eccentricity, without each of us being somewhat different, off-centered, peculiar. And those of us who remain marginal serve as reminders to ourselves and others that all of us are called, paradoxically, to find our centers in the margins. That is, after all, what God does.

Our vocation to follow the desires of our hearts is both like and unlike the vocation of faith. We cannot fully account for it. It is subject to suspicion on a variety of fronts, so that continuing to live by it is an act of defiance, of resistance to those who demand conformity. We thus serve as a reminder that all fundamental affirmations are suspect.

Our history of exclusion and oppression, like that of others on the margins, reminds the church that fundamental affirmations can also be dangerous, especially when used as trump cards. 

It is therefore important, for the Gospel’s sake, for all of us to find our own voices, to speak out even when not welcomed, to resist attempts to put us in our place. We can expect no less from those who cannot agree with us.

I am indebted to those who have spoken out and acted up before me, and to those who still work more disruptively than I am inclined to do. But that is not where my vocation principally lies. I am, by temperament and training, an advocate of engaged, critical conversation.

Given that the most radical claims on our lives all turn out to be suspect, even dangerous, affirmations, given how tricky things can get when we try to distinguish sacramental embodiments of these affirmations from their idolatrous counterparts, we simply must stay in conversation with those who differ from us.  

Conversation is no panacea, because even the most important ones are sustained by other agendas of comparable importance, and no conversation is innocent.  

But our need for conversation is no less urgent in a world where anything we do has consequences for others, whether good or ill (or both).

Furthermore, staying in conversation is far more important in resisting idolatry than appeals to Scripture or any other privileged sources.  Conversation cannot replace such appeals.  They remain necessary.  But only the power of true conversation can bring their presumed authority to life.

True conversation, critically open to the voices of others in its midst and on its margins, yet committed to making a difference in the world, requires just as much time, care and commitment as any traditional spiritual discipline. 

That is why I have continued to insist that a welcoming church should not be a church that demands less of us, in terms of accountability to one another in light of the Gospel, but one that demands much more than most of us are used to giving, whatever our theological stances.

True conversation is often contentious, most especially where matters of fundamental import are involved. It must make room for the eccentricity and brokenness of its participants, and their often conflicting agendas, which for Christians cannot always be disentangled from their renditions of the Gospel. Because of that, parting company because of dissent is to be expected. It need not be interpreted as failure.

But the church must also make room for a communion both within and beyond our own efforts and interests, which is no less than the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ. Because of that, even when we must part company we must resolve to return and engage one another for the sake and integrity of the Gospel.

I have tried to bring all of these reminders to the way I now phrase the Gospel: In eccentricity and brokenness, the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ embraces each and every one of us just as we are and draws us to embody that communion for all others, now and always. 

The point here is to be able to affirm something that has power to claim, sustain and direct our lives, but to do so in a way that keeps us mindful of our own eccentricity and brokenness, and thus our need for constant conversation.

It is precisely because the Gospel is true that I am free to love questions as much as answers, to expect people of differing convictions to be able to teach me as much as I can teach them, to resist people who think that the certainty of their convictions entitles them to silence or belittle dissenting voices. I have never known a better reason for celebrating diversity (while standing for justice) than the truth of the Gospel.

It is for the sake and integrity of that Gospel that we gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered Christians are now called to join our voices to the church’s two-thousand year struggle to live faithfully in the world. Nothing less will do.
….

The following short essay is a reflection I shared with the CTS Staff and Faculty in November 2001 after we had attended some diversity training sessions that left a lot of people frustrated.

When One Person’s “Sinfulness” Is Another’s “Holiness”

Charles W. Allen

When I was about thirteen my conscience was burdened by a suspicion that Don, one of my best friends, was engaging in a practice that might put his soul in jeopardy. He said he was a Christian, and I knew he sincerely believed he was. But I knew that if he did this thing on a regular basis, regardless of his sincerity, he would be in trouble. It wasn’t just a minor sin. It was among the worst. It was blasphemous, abominable, downright idolatrous. If he engaged in it, it was a wonder that God didn’t strike him dead right then and there, as God had so often done in the Bible stories I had read. So one day, while we were walking home from the city park, I decided to ask him about it. 

“Don, do you Lutherans pray to Mary?”

“Of course not. Only Catholics do that.”

“And you wouldn’t kneel in front of her statue and cross yourself?”

“No.”

“That’s a relief! I’ve seen Catholics do that on TV, and I’ve wondered how they could call themselves Christians and do that. The Bible says we shouldn’t pray to anybody but God, and we should never bow to a ‘graven image’.”

“Well that’s what we believe too.”

“Good. I just wasn’t sure. I never met any Lutherans before you moved here.”

This story didn’t go where you thought it would, did it?


Now back to the present. Imagine how shocked I would have been if you had told me that as an adult I would belong to a parish that has a Mary chapel. People can kneel in front of her statue, pray, light candles, say the rosary or even a Hail Mary. I’ve never been moved to do that myself, but long ago I found I could be “affirming” toward people who were so inclined, and even moved by their devotion. My parish also welcomes and affirms gay and lesbian couples, believes their relationships can be holy, and blesses them when they want to make a lifelong commitment. That would have shocked me too at age thirteen. But I’m not sure it would have shocked me any more than our provision for Marian devotion. Both seemed clearly condemned by the Bible, at least as I understood it then. But I’ve come to realize that things aren’t always as they seem at first glance: what people are doing may not be quite what I thought they were doing, and what the Bible says about it may not be as clear as I thought either.


Here’s a related story. While I was working on my doctorate I went to a noontime Mass at the university’s Newman Center. The priest celebrating was another Ph.D. student whom I knew and liked. He knew I was a Protestant, but he offered me communion anyway. Now Cardinal Ratzinger would have considered this a serious sin, but my friend did not. He thought this act of hospitality (and defiance) was holy, and so did I. I didn’t take communion from him, because I didn’t want to get him into any deeper trouble with his church. Instead I asked him to bless me, and I thanked him afterward for offering. I had been deeply moved.


So that’s three examples. We could imagine more, but here’s what they show us. In each example, there are people doing something they think is holy, while other people think it’s not holy but downright sinful. Some think the practice is building up their relationship with God and their neighbors. Others think the practice is tearing it down. Can you think of a better way to sum up the history of Christianity?


Today I work at an ecumenical seminary, a seminary committed to faithfully reconciling the church’s past and present divisions. That means we’re supposed to welcome, appreciate and work with people who can’t always agree with us about what’s sinful and what’s holy. We can agree at the very least that we are summoned to love God and neighbor with all that we are. But when it comes to just how we can best do that, we’re often tempted to part company. 

If we worked together in a chocolate factory, this might not be such a challenge, but we work in a place that’s committed to helping people get more adept, more responsible, at distinguishing the sinful from the holy. So we can’t be content if people tell us that our convictions on that subject are “irrelevant in the workplace.” Our convictions may not always bear directly on our specific job descriptions, but most of us wouldn’t choose to work here if we couldn’t see ourselves as working toward a common purpose of loving God and neighbor. So when we disagree, and we feel deeply about the disagreement, it matters.

If we’re going to disagree like that, why should we even bother with so many differences? Why don’t we go somewhere where we all believe and act alike? We bother, I think, because we know we’re not God. That means we can sometimes be wrong, even about convictions that claim us deeply. We’ve seen ourselves change, perhaps. We’ve probably seen others change. And we know we might have to change someday. We’ve seen something of God’s ways, but we haven’t seen everything yet. Nobody has. And we know we’re in for some surprises. So we can’t afford to cut ourselves off from people we don’t always understand, people who consider holy the very things we may consider sinful, who consider sinful the very things we may consider holy.

That’s why we bother with ecumenism. But that doesn’t make it any easier, or more comfortable. In fact, if we’re not uncomfortable, we may not be taking our faith, or another’s, seriously enough. 

The issue that’s bothering many of us today is how we should regard Christians, like me, who believe God is calling them to promote faithful and just families regardless of the gender make-up of couples involved. It’s not about saying anything goes. It’s about promoting faithful, responsible families in devotion to God. It’s a vision of holiness, not sinfulness, at least in the eyes of Christians like me. Many of us have decided that this makes perfect sense in light of the most central affirmations of the Bible. But many of us aren’t so sure about that. Some even wonder if a person like me could be a Christian.

That’s painful for me to hear. It’s at least as painful for me as it must be for others who feel that some of their deepest convictions about Christian families are being challenged by the fact that my views are welcomed in this seminary. I wish I had an easy response for those who feel this way about me. I don’t, except to point out that the pain you feel isn’t all that different from mine, which might help us understand one another better. But there aren’t any easy answers. I certainly can’t tell you that your concerns are irrelevant here, any more than mine are.

One thing I can do is point to what’s been happening at this seminary. Over time, most of the faculty, administration, trustees and many staff and students have been persuaded that this vision of holiness deserves a respected voice here. Many are convinced that this really is holiness. Others are still unsure, but they are still convinced that it’s at the very least worthy of debate in this community. It should be respected in the same way that Protestants should respect Marian devotion, or that traditional Roman Catholics should respect a Mass celebrated by a female priest. People are still free to believe that such practices are wrongheaded, even sinful. But they need to be aware that others of us regard them as holy, and that we have been able to make a persuasive case for that to a wide and growing variety of people who have given their lives and their minds to living by the Bible’s message. That doesn’t guarantee that we’re right. But it does make us worthy of respectful consideration at this point in the life of this community. That at least is how I interpret the latest edition of the seminary’s catalogue.

What if you just don’t agree? I don’t believe you should change your convictions under any sort of pressure from any of the rest of us. We should change our convictions only when we are genuinely moved to change them. We should talk about it (when we can), think about it, and (dare I say it?) pray about it. But if you think any of the rest of us are trying to force a change on you, you’re entitled to say, “I have to make up my own mind, in my own time, so please back off.” Maybe you’ll change, and maybe you won’t, and either way I’ll have to live with that. 

At this point in our life and work together, all I can ask is that you do people like me the honor of recognizing that my stand is rooted in a deep desire to love God and my neighbor as best I can discern. If you can do that much for me, then maybe I can do that much for you. And then we both might learn something new about the love and holiness of God.

